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This dissertation is the first historical-cultural exploration of the ways tribal
customs made their way into mainstream America. Throughout his career, Cherokee
entertainer and political pundit Will Rogers (1879-1935) drew on Cherokee traditions to
ameliorate Americans’ anxieties over the increase of mass media, the rise of urbanism,
and the threatened loss of individuality that came with these changes. This study
complicates overly-simplistic assumptions that popular culture uniformly misrepresented
and victimized Native peoples during the Progressive Era and Interwar Years. By
analyzing the early twentieth century through the work of one of its most influential
American Indian participants, this project broadens notions of both American popularpolitical cultures and American Indian identities. Although Rogers and other publiclyknown Natives like him did not always fit into the public’s perception of “the Indian,”
they did fit into their tribe’s artistic and cultural traditions. In this way, Rogers’s
overlooked work—his live performances on vaudeville and radio, his syndicated
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journalistic commentary, and his astounding film career—challenges scholarly
understandings of the representation and misrepresentation of Native Americans.
This study does not merely illuminate the intimate connections between Will
Rogers and the Cherokee Nation. It further elucidates the ways American and specific
American Indian tribal histories interact with one another. Scholars so often focus on the
colonization and usurpation of Indian nations that we overlook the many times
indigenous individuals and nations impact the United States in both positive and negative
ways. This dissertation, in short, shows that scholars must reconsider essentialized
notions of Indianness, turning instead to specific tribal histories and the ways these
traditions intermingle with others to affect the whole.
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Introduction: The Cherokee Kid
Born to a prominent Cherokee politician in the Indian Territory, Will Rogers
(1879-1935) was raised in the Cooweescoowee District of the Cherokee Nation. By the
time of his death in 1935, Rogers was a household name across the United States. He left
the Territory in 1902 and found lucrative employment in Texas Jack’s Wild West Show.
From the early 1900s to the 1920s, he worked the vaudeville circuits and headlined the
Ziegfeld Follies as a political comedian and trick-roper. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s,
he starred in over seventy movies, hosted a regular radio show, and penned over 4,000
syndicated editorials. He even ran for president in 1932. It was a gag but FDR, running
for office the same year, dropped him a quick line just to be sure: “don’t forget you are a
Democrat by birth, training and tough experience and I know you won’t get mixed in any
fool movement to make the good old Donkey chase his own tail and give the Elephant a
chance to win the race.”1 He was, to put it lightly, a Cherokee who carried substantial
cultural capital in the United States during the first part of the twentieth century.
Interesting though his life was, this dissertation is not a biography. Rather, it is the
consideration of two nations—the Cherokee Nation and the United States—whose
stories, arts, technologies, and histories amalgamated in the life of one of the United
States’ most prominent celebrities. In other words, using Rogers as a case study, I offer
here an examination of the ways tribal culture affects larger American popular culture.
Interpreting Rogers’s artistic ventures requires analyses of these diverse cultures whose
experiences occasionally overlapped but generally maintained distance from each other.
By presenting this tale of two nations, as they were expressed by one man, I offer here a

1

Franklin Delano Roosevelt to Will Rogers, 1 June 1932, Franklin D. Roosevelt Papers, Papers as the
Governor of New York, “Rogers, Will.”
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new method of understanding and interpreting American Indian celebrities, especially
those living in the early part of the twentieth century. Rogers has been called,
problematically, part-Cherokee (a label steeped in colonial blood-quantum debates that
preclude him from his “all-Cherokee” cultural ties); he has been geographically situated
in the Indian Territory as a child in biographical studies; and he has thankfully been
(re)claimed recently as a Cherokee by scholars working in American Indian literary
studies, whose work examines solely his journalistic writings. However, Rogers has not
been studied as a man with persistent and complex connections to his tribe, ties that had a
rippling effect on his multimedia contributions to the United States. This is that study.
Further, this dissertation reveals that, once placed in this Cherokee context,
Rogers’s artistic and political contributions to stage comedy, journalism, film, and radio
transform to become stalwart enactments by a Cherokee citizen working in a larger U.S.
popular framework. No longer are they merely the sometimes hokey meanderings of a
homespun cowboy philosopher; instead, his cultural contributions become less romantic
and more complex, a challenge to popular renditions of Rogers’s life and work. His
talents were deeply influenced by his experiences in and ties to the Indian Territory—and
it met what was, in the early twentieth century, a desire by Americans to remain
connected to each other, to maintain community in the face of mass media and increased
urbanization. Without understanding Rogers’s tribal connections—ties he emphasized
repeatedly in his work, as this dissertation will show—it is impossible to understand him.
And because Rogers was not the only such influential Native figure in the United
States during this period—Luther Standing Bear, Geronimo, Zitkala Ša, Chauncey
Yellow Robe, and Charles Eastman were just a few of Rogers’s American Indian
contemporaries—I contend that it is impossible to understand the period’s cultural history
without also interrogating, in Rogers’s case, the Cherokee Nation, and in other cases,
2

different tribal histories. Indeed, a successful understanding of American cultural history
at large requires an awareness of the specific tribal nations within the United States’
geographic boundaries. Instead of “Indian” history, scholars of popular culture need to
examine Lakota, Pomo, Mashpee, or Comanche histories, each of which contains its own
stories of conflicts and negotiations not only with the United States, but also within itself.
To overlook the influence of the variety of tribal traditions on larger U.S. cultural
tendencies is to both flatten American Indian history and colonize American history
itself.
By placing Rogers in a Cherokee cultural context, I do not remove him from his
obvious and influential place in larger U.S. cultural history. To the contrary, what is
remarkable about Will Rogers is that he took Cherokee traditions—be they cultural,
artistic, or otherwise—to the United States to great fanfare. Scholars so often focus on the
colonization, invasion, and usurpation of Indian nations (with good reason) that we
overlook the many times that indigenous individuals and nations impact the United
States, in both positive and negative ways. Rogers provides but one influential example
of this tribe-to-U.S. transference.
Underlying this dissertation, then, is a challenge to the broad concept of
Indianness as expressed in studies of Native peoples in popular culture. While within
American Indian Studies there exists a push to examine prominent Native figures—
writers, actors, activists, and the like—in terms of their specific tribal ties, American
Studies, by and large, has yet to incorporate tribal cultural traditions into its studies of
American Indian experiences in the United States. Likewise, scholars working expressly
in American Indian Studies rarely detail the ways major players in Native history affected
larger U.S. policy and culture. This project, I hope, begins to bridge the divide between
American Indian Studies’ focus on tribal histories to understand Native celebrities and
3

other scholars’ too-frequent assumptions that tribal histories are peripheral to
understanding U.S. history at large.

The Scholarly Crinoline
Invented by Will Rogers, a crinoline—a trick-roping feat he employed on
vaudevillian stages during the first two decades of the twentieth century—requires a
ninety-foot-long braided cotton rope. Sitting on horseback, Rogers created “a circle until
the entire ninety feet forms ... a sort of big revolving frame about the operator and his
horse.”2 This dissertation attempts to forge my own crinoline by roping together
scholarship on Cherokee and U.S. cultural histories, examinations of American Indians in
popular culture, and scholarly studies of Rogers and his work.
Since it was at home that Rogers first encountered trick roping, my own crinoline
starts with the history and politics of his home, the Cherokee Nation. The broad range of
cultural, economic, and social experiences of Cherokee citizens is overwhelming.
Because of this diversity of experience, heated debate in the nation is in many ways at the
heart of Cherokee cultural experiences. As Cherokee writer and historian Robert Conley
states, “it has always been extremely difficult, if not impossible, to get all Cherokees to
agree on anything.”3 Thus, it is scholarship that recognizes and details the Cherokee
Nation’s diversity, broadly defined, that most impacts this work. The political lives of
Cherokee citizens represent perhaps the most dramatic staging of these diverse opinions.
At the heart of Cherokee alliance and division, then, is this political history, which is

2 Will Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 2, ed. Arthur Frank Wertheim and Barbara Bair (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 2000), 214.
3 Robert Conley, The Cherokee Nation: A History (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2005),
29.
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marked by geographic division, internal dispute, and (some say) treason.4 The most
influential and far-reaching of these histories includes William McLoughlin’s After the
Trail of Tears, Charles Hudson’s The Southeastern Indians; Thurman Wilkins’s
Cherokee Tragedy, and Morris L. Wardell’s A Political History of the Cherokee Nation,
1838-1907.5 Studies detailing Cherokee political debates specifically over the U.S. Civil
War, Reconstruction, Oklahoma statehood, and the 1898 Curtis Act most assisted me in
understanding Rogers’s experiences in the Territory, which were steeped in these
particular arguments. In this realm, Rennard Strickland’s work on the Cherokee and the
other tribal nations of Oklahoma stands out for its lively focus on the diverse experiences
of tribal citizens living in what later became the state of Oklahoma.6 Strickland’s
description of the first Oklahoma Land Run, for example, relays the severity of what was,
to Rogers, one of the most dramatic historical events of his youth:
Oklahoma Indian tribes in a real sense were still sovereign—“domestic dependent
nations,” in the words of Chief Justice John Marshall. Until that fateful year
[1889], although subject to many federal regulations, Indians owned all the lands
that were to become Oklahoma. Whites within their domain were there on Indian
sufferance or were government or military officials. Illegal intruders were subject
to expulsion under existing treaties. These sovereign Indian nations were the only
groups in Oklahoma whose political power and landed estate would diminish with

4 The “treason” to which I refer here—though there are other cases—is the secret signing of the Treaty of
New Echota in 1835 by a collection of tribal leaders, excluding, significantly, Chief John Ross. While some
consider the treaty-signing an act of betrayal (indeed, most signers were assassinated after the 1838 Trail of
Tears, the forced removal of the tribe by U.S. federal forces), others see the event as representative of a
more nuanced debate over Cherokee cultural and political survival.
5 William McLoughlin, After the Trail of Tears: The Cherokees’ Struggle for Sovereignty, 1839-1880
(Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 1994); Charles Hudson, The Southeastern Indians (Knoxville: University of
Tennessee Press, 1976); Thurman Wilkins, Cherokee Tragedy: The Ridge Family and the Decimation of a
People (1970; Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1986); and Morris L. Wardell, A Political History
of the Cherokee Nation, 1838-1907 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1938).
6 Rennard Strickland, The Indians in Oklahoma (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1980); Rennard
Strickland, “In Search of Cherokee History: A Bibliographical Foreword to the Second Printing,” in Morris
L. Wardell, A Political History of the Cherokee Nation, 1838-1907 (Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1977), xi-xxxvi; and Rennard Strickland, Fire and Spirits: Cherokee Law from Clan to Court
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1975).
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the establishment of territorial government that had begun in 1889 and culminated
in the admission of Oklahoma to statehood in 1907.7
It was these types of invasions and the resultant struggles to maintain Cherokee
sovereignty that marked Rogers’s first thirty years. Of course, the political is not far
removed from the social. Standing on the border of these subfields is Andrew Denson’s
Demanding the Cherokee Nation, which offers a socio-political understanding of the
tribal nation by examining formal Cherokee entreaties to the U.S. Congress during the
nineteenth century: “While many in the United States saw the Indian nation as a doomed
relic, Cherokee leaders were able to imagine a modern future for it.”8 In the process of
unpacking Cherokee rhetorical patterns, Denson foregrounds Cherokee citizens’
understandings of themselves as lobbyists, politicians, and distinct tribal citizens.
Social and cultural histories of the nation were initiated in large part by tribal
historian Emmet Starr’s impressive History of the Cherokee Indians (1921), which
attempts “as near a personal history and biography of as many Cherokees as possible.”9
Because it is so closely tied to the social milieu of and kinship ties extant within the
Cherokee Nation during Rogers’s lifetime, Starr’s work has been invaluable in guiding
my understanding of Cherokee familial and social networks at the turn of the twentieth
century. Angie Debo’s historical work with the tribes of the eastern Indian Territory
(Oklahoma), especially her 1940 manuscript “And Still the Waters Run”: The Betrayal of
the Five Civilized Tribes, is a testament not only to the fortitude of those about whom she
is writing, but also to her undying dedication to the Native peoples of the United States

7

Strickland, Indians of Oklahoma, 33-34.
Andrew Denson, Demanding the Cherokee Nation: Indian Autonomy and American Culture, 1830-1900
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2004), 6.
9 Emmet Starr, History of the Cherokee Indians and Their Legends and Folk-Lore (Oklahoma City:
Warden Company, 1921), 9.
8
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during a period when most non-Natives turned away. As Debo describes the “orgy of
exploitation” during Rogers’s youth,
At the beginning of the present century [the twentieth century] about seventy
thousand of these Indians [Cherokees, Choctaws, Chickasaws, Muscogees, and
Seminoles] owned the eastern half of the area that now constitutes Oklahoma....
They ruled themselves and controlled this tribal property under constitutional
governments of their own choosing.... Their political and economic tenure was
guaranteed by treaties and patents from the Federal Government, and warned by
the tragic fate of all Indians who had lost their homes, they insisted upon the
observance of these conditions. But white people began to settle among them, and
by 1890 these immigrants were overwhelmingly in the majority. Congress
therefore abrogated the treaties.10
More recent cultural histories, in particular those by Theda Perdue, Daniel Littlefield,
Tiya Miles, and Devon Mihesuah also lie at the core of this project, each exploring
certain aspects of Cherokee life. Perdue’s work with the history of Cherokee cultural
systems is broad and includes the role of women in the Cherokee Nation, the nature of
slavery in Cherokee society, racial construction among the Five Tribes, and Cherokee
Removal from the Southeast.11 Daniel Littlefield and Tiya Miles have offered distinct
interpretations and histories of the Cherokee Nation’s involvement in chattel slavery,
examinations that affect my own understanding of the Cherokee Nation in general and of
Rogers’s comments and relationships with African Americans and Afro-Cherokees
specifically. By tracing the history of an Afro-Cherokee family, Miles writes succinctly:
“The story of the Shoeboots family indicates that liberation for African slaves and self-

10 Angie Debo, “And Still the Waters Run”: The Betrayal of the Five Civilized Tribes (1940; Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1973), ix-x.
11 Theda Perdue, Slavery and the Evolution of Cherokee Society, 1540-1866 (Knoxville: University of
Tennessee Press, 1979); Theda Perdue, “Mixed Blood” Indians: Racial Construction in the Early South
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2003); Theda Perdue, Cherokee Women: Gender and Culture
Change, 1700-1835 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1998). Though not exhaustive, these are the
texts I found most useful. Perdue’s contributions to the resurrection of historical documents have also
guided my research.
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determination for Cherokee people were often framed in opposition to one another.”12
The intense debate and internal divisions—both extreme during Rogers’s lifetime—that
sprang from tribal involvement in chattel slavery would (and continue to) challenge the
ethics of the Cherokee Nation’s definition of its own citizenry. Finally, Mihesuah’s
examination of the Cherokee Female Seminary, which Rogers’s sisters attended, not only
details young Cherokee women’s experiences in the second half of the nineteenth
century, but also reveals broad internal social changes that, in many respects, challenged
the nation’s sovereignty.13
Sociologists and anthropologists, too, deepened my understanding of Cherokee
cultural history during Rogers’s lifetime. Duane Champagne’s Social Order and Political
Change, a detailed sociological study that moves from approximately 1700 to 1900,
follows each of the Five Tribes (Cherokee, Choctaw, Chickasaw, Creek, and Seminole)
as they forged constitutional governments and other institutions.14 The work’s in-depth
understanding of historical and institutional distinctions among these tribes, which are too
often considered uniformly, emphasizes the need for tribe-specific studies, even of tribal
nations (such as the Five Tribes) that seem similar to one another at first glance. Earlier
anthropological work, especially James Mooney’s Myths of the Cherokee and Fred
Gearing’s later “Priests and Warriors: Social Structures for Cherokee Politics in the
Eighteenth Century,” assisted me in understanding change and continuity in the Cherokee
Nation.15 More recently, Russell Thornton’s demographic examinations of the Cherokee
12

Daniel Littlefield, Cherokee Freedmen: From Emancipation to American Citizenship (Westport, CT:
Greenwood Press, 1978) and Tiya Miles, Ties the Bind: The Story of an Afro-Cherokee Family in Slavery
and Freedom (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 4.
13 Devon A. Mihesuah, Cultivating the Rosebuds: The Education of Women at the Cherokee Female
Seminary, 1851-1909 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1997).
14 Duane Champagne, Social Order and Political Change: Constitutional Governments among the
Cherokee, the Choctaw, the Chickasaw, and the Creek (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1992).
15 James Mooney, Myths of the Cherokee (1900; New York: Johnson Reprint Corporation, 1970) and Fred
Gearing, “Priests and Warriors: Social Structures for Cherokee Politics in the Eighteenth Century,”
American Anthropological Association 64, no. 5 (1962).
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Nation allowed me to elucidate dramatic demographic shifts taking place in the latenineteenth and early-twentieth centuries.16 Edited by Raymond Fogelson, the fourteenth
volume of the Handbook of North American Indians, focusing on tribes of the Southeast,
is an invaluable contribution not only to anthropology, but also to broader
interdisciplinary

understanding

of

tribal

nations

in

general.17

However,

the

anthropological text that influences my work most is Circe Sturm’s Blood Politics, in
which she works to “explain how racial ideologies are constructed and then filter from
the national level to the local level, where they are simultaneously internalized,
reproduced, manipulated, and resisted in different ways in various Cherokee
communities.”18 The text is unmatched in its honest writing and nuanced conclusions,
which reveal the ways broad conceptions of and assumptions about blood mixture have
both strengthened and challenged the Cherokee Nation throughout the twentieth century.
Though raised with ranching and roping in his tribal nation, it was in the United
States that Rogers performed his crinoline—and all his performative tricks—to great
applause. Thus, as I studied the stories of the Cherokee Nation, the question of placing
Rogers in the United States preoccupied me as well. While Rogers brought important
Cherokee and American Indian issues to the American public, he also fulfilled a broader
role for American citizens in the early twentieth century by mediating the bifurcated
American scene of his lifetime. It is fair to say that, because of the venues in which he
worked, Rogers’s audience may have been largely white and middle-class. However,
these folks were by no means his only audience: he worked on vaudeville, performing
16
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with and for people from a variety of economic, social, and cultural backgrounds; he
maintained relationships with ranchers and cowhands from home; and he received
countless fan letters from people of all stripes. Indeed, Rogers’s sometimes friend,
sometimes adversary H. L. Mencken fumed at Rogers’s far-reaching influence (in his
presence) while the two were covering the 1928 Republican convention:
“Look at the man,” he [Mencken] shouted. “He alters foreign policies. He makes
and unmakes candidates. He destroys public figures. By deriding Congress and
undermining its prestige he has virtually reduced us to a monarchy. Millions of
Americans read his words daily, and those who are unable to read listen to him on
the radio.... I consider him the most dangerous writer alive today.”
“Come on now, Henry, you know that nobody with any sense ever took any of my
gags seriously,” remonstrated Rogers.
“Certainly not,” was the retort. “They are taken seriously by nobody except halfwits, in other words by approximately 85 percent of the voting population.”19
Despite Mencken’s elitist comments, his point remains: Rogers appealed to a wide
American demographic.
Rogers’s particular importance to American cultural history is perhaps best laid
out by a brief comparison of Robert and Helen Lynd’s Middletown and Ann Douglas’s
Terrible Honesty, texts that both delve into U.S. culture during the 1920s, when Rogers
gained international prominence. Both are case studies of particular areas in the United
States (Muncie, Indiana, and New York City, respectively), though each depicts very
different places, one surprisingly small and one overwhelmingly large. In Middletown
(Muncie, Indiana), the Lynds suggest,
life exhibits at almost every point either some change of some stress arising from
failure to change. A citizen has one foot on the relatively solid ground of
established institutional habits and the other fast to an escalator erratically moving
in several directions at a bewildering variety of speeds.20
19
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There was, the Lynds suggest, trepidation in small-town America in the 1920s. Citizens
were simultaneously excited by and fearful of technologies that might transform their
lives. In describing various modernist movements in New York City, Douglas asserts
that, though mongrel, the United States’ urban dwellers had become “fascinated by its
own cultural resources,” an artistic space unhindered by—indeed preoccupied with—the
increasing urbanity of Americans at large.21 Though participants in the coastal modernist
movements craved and developed work arising from the multiculturalism arising in the
regions, their small-town contemporaries did not always greet change with the same
eagerness.
Albeit a broad comparison, these two examples work to show differences between
large- and small-town life in the United States during Rogers’s celebrity. Indeed,
population changes, technological advances, and the rise of consumer culture gave rise to
both new and resurgent coping mechanisms across all regions of the United States.
Second only perhaps to the Ford automobile, the introduction of radio as a national
medium, as Susan Douglas states, “forever blurred the boundaries between the private
and domestic sphere and public, commercial, and political life.”22 Radio brought the
nation together by offering listeners shows that became familiar to most Americans. At
the same time, shows such as Amos n’ Andy not only radically misrepresented African
Americans, but also revealed the continuing racial problems that haunted the nation.
Similarly, increased nativism haunted the 1920s, continuing and, at times, heightening
the terrorism of already-marginalized population groups, including Jews, Blacks, and
immigrants. As scholars such as Nancy MacLean have suggested, anti-immigration
21
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sentiment was tied not only to fear of these groups, but was also reflective of changing
social structures in middle-class white society: “Beleaguered by conflicts of class and
gender that their sensibilities left them ill-equipped to explain, Klansmen displaced these
conflicts onto imagined racial Others—whether African Americans, Jews, or
immigrants.”23 Troubling class tensions were made clear through the rise of consumerism
and advertising as well. As Roland Marchand describes, “ads did not provide an accurate
reflection of social reality..., but a Zerrspiegel, a distorting mirror that would enhance
certain images.”24 Ultimately, such advertising appealed to and reflected middle-class
values, further entrenching economic hierarchies well-established by the start of the
twentieth century. The United States underwent profound change during Rogers’s time as
a celebrity. It was in large part his seeming rural sensibility destabilized somewhat by a
more subversive urban proficiency that maintained his popularity among various groups
of Americans. By bridging Middletown and Mongrel Manhattan, Rogers was central to
the Interwar Years.
This cultural scholarship echoes broader historical assessments of the period,
showing the United States to be a site of profound change during Rogers’s reign in the
popular realm. Robert H. Wiebe, in The Search for Order, describes early-twentiethcentury America as moving from “a society of island communities,” autonomously
controlled, into an “experiment in bureaucratic order,” a change accompanied by more
than its fair share of anxiety.25 Continuing Wiebe’s historical inquiry past 1920 and
through the interwar years, Michael Parrish contends in Anxious Decades that “the
decades between our two great wars saw the maturation and temporary collapse of a full23
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blown, consumer-oriented economy that profoundly affected the physical welfare and
moral sensibilities of men, women, and children from all walks of life in every region of
the United States.”26 Other historical examinations, including David Joseph Goldberg’s
Discontented Americans and Nathan Miller’s New World Coming, have also influenced
my interpretation of the United States during Rogers’s multimedia career.27
As a man from a small tribal town that was increasingly invaded not only by the
supposed amenities of modern life, but also by non-Cherokee intruders, Rogers moved
into the big city and became a sensation. He was, as many remember him, homely and
simple in his commentary and performances, but it was simplicity with a sharp edge and,
often, a profound message. Rogers successfully spanned the urban-rural gap, both
personally and professionally. In the details of Rogers’s writing, acting, and performing,
Rogers made the urban palatable to a national audience still uneasy with the dramatic
changes facing the United States between the 1870s and the 1930s. He called Henry Ford
“Henry” and poked fun at his money-grubbing ways; he won a dime from John D.
Rockefeller after a golf game; he wrote in a lighthearted regional dialect about the
country’s most serious problems; and he assumed the status of “self-made diplomat” to
Calvin Coolidge, an icy figure whose name Rogers spelled “Kal.” Rogers took the moral
high ground amongst the risqué Ziegfeld Girls, making the tantalizing show acceptable to
wide audiences. He was, at the same time, surprisingly worldly. Indeed, his most famous
remark—“I never met a man I didn’t like”—was printed for the first time in regard to

26 Michael E. Parrish, Anxious Decades: America in Prosperity and Depression, 1920-1941 (New York:
W. W. Norton and Company, 1994), x.
27 David Joseph Goldberg, Discontented Americans: The United States in the 1920s (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1999) and Nathan Miller, New World Coming: The 1920s and the Making of
Modern America (New York: Da Cappo Press, 2004).
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Leon Trotsky, a comment revealing that people are people, no matter their mystery,
power, political persuasion, or post.28
This scholarly crinoline encompasses scholarship on popular culture, too, for it is
often in the popular realm that such societal tensions are worked out. Indeed,
representational conflicts between lived experience and constructed image were popular
decades before 1904, when Rogers emerged on vaudeville. In Rogers’s case, specifically,
he was both a Cherokee and a cowboy, a confluence that confounded his fans. Celebrity
trickery thrived through the second part of the nineteenth century, a winding road paved
largely by P. T. Barnum. In The Arts of Deception, James Cook argues that this
entertainment shift was the result of middle-class angst over the increasing chaos of the
nineteenth-century city: “Their [deceptive entertainments’] puzzles held out the promise
of truth, but they also helped socialize their audiences to a brave new world in which the
very boundaries of truth were becoming more and more puzzling.”29 The evasive selfrepresentations Rogers put forth—both consciously and not—placed him in a middle
ground not often occupied by Native peoples during this period. By juggling his cowboy
image and his Cherokee upbringing, Rogers’s titillated the American populace.
We should not take this Cherokee’s dominant and influential role in popular
culture lightly. It is common in scholarly discourse to use Native people as props for

28 After traveling through Russia in 1926, Rogers published a book about the country. During this year,
Trotsky’s freedom was severely limited in the face of Stalinist sanctions and threats (he would be exiled to
Siberia in 1927). Though Rogers insisted that he only “wanted to find out just what kind of a Guy he was
personally,” his meeting with the revolutionary was refused. Rogers responded in his book, “I bet you if I
had met him and had a chat with him, I would have found him a very interesting and human fellow, for I
have never yet met a man that I dident like.” This was the first time his famous phrase—though in slightly
different form—was published. Will Rogers, There’s Not a Bathing Suit in Russia and Other Bare Facts
(1926; Stillwater: Oklahoma State University Press, 1973), 52.
29 James W. Cook, The Arts of Deception: Playing with Fraud in the Age of Barnum (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2001), 28. Though Cook suggests that this period of trickery ended in 1900 (see page 26),
the titillation of the illusive continued well into the twentieth century, seen most obviously through
vaudevillian and circus entertainments, which remained popular through the first decades of the twentieth
century.
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understanding non-Native ways of thinking about Indians, of revealing both the subtle
and egregious re-colonization of Indians in the more nuanced realms of popular culture
and mass media. Such understanding—initiated by Roy Harvey Pearce and further
cemented by Robert Berkhofer, Jr., Richard Slotkin, and others—is indeed crucial to
generating change in the popular presentation of Native peoples.30 However, these studies
often leave the words, actions, and intentions of real, live American Indian public actors
on the sidelines, revealing that academics, too, are confounded by the complications
wrought by “unexpected Indians,” who undoubtedly were and are more common than the
expected sort (if we assume that such expectation comes from the public at large). As
Steven Hoelscher asks in his study of H. H. Bennett’s seemingly romantic photographs of
the Ho-Chunk: “Is there not a way ... that we might more accurately describe the
encounter between non-Native photographers and Native subjects?” By telling the story
of the subjects featured in an 1870s photograph-cum-postcard, Hoelscher emphasizes the
importance of understanding Native peoples as agents in popular culture: “A photograph
that would seem to capture a moment of timelessness and traditional life outside the
stream of history, in fact, depicts ... people caught in the throws of dramatic social and, at
times, violent change.”31 It is time to turn studies of popular culture inside-out; that is, to
examine those often considered victims of popular ideologies as active and
knowledgeable agents in this representation.

30
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This is not to suggest that Native performers and subjects were fairly treated;
indeed, many were grossly underpaid or abhorrently misrepresented. However, American
Indians working in the public realm did so for a variety of reasons and those reasons are
understudied, a significant oversight that leads to the silencing of these participants.
Recent scholarship has started to invert these traditional studies of Native peoples in
popular culture. Philip Deloria’s Indians in Unexpected Places, for example, gives voice
to many long-overlooked Native folks who joined the United States’ popular arena. In
discussing his methodology, Deloria states, “I’ve taken as a touchstone the experiences of
Lakota, Dakota, and other Native people of the northern plains ... in large part because it
matters historically that that Lakota people were among the last to resist militarily and
among the first to enter modern representational politics in significant numbers.”32
Indeed, such regional study distinguishes this cultural history from others that pull
together Native peoples from an overwhelming variety of tribal affiliations. Similarly,
two of the most prominent publications on the Wild West shows in the past decade—L.
G. Moses’s Wild West Shows and the Images of American Indians, 1883-1933 and Joy
Kasson’s Buffalo Bill’s Wild West—have dealt expressly and deeply with “show
Indians,” Native peoples also primarily from the Northern Plains region who participated
in Wild West shows. Moses’s study of Native experience, participation, and selfrepresentation in Wild West shows at the turn of the twentieth century demands attention
to the Native actors as more than receptors of cultural imperialism. 33 Moses rejects the
notion of American Indians in Wild West shows as “artless victims” by interpreting these
“show Indians” as cultural workers with their own agendas and representational styles:
“‘Playing’ Indian could also be viewed as defiance…. [T]he only place to be an Indian—
32
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and defiantly so—and still remain relatively free from the interference of missionaries,
teachers, agents, humanitarians, and politicians was in the Wild West show.”34 Joy
Kasson’s study of the nation’s preeminent Wild West show also insists on a level of
autonomy for Native performers. While she admits that the show was an “imperialist
drama,” Kasson complicates the role of American Indians in the traveling show. In
detailing the experiences of Sitting Bull in particular, she notes that Native performers
generally found freedom offstage and were paid a livable wage, something they were
certainly not getting on the reservation. These recent publications offer models for my
approach to Rogers’s own agency in his career choices.
Though I do not questions these texts’ centrality in understanding Native actors
on their own terms, I do hope that by adding Will Rogers to such conversations, we can
further diversify our understandings not only of how Native peoples navigated the public
sphere, but also how they did so in ways specific to the tribal nations from which they
arose. In other words, the case of Will Rogers furthers this work by placing an
unexpected Indian—one who didn’t perform in stereotypical fashion in Wild West shows
or elsewhere—in unexpected places during the early years of the twentieth century.
A successful rope trick always ends in the hands of its performer. My own
crinoline thus brings this scholarship back around to studies of Rogers himself. The most
recent scholarly work examining Will Rogers specifically has broadened his ties to either
the Cherokee Nation or U.S. culture in the early twentieth century. None of these works,
however, bridges Rogers’s impact on and employment of both Cherokee and American
cultural trends. My work dovetails with these by exploring Rogers’s importance to U.S.
and Cherokee cultural histories equally. Lary May’s The Big Tomorrow, which examines
1930s radicalism in film, was one of the first scholarly analyses of Rogers as a Cherokee
34
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film star. May suggests that Rogers embedded radical political ideas in a rural-sounding
style that reflected traditional values.35 Though he employs Cherokee history to explain
Rogers’s radicalism, his exploration of Rogers’s particular social and economic positions
in the Cherokee Nation is limited in that it assumes such radicalism to be reflective of his
position as a colonized subject. As will be shown in chapter three of this dissertation,
Rogers’s life and film career in Southern California can be even more deeply tied to the
Cherokee Nation when the diverse political voices of the Cherokee Nation are ferreted
out and complicated by his family’s economic elitism, ties to the Cherokee Confederacy,
and participation in Black chattel slavery.
More recent examinations by scholars embedded in the Cherokee Nation’s history
and literary traditions further complicate the celebrity’s tribal connections. Daniel Heath
Justice, in Our Fire Survives the Storm, offers “a historically rooted and culturally
informed reading of the Cherokee literary tradition,” one that situates Rogers’s
journalism alongside other Cherokee writers (his ancestors, contemporaries, and
successors). Justice determines Rogers to be a “stealth minority with access to a forum
and a platform inaccessible to other Indians of his day.”36 Still, the tight Cherokee focus
of Justice’s analysis does not include an in-depth discussion of the American “platforms”
Rogers accessed and how his Cherokeeness affected or subverted U.S. popular media of
his day. Most recently, Tol Foster’s advocacy for a regional approach to the literary study
of the Indian Territory incorporates Rogers as a central figure: “tribal figures like the
Cherokee writer Will Rogers are historically situated actors who utilize the
35

Lary May, The Big Tomorrow: Hollywood and the Politics of the American Way (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2000), esp. chapter 1. May notes, “More than sixty years after these events [of the 1930s], it
seems almost impossible that a rope-twirling Cherokee Indian became the most popular figure of the
Depression.... The reason lies in the manner in which scholars have explored the relationship between
politics, Will Rogers, and filmmaking” (13).
36 Daniel Heath Justice, Our Fire Survives the Storm: A Cherokee Literary History (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2006), 7, 124.

18

counternarratives of their communities as a theoretical base from which to conduct
anticolonialist and cosmopolitan critique.”37 Though taking a broader regional approach,
Foster, like Justice, does not detail Rogers’s interactions with U.S. popular and political
cultures. In other words, neither adequately historicizes Rogers as an early-twentiethcentury Cherokee working in the United States. The strengths of both Justice’s and
Foster’s work lie in their abilities to read him as a Cherokee literary figure. While that
focus certainly preoccupies portions of this dissertation, the force of this study is to
examine Rogers as a historical figure representing cultural shifts in both the Cherokee
Nation and the United States.
Specifically, this dissertation attempts to both encircle and add to these
conversations by, first, providing magnified studies of particular periods in Rogers’s
career. In-depth examinations of Rogers on vaudeville, in film, on radio, and in print
creates space for understanding not only Rogers as a Cherokee, but Rogers’s career as binational (Cherokee-American) in its origins and effects. Second, by placing not only Will
Rogers, but also—and more broadly—an American Indian celebrity at the center of this
analysis, I hope to further recent shifts away from employing such public figures only as
lenses through which to understand non-Native America. Rogers and the many other
public Indians like him should be understood on their own terms.
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The Roll-Over: Theoretical and Methodological Frameworks
The roll-over, another of Rogers’s common trick-roping techniques, is described
by fellow roper and friend Chester Byers this way: “It is more graceful and more
effective to throw a roll-over with the loop rotating at low speed. Onlookers can then see
every detail of the trick.” When Rogers performed a roll-over, he almost always rolled
the rope over his shoulder, making a circle from the front of his body around the back of
his head: “The loop is brought to the right side [and] is then carried spinning to the left
across the front of the body and up and over the shoulder so that it rolls gracefully and
like a rigid wheel down to the opposite side.”38 By detailing the theories and
methodologies framing this study, I attempt to generate my own roll-over; that is, to
reflect what I hope is indeed a “graceful and more effective” approach to understanding
Rogers and his role in Cherokee and American cultures than has previously been
undertaken.
Throughout this dissertation, I apply concepts introduced by Chippewa theorist
Gerald Vizenor and postcolonialist Homi Bhabha. Vizenor’s model of the “postindian
warrior of survivance” undergirds this whole dissertation.39 Survivance, a word
combining survival and endurance, reflects Rogers’s abilities to use Cherokee traditions
and history in modern and innovative ways. Vizenor’s definition of postindian warriors is
based on this idea of survivance and argues that Native intellectuals often reject their
period’s stereotypes by using modern artistic forms that are often tied to the ways their
respective tribes used to fight colonial domination. To counter the colonial development
38 Chester Byers, Cowboy Roping and Rope Tricks (1928; New York: Courier Dover Publications, 1988),
63, 64.
39 These concepts are most thoroughly discussed in Gerald Vizenor, Manifest Manners: Postindian
Warriors of Survivance (Hanover, NH: Wesleyan University Press, 1994).
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of the nontribal, generic “indian,” which Vizenor posits does not exist in everyday lived
experiences, the “postindian ousts the inventions with humor, new stories, and the
simulations of survivance.”40 These postindians counter attempts at colonization and
“manifest manners”—those simulations in modern times that replay Euro-American
dominance—by pursuing, creating, or discovering their own modern tribal discourses,
which often involve technologies of the colonizer.
Rogers fits into this model of the postindian on at least two counts, as will be
shown throughout this dissertation. First, he tricked, however inadvertently, his nonNative audience into thinking he was non-Indian by acting like an actual (nonstereotypical) Cherokee. Because he did not fit into the preconceptions of Natives that
most Americans held, he rarely was placed into that ethnic category. As Vizenor points
out, “Postindian simulations arise from the silence of heard stories ... postindian warriors
create a new tribal presence in stories.”41 Second, Rogers created, I suggest, a new
method of “survivance” during a period of flux in Native political and cultural history.
By presenting himself (often autonomously) using various media, Rogers offered a
method of cultural survival and endurance not practiced by many other Natives of his
day. Postindians “undermine and surmount, with imagination and the performance of
new stories, the manifest manners of scriptural simulations and ‘authentic’
representations of the tribes in the literature of dominance.”42 In other words, by
indigenizing various American technologies, Rogers subverted and re-created typical
stories of Native America and the United States. He pushed the boundaries of what it
meant to be Indian and, more specifically, what it meant to be a Cherokee.

40
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There are, as Vizenor’s own case studies of Ishi, Luther Standing Bear, and
Charles Eastman point out, various methods of representational and intellectual play
among American Indians working in popular U.S. culture. Throughout this dissertation, I
attempt to generate specific “tribal genealogies”—those connections, both tribal and
inter-tribal, that tie American Indian public intellectuals to one another and to their
particular tribes—between Rogers and various American Indian actors working in the
public realm. The goal of developing these genealogies is to develop a more cohesive
intellectual framework for understanding Native public intellectuals in the twentieth
century.43 By following Robert Warrior’s insistence in Tribal Secrets: Recovering
American Indian Intellectual Traditions that “critical interpretation ... can proceed
primarily from Indian sources,” I work throughout to develop a sense of cohesion among
early-twentieth-century politicians, intellectuals, and celebrities.44 Though often speaking
to a non-Native audience, these intellectuals were also (privately and/or publicly)
speaking to each other. Rogers has for too long been exempt from this conversation.
While I use Vizenor to understand Rogers, I call on Homi Bhabha to understand
his audience. Bhabha’s model of liminality, explored most thoroughly in The Location of
Culture, challenges binaries such as colonizer/colonized and savage/civilized to present a
more complicated definition of individuals working or living along the borders of
national cultures. Bhabha moves Victor Turner’s work on liminality into a postcolonial
43
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realm.45 In such a context, Bhabha engages the liminal—or the in-between—as
suggestive of, “an intimacy that questions binary divisions through which such spheres of
social experience are often spatially opposed.”46 Though Bhabha suggests that liminality
provides a window through which to understand colonial subjects themselves, I propose
that any uncomfortable in-betweenness was experienced not by Rogers himself, but by
his American audiences. Rogers was comfortable in his positionality as Cherokee and
American. Instead, he was the agent who challenged popular presumptions—even those
espoused by some of his Native contemporaries—of American Indians as trapped
between two worlds. There is little evidence suggesting that Rogers considered himself
trapped or liminal in any way; he was comfortable in both the Cherokee Nation and the
United States. Rogers, then, threw such anxieties over liminality onto his audience.
Bhabha suggests that such figures “are not simply historical events or parts of a patriotic
body politic. They are also a complex rhetorical strategy of social reference: their claim
to be representative provokes a crisis within the process of signification and discursive
address.”47 This “crisis” Bhabha references is what I explore in this dissertation by
suggesting that it was listener, reader, or viewer—not Rogers—who felt the weight of
such liminal crises. Rogers forced his audience to consider the complex realities of
American Indian life, an embodiment that titillated, confused, and challenged his many
fans.
I carry Bhabha’s liminality model into my methodological framework, for it is
only by finding an overlapping space between American Indian Studies and American
45
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Studies that a more conscious and representative cultural history of American Indians can
be told. This is a difficult task given that neither American Indian Studies nor American
Studies is entirely definable, save that one focuses, primarily, on the United States and
the other on indigenous nations extant within the United States. Despite their rather
amorphous and indefinable qualities, the two fields remain distinct. For example, Philip
Deloria points out the important community-level work central to the field of American
Indian Studies.48 These departments often train students to return (or go) to a reservation
to aid a tribe through education, political involvement, language retention, and the like.
Deloria states that
American Indian studies programs often train Native students differently than do
American studies programs and departments. “Interdisciplinary” might mean
political science, law, education, health, and language as much as it does history,
literature, film, performance studies, and cultural theory.49
He also points out that, as opposed to most other traditionally oppressed groups within
the United States, American Indians prefer to remain distinct, favoring their tribal
citizenship over a larger American one. So how do scholars bring together these two
often disparate fields? Deloria does not offer a clear answer, though he insists that:
the ways in which Indian people have experienced and contested these things
[colonialism, gender, sexuality, imperialism, law, slavery, etc.] are critical to an
American studies dialogue that truly cuts across boundaries…. Indian histories,
literatures, and anthropologies complicate in epistemological terms even the most
sophisticated readings of nation and culture.50
I suggest that by incorporating the tribally specific approach taken by anthropologists and
sociologists in the past (and increasingly by others working in American Indian Studies)
there is a way to merge the two fields. It is certainly not from the older American Studies

48 Philip J. Deloria, “American Indians, American Studies, and the ASA,” American Quarterly 55, no. 4
(December 2003): 669-80.
49 Deloria, “American Indians, American Studies, and the ASA,” 671.
50 Deloria, “American Indians, American Studies, and the ASA,” 678.

24

scholarship, which bridges historical and literary studies only, that such a joining can be
successful. In regard to the study of history, Devon Mihesuah provocatively states,
“merely offering mundane descriptions of what happened in the past is nothing more than
the ‘Old Indian History.’”51 A “new” Indian history, then, should involve tribal nations
and individuals in generating retellings of the indigenous past. When historians and other
academics begin to consult with or include contemporary Indian peoples’ perspectives
and responses; oral histories; and other tribal resources in the generation of their work,
our research will become more reflective of a new American Indian history instead of
scholarship reflecting “Non-Indian Perceptions of American Indian History.”52
And while there are marked and promising methodological approaches to Native
literary studies, much remains to be changed. As James Cox writes of such studies, it is
“the [literary scholars’] lack of familiarity with tribal and Native intellectual contexts”
that represents the most “consistent flaw” in Native literary studies. He goes on to point
out that “The most serious scholarly transgression involves writing about Native
literature without privileging, or even acknowledging, the work of Native scholars and
other Native creative writers.”53 Native literary scholars themselves, however, have
provided a methodological model that pushes the tribal into the center of analyses of
Native literature (though it remains too-often ignored by non-Native scholars). Craig
Womack’s groundbreaking study Red on Red, for example, argues that “tribal authors are
influenced by those writers in their own tribes who preceded them.”54 Though this
51
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(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2006), 3.
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statement may seem initially obvious, its consequences for the practice of Native studies
are profound. Native-centered courses taught at the university level in any number of
disciplines remain generically American Indian; they almost completely disregard tribal
specificity. The result of such curriculum is an essentializing of tribal diversity and
experience. All tribes become one in this scenario, according to Womack. Further, his
contention that tribal viewpoints and histories be placed at the center of American Indian
literary analysis is important to quote at length:
When cultural contact between Native Americans and Europeans has occurred
throughout history, I am assuming that it is just as likely that things European are
Indianized rather than the anthropological assumption that things Indian are
always swallowed up by European culture. I reject, in other words, the
supremacist notion that assimilation can only go in one direction, that white
culture always overpowers Indian culture, that white is inherently more powerful
than red, that Indian resistance has never occurred in such a fashion that things
European have been radically subverted by Indians.55
This method of examining the tribal as the centerpiece of Native literary life should be
moved into the historical and cultural realm as well. This dissertation is my attempt at
such a methodological shift.

Roped In: Popular Depictions of Will Rogers
Lurking behind this vast range of scholarship related both directly and indirectly
to Rogers is the extant popular literature on the man. The material reveals much about
many Americans’ interpretations of Indianness and explains, in a small way, why Rogers
is often excluded from scholarly consideration of American Indians in popular culture. At
the heart of most of these popular depictions is a focus on blood quantum, a
Reasoning Together; and Jace Weaver, Craig S. Womack, and Robert Allen Warrior, ed., American Indian
Literary Nationalism (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2006).
55 Womack, Red on Red, 12. Foundational precursors to this movement include Warrior, Tribal Secrets,
and Jace Weaver, That the People Might Live: Native American Literatures and Native American
Community (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997).
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representation of Natives of mixed descent that has been around since colonial times.
Although Robert Warrior warns in Tribal Secrets that “both American Indian and Native
Americanist discourses continue to be preoccupied with parochial questions of identity
and authenticity,” the preoccupation persists especially in fields outside the bounds of
American Indian Studies.56 As Paul Spruhan, law clerk for the Navajo Nation Supreme
Court, attests, “The problem of blood quantum confronts anyone interested in American
Indian identity in the United States.”57 In his article, Spruhan offers a historical overview
of the uses of blood quantum from the colonial period to 1935, when the Indian
Reorganization Act was passed, allowing tribal nations more control over defining tribal
membership.
Until the late nineteenth century, the use of blood quantum as a legal definition
applied to American Indians was ad hoc and more often was used as a linguistic and
cultural marker than a legal one, implying typically that persons of mixed Indian and
non-Indian blood were troublesome: “federal officials, including Andrew Jackson,
lamented the purportedly negative influence of ‘half-breeds’ in encouraging resistance to
removal of the Five Civilized Tribes in the early 1800s.”58 Later, during Rogers lifetime,
blood quantum become an increasing preoccupation in legislative and legal decisionmaking. Largely a result of the General Allotment Act of 1887 (the Dawes Act), when
collectively-held tribal lands were parceled out to individual tribal citizens, this labeling
of Indian persons according to their biological ancestry became commonplace. It was the
Five Tribes that faced such legal definitions on a large scale for the first time:
56
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The Dawes Commission created separate rolls for “Indians by blood,”
intermarried white citizens, and freedmen to determine allotment eligibility
[among the Five Tribes]. Importantly, the commission recorded the blood
quantum of each Indian appearing on the “Indian by blood” roll, but apparently
recorded only the blood of the mother’s tribe for persons with fathers from a
different tribe, and failed to record any Indian blood at all for many of African
and Indian ancestry, whom the Commission listed on the “freedmen” rolls.59
Through the first two decades of the twentieth century, various legislative actions were
taken to further—and more strictly define—who qualified as Indian based on blood
quantum. Even with the 1934 passage of the Indian New Deal (or Indian Reorganization
Act), blood requirements remained muddled: “At once Indians are citizens of political
entities and members of an Indian race. Further, Indian tribes are autonomous
governments with federally-recognized sovereignty over their territories, but Indians are
dependent wards of the federal government subject to detailed controls over their lives.”60
In the end, the issue of blood quantum became not only a useful colonial tool of the U.S.
government, but also seeped into cultural consciousness, among Indian and non-Indian
populations alike. Indeed, as is made clear throughout this dissertation, Rogers frequently
referred to himself as “part-Cherokee.” Given Spruhan’s depiction of the era’s obsession
with blood quantum, I contend that such self-presentation was certainly a way of
promoting himself as a certain type of American Indian, someone who had the
credentials, as a “mixed blood,” to comment on larger American politics. However, I also
believe that his depiction of himself in this way reflected his literal blood mixture—not
his cultural affiliation, which was not part-Cherokee, but all-Cherokee.
The literature on the representations and experiences of Native peoples of mixed
genetic lines is overwhelming.61 Theda Perdue, however, succinctly articulates the
59 Spruhan, “A Legal History of Blood Quantum,” 41. As will be discussed in chapter one, Rogers was
listed on these rolls as “Indian by blood.”
60 Spruhan, “A Legal History of Blood Quantum,” 48.
61 To name a few excellent texts dealing with mixed-blood Indians, see Karen I. Blu, The Lumbee
Problem: The Making of an American Indian People (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980); James F.
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problems inherent in foregrounding blood quantum when considering both individual
Native peoples and tribal nations as a whole:
this assumption [that mixed-race Indians were more assimilated into U.S. culture]
suggests that culture follows “blood,” that is, that people of European descent
behaved in certain ways, not because they had learned those behaviors, but
because the behaviors were innate. Furthermore, even if we dismiss the notion of
innate behavior, it implies that the culture of Europeans was stronger than those of
Native people so that individuals of “mixed blood” were more likely to behave
like the Europeans of their ancestry than like the Indians with whom they lived.62
Rogers’s biographers attempt to do just this: to make Rogers a melting-pot (mixed-blood)
American. By discarding his solid Cherokee cultural ties, however, these writings reflect
what Maori theorist Linda Tuhiwai Smith calls “a very powerful tendency in research to
take this argument [over notions of authentic Indianness] back to a biological
‘essentialism’ related to race, because the idea of culture is much more difficult to
control.”63 For example, P. J. O’Brien, in his Will Rogers (1935), asserts,
Rogers undoubtedly drew upon all three strains, Irish, Scotch, and American
Indian, to fashion the character that was so beloved by the world. From the Irish
came his sense of humor…. The Scotch added a keen sense of business … and
from the Indian came the dignity and reserve that prevented him … from
descending to the level of a merry-andrew.64
In another, Donald Day begins his 1953 Our Will Rogers this way: “He [Will Rogers]
was, in blood, more Irish than Indian, but he was such a showman that he played up the
Brooks, ed., Confounding the Color Line: The Indian-Black Experience in North America (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 2002); Alexandra Harmon, “Wanted: More Histories of Indian Identity,” in A
Companion to American Indian History, ed. Philip J. Deloria and Neal Salisbury (Malden, MA: Blackwell
Publishers, 2002), 248-265; Devon Mihesuah, “American Indian Identities: Issues of Individual Choices
and Development,” in Contemporary Native American Cultural Issues, ed. Duane Champagne (Walnut
Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 1999), 13-38; and Louis Owens, Mixedblood Messages: Literature, Film,
Family, Place (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1998). Other prominent studies will be mentioned
throughout this introduction.
62 Theda Perdue, “Mixed Blood” Indians, x.
63 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (New York: Zed
Books, 1999), 74. Smith goes on to emphasize that “At the heart of such a view of authenticity is a belief
that indigenous cultures cannot change, cannot recreate themselves and still claim to be indigenous. Nor
can they be complicated, internally diverse or contradictory. Only the West has that privilege” (74).
64 P. J. O’Brien, Will Rogers: Ambassador of Good Will, Prince of Wit and Wisdom (n.p.: John C. Winston
Company, 1935), 24.
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Indian and let the Irish take care of itself.”65 Considering the severely limited economic
opportunities facing Natives at the turn of the century, it is questionable at best that
Rogers would foreground his Cherokee blood to garner a career boost. Other books of
this sort abound and continue to be published today.66 These works are strikingly
romantic, with a tight focus on Rogers’s clean character, his true-blooded Americanness,
and his humor. Others consist simply of compilations of his one-liners, or his “wit and
wisdom,” as some books refer to them.67
One of these nostalgic pieces, simply entitled The Story of Will Rogers and
published the year of Rogers’s death, begins, “The true story of the rise of Will Rogers,
the Cherokee Indian cowhand from Oologah, Indian Territory, is perhaps the most
amazing tale that could be written about any living American.”68 Such aggrandized
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descriptions are sprinkled throughout these books, though they never follow through with
his tribal ties; each merely mentions them. Even recent biographical work on Rogers
draws similar conclusions veiled behind a more multicultural rhetoric. While
comprehensive and impressive in its depth, Ben Yagoda’s account of Rogers’s life
perpetuates this obsession with blood quantum and the nature of the Cherokee tribe:
“Cherokees valued literacy, took ‘white’ names, owned slaves; they were widely
considered the most ‘civilized’ of the Civilized Tribes. As such they—especially the
mixed-bloods among them—had one foot in each camp, the white and the red. They were
mediators.”69 This sense that Rogers’s physical mixture of blood tied him to various
traditions or made him a cultural go-between abounds in the literature. The effect pulls
Rogers into a non-Native cultural world, thus losing the depth of his connection to
Cherokee traditions.
It is a surprise, however, that all these texts do mention Rogers’s Cherokee
heritage, if only in a romantic and cursory way. How could Rogers be accepted in the
general populace as white—or mostly white—in popular imagination and recognized as
Cherokee at the same time? The cultural explanations for this complex representation
require a theoretical reflection on American Indian identity, a scholarly motif in
American Indian Studies. What representational and methodological practices sustain a
dramatically antiquarian mode of approaching tribal identity that focuses on blood
quantum alone?
Recent scholarship has begun to scrutinize the ways the trope of Indian blood and
blood quantum perpetuate the colonial project and compound issues of tribal belonging.
In terms specific to Rogers’s tribe, Circe Sturm’s Blood Politics works “to explain how
racial ideologies are constructed and then filter from the national level to the local level,
69
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where they are simultaneously internalized, reproduced, manipulated, and resisted in
different ways in various Cherokee communities.”70 Members of the Cherokee Nation,
Sturm shows, develop various strategies, based on long-held cultural traditions as well as
those arising from interactions with the United States, for dealing with the issue of blood
at both the national and local levels. “Full-bloods” and “mixed-bloods” develop particular
notions of themselves and distinguish each other and themselves using a variety of
methods based on phenotype, behavior, religion, and language. Indeed, as Alexandra
Harmon also suggests, Indian identity is not static and should not be considered so by
scholars (though it often still is): “By asking how Indian people have defined and
redefined themselves, historians can explain Indians’ power to change without forfeiting
a collective existence.”71 This power to change is at the core of the cultural history I offer
here. Through Rogers’s artistry, both changing and resilient pieces of Cherokee identity
are exposed.
Given the popular discourse surrounding Rogers—that he was white with only a
dash of Indian blood—it is clear that the concept of Indian blood distracts Natives and
non-Natives alike. In the United States, citizens carrying in their genealogical line some
American Indian “blood”—typically from a female and often from a Cherokee—often
revel in a romantic connection to (and perhaps a justification for) their national
belonging.72 Quoting Jamaica Kincaid, Pauline Turner Strong and Barrik Van Winkle ask
a critical question regarding the colonizing nature of blood quantum:
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“How do you get to be the sort of victor who can claim to be the vanquished
also?” What is this peculiar form of appropriation that lays claim not only to land,
labor, and knowledge, but even, when “properly diluted,” to “blood,” the
presumed (though colonially imposed) substantive basis of the colonized
identity?73
Most popular non-Native representations of Will Rogers show pride in his Cherokee
blood. Yet such reference is largely symbolic and reveals an obsession with American
Indian cultures described effectively in Philip Deloria’s Playing Indian: “American
freedom rests on the ability to wield power against Indians ... while simultaneously
drawing power from them…. The dispossessing of Indians exists in tension with being
aboriginally true.”74 In other words, this essentialized focus on Rogers’s Cherokee blood
leaves his more complex cultural belonging at the door in a simultaneous colonial act of
non-Natives disempowering Native peoples, most pointedly Rogers himself, and
empowering themselves through a connection to them. It is used merely to romanticize
him.
Rogers becomes, through these representations, ironically, the vanquished who
becomes a victor. In answering their own question (quoted above), Strong and Barrik
suggest that
in claiming drops of “Indian blood” ... the victors naturalize themselves and
legitimize their occupation of the land. Meanwhile…, the vanquished are required
to naturalize and legitimize themselves in terms of “blood quantum”—an
savage warrior.... But a young Indian princess?” Deloria wonders why so many whites want to be Indian:
“Is it because they are afraid of being classed as foreigners? Do they need some blood tie with the frontier
and its dangers in order to experience what it means to be an American? Or is it an attempt to avoid facing
the guilt they bear for the treatment of the Indian?” (Vine Deloria, Jr., Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian
Manifesto [New York: MacMillan, 1969], 10, 11, 12). The “Cherokee Grandmother Syndrome” is
discussed in a few other texts: Joel W. Martin, “‘My Grandmother Was a Cherokee Princess’:
Representations of Indians in Southern History,” in Dressing in Feathers: The Construction of the Indian in
American Popular Culture, ed. S. Elizabeth Bird (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1996), 129-148; and
Russell Thornton, The Cherokees: A Population History, esp. 172-174.
73 Pauline Turner Strong and Barrik Van Winkle, “‘Indian Blood’: Reflections on the Reckoning and
Refiguring of Native North American Identity,” Cultural Anthropology 11, no. 4 (1996): 552. Italics in
original.
74 Philip J. Deloria, Playing Indian (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 191.
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imposition of the victor’s essentialized reckoning of identity that becomes an
integral, often taken-for-granted aspect of Native subjectivity.75
In the case of Will Rogers, one of the most popular figures of the early twentieth century,
the victors have further naturalized themselves by claiming him as one of their own, often
ignoring the history of land runs, allotment, and various modes of colonization that
occurred during his lifetime. This disturbing appropriation exposes the need to
reconceptualize Rogers in light of his actual ties to the Cherokee Nation and the resultant
impact of these traditions on the United States.

The Round-Up: Chapter Overview
In the following chapters I analyze Rogers’s late-nineteenth-century Cherokee ties
and their rippling effects on his groundbreaking roles in journalism, film, vaudeville, and
radio. The first chapter depicts the cultural and historical milieu of the Cherokee Nation
and the Indian Territory between 1880 and 1900, the approximate years Rogers lived in
the Cherokee Nation. Centered on Rogers (born in 1879), his family, and his social
networks, the chapter describes Cherokee ranching practices, social clubs, educational
institutions, popular publications, and heated political debates (such as the Cherokee
Freedman dispute), showing that Rogers left the Territory with a distinct idea of what it
meant to be a Cherokee living in the United States.
Chapter two expands academic interpretations of ethnic guises, detailing the
process by which both Rogers and the American public haggled with the seemingly
conflicting roles of cowboy and Indian, roles steeped in a presumed ethnic conflict yet
embodied by Rogers himself. This chapter focuses on Rogers’s early years as a
performer, when he worked the Wild West and vaudeville circuits, ultimately headlining
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the Ziegfeld Follies through the late 1910s. Rogers’s strong ties to Cherokee ranching
history influenced the way he presented himself, yet such performances confounded his
fans. In the end, Rogers’s self-representation as a cowboy limited the public’s recognition
of him as an Indian.
Rogers moved away from upscale vaudeville performances beginning in 1918,
when his first silent film, Laughing Bill Hyde, was released. Chapter three examines
Rogers’s complicated relationship with the film industry. I do not explore or analyze all
of Rogers’s seventy-plus films in this chapter but hone in on those that complicate his
film career’s connections to both the Cherokee Nation and American Indian actors in
early Hollywood. In most of Rogers’s films, he was told what character to play and what
actions to take. It would be difficult if not impossible to understand his intellectual intent
through such performances. There are a few films, however, that I do examine for their
content, since Rogers wrote and/or produced them. In fact, Rogers produced several films
in the early 1920s—many of which he wrote—and analyses of these make up the bulk of
my examination into his film career.
The fourth chapter examines Rogers’s journalistic style and content. The celebrity
wrote syndicated columns published throughout the United States from 1923 to his death.
Though dealing with serious political issues of the day, Rogers rarely wrote in complete
sentences and used a good deal of what I term Indian Territory slang. The Cherokee Kid
may have been one of the only columnists for the New York Times whose work was
published unedited.76 This journalistic writing style, however, was not purely his own.
Tribal newspapers were published throughout the Indian Territory, beginning in the midnineteenth century, and these papers contained a good deal of commentary written by
76 Once, when Rogers’s prose was edited by an overzealous copyeditor, the managing editor circulated a
memo stating, “Please do not correct Will Rogers’s English or spelling. His little pieces are unique because
he makes his own English. When you ‘improve’ it you are taking away part of the personality he is selling
to readers” (qtd. in Yagoda, Will Rogers, 249).
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tribal members in a unique dialect. These writers were also communicating with each
other, working to create what they termed este charte, or Red English, a term Craig
Womack suggests is from the Creek word stijaati: “literally, red person, i.e., Indian.”77 In
the end, the genre represents a rebellion against non-Native’s representations of
stereotypical Indian speak. This literary movement, I show, provided a stylistic blueprint
for Rogers. 78
The last substantive chapter of this dissertation focuses on Rogers’s radio days.
While his pioneering role in radio is obvious—he worked in the medium during its
earliest years—its connections to Cherokee and other tribal technologies have been
neglected. This failure to recognize Rogers’s part in this particular strain of Cherokee
history is a symptom of a larger cultural illness in the United States that assumes Native
peoples to exist outside the confines of industrial progress. This chapter, then, analyzes
Rogers’s technological contributions to this increasingly important medium were shaped
by his connection to Cherokee history. What makes his radio shows—aired largely
between 1926 and 1935—distinct from other artistic tools Rogers employed (journalism,
film, and stage performance) is their sheer spontaneity. Though his work in other media
seemed off-the-cuff, it was edited by moral codes curtailing performers’ content. This
“radio-free Rogers” covertly questioned assumptions regarding Native people’s
relationship to technology and traditionally accepted tales of American and American
Indian history.
The conclusion deals most directly with the “tribal genealogies” mentioned in my
dissertation’s subtitle. First, I offer a brief study of Will Rogers, Jr., who was a
Democratic congressman from California, special assistant to the commissioner of Indian
77
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Affairs for the Johnson Administration, and an active founding member of the National
Congress of American Indians. A discussion of Will Rogers’s son’s involvement in
Indian political affairs reveals the intimate ways Rogers’s intellectual work became part
of a larger familial story of a commitment to both Cherokee cultural continuity and larger
Indian community survivance. I end by discussing the project’s larger implications for
the study of American and American Indian cultural histories, emphasizing that the
addition of tribal histories to larger American histories might alter scholarly approaches
to U.S.-Indian history at large.
In the end, this study does not merely illuminate the intimate connections between
Will Rogers and the Cherokee Nation, although it does that. It further elucidates the ways
American and specific American Indian tribal histories interact with and affect one
another. In doing so, this project shows that scholars must reconsider essentialized
notions of Indianness, turning instead to specific tribal histories and the ways these
traditions intermingle with others to affect the whole.
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Chapter 1:
Becoming Will Rogers: Sovereignty, Society, and Land in the Cherokee
Nation, 1879-1902
Will Rogers was a Cherokee by personal, familial, communal, and tribal-nation
definition, and with some frequency he made public this national identity and citizenship.
Still, the most common question I am asked in regard to this project by those unfamiliar
with Native history—Was Will Rogers really an Indian?—is an important one because it
speaks to common assumptions regarding Native authenticity, performance, and play in
the history of American popular culture.1 More specifically, it points to presumptions that
challenge the “Indianness” of the so-called Five Civilized Tribes, which include the
Cherokees. As W. David Baird warns, by inferring that Cherokees are less “Indian”
because they chose (or choose) to acculturate various aspects of non-Native society into
their own, “we deny the validity of Native American society and its ability to adapt
dynamically to change ... [and] we deny them the right of self-definition.”2 Further, by
accepting such narrow definitions of Native authenticity, scholars deny Native people the
right to exist in the present moment at all. It thus seems appropriate to lay to rest any
doubts in this first chapter, for it is these suspicions that have kept Rogers from being
fully incorporated into Native artistic and intellectual histories. It is equally important to
note that none of this explanation is necessary to members of the Cherokee Nation of

1 The most obvious examples of such studies are Philip J. Deloria, Playing Indian (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1998); Eva Marie Garroutte, Real Indians: Identity and the Survival of Native America.
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003); Shari M. Huhndorf, Going Native: Indians in the
American Cultural Imagination (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001); and Robert F. Berkhofer, The
White Man’s Indian: Images of the American Indian, from Columbus to the Present (New York: Vintage
Books, 1979).
2 W. David Baird, “Are There ‘Real’ Indians in Oklahoma? Historical Perspectives on the Five Civilized
Tribes,” Chronicles of Oklahoma 68, no. 1 (1990): 17.
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Oklahoma, who readily acknowledge Rogers as one of their own and celebrate his
contributions to both their nation and the United States as representative of their culture.3
Because most tribes, including the Cherokee, kept detailed records—whether
through oral or written methods—Rogers is easily defined as a Cherokee citizen using
one such record: a number. That number could be 11384, but it is not. This was the
number assigned Rogers by the Office of Indian Affairs and printed in their “Index to the
Final Rolls of Citizens and Freedmen of the Five Civilized Tribes in Indian Territory,”
more commonly known as the Dawes Rolls (see fig. 1.1).4 This assemblage of citizens of
the Five Tribes—the Cherokee, Choctaw, Chickasaw, Muscogee (Creek), and
Seminole—was officially compiled in 1907, the year Oklahoma entered the Union as the
forty-sixth state. This index was the result of years of federal interference in these tribes’
land claims and membership restrictions, what anthropologist Circe Sturm calls the
“racialization of property rights.”5

3 For me, proof of this came when I was invited to speak at the Cherokee Nation’s holiday celebrations in
2007. While there, I heard a variety of audience members’ recollections of Rogers as active in his
community. I also heard various tales—both humorous and poignant—from descendants of his childhood
friends and early girlfriends.
4 The index to the Dawes Rolls is available on the National Archives website at
http://www.archives.gov/research/arc/native-americans-final-rolls.html (accessed April 2008). Rogers and
his family are listed on page 374. Further information on the Dawes Rolls themselves can be found in
Charles F. Meserve, The Dawes Commission and the Five Civilized Tribes of Indian Territory
(Philadelphia: Office of the Indian Rights Association, 1896); Lawrence Mills, The Lands of the Five
Civilized Tribes (St. Louis: Thomas Law Book, 1919). Critical study of the policy of allotment can be
found in a variety of publications, including Circe Sturm, Blood Politics: Race, Culture, and Identity in the
Cherokee Nation of Oklahoma (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), esp. 78-81 and 170-186;
Rose Stremlau, “Cherokee Families: Cultural Resilience During the Allotment Era” (Ph.D. diss., University
of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, 2006), especially chapter 4; and Kent Carter, The Dawes Commission and
the Allotment of the Five Civilized Tribes (Orem, Utah: Ancestry Publishing, 1999), especially chapter 7.
5 Circe Sturm, Blood Politics, 81. Felix Cohen’s work provides the most concise legislative description of
the series of acts leading to the allotment of the lands belonging to the Five Tribes: “In 1893 the Dawes
Commission was established to seek allotment of the lands of the Five Tribes, which were exempted from
the General Allotment Act. In 1898 Congress passed the Curtis Act to speed up the allotment process. The
Act provided for allotment of Five Tribes’ lands and authorized townsites that were opened to non-Indian
ownership.... The Five Tribes Act of 1906 addressed allotment and other matters comprehensively” (Felix
S. Cohen, Felix S. Cohen’s Handbook of Federal Indian Law (1982 Ed.), ed. Rennard Strickland
[Charlottesville, VA: Michie Bobbs-Merrill, 1982], 774).
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Figure 1.1. An excerpt from the final Dawes Roll. Rogers is listed on the left column as
“Rogers, William P.” (United States Library of Congress Maps
Collection, “Index to the Final Rolls of Citizens and Freedmen of the
Five Civilized Tribes in Indian Territory,” available online at:
http://media.nara.gov/media/images/35/22/35-2143a.gif).
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Instead, it is the number 2337 that most definitively marks Rogers as a Cherokee
citizen. This is the number applied to Rogers when he was seven months old by Cherokee
(not U.S.) census takers. While federal enrollment numbers determined the individual
allotments that would divide tribally held lands, the Cherokee Nation’s own census
records reveal an internal enumeration and categorization of its citizenry for other
purposes.6 There were a dozen censuses conducted by the tribe, the earliest taken in the
Southeast in 1835, before the Trail of Tears forced many Cherokees west to the Indian
Territory. In other words, the Cherokee Nation generated their own membership rolls in
reaction to the state of Georgia’s intrusions into Cherokee homelands and, soon after such
incursions, the U.S. federal government forced many Cherokees on the Trail of Tears
west to the Indian Territory.7 These accounts indicate a more detailed approach to
concepts of citizenship than those conducted by the U.S. government, showing that
Cherokee citizenship depended much more on kinship and social networks than on blood
quantum. Felix Cohen, author of the influential Handbook of American Indian Law,
succinctly describes trends within tribes to determine membership not on blood but on
contributions to and involvement in the tribal nation: “The general trend of the tribal
enactments on membership is away from the older notion that rights of tribal membership
run with Indian blood, no matter how dilute the stream. Instead it is recognized that

6

This census is discussed and analyzed by Russell Thornton, The Cherokees: A Population History
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1990), especially chap. 5.
7 The Trail of Tears represents a dark period in U.S. and Cherokee histories. In the late summer of 1838,
after federal troops rounded up and stockaded the many Cherokee citizens who remained in the Southeast.
The prisoners were then forced to walk to the Indian Territory. It is estimated that over 4,000 people—onequarter of the travelers—died along the way. For details on forced removal, see Grant Foreman, Indian
Removal: The Emigration of the Five Civilized Tribes of Indians (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press,
1932); Vicki Rozema, ed., Voices from the Trail of Tears (Winston-Salem, NC: John F. Blair, 2003); and
Theda Perdue and Michael D. Green, ed., Cherokee Removal: A Brief History with Documents (New York:
Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2004).
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membership in a tribe is a political relation rather than a racial attribute.”8 Thus, these
census takers’ definition of membership was based on a nationalistic model—that is, a
collection of people defined by their cultural, political, and territorial commonalities—
instead of on a myopic enumeration focused on blood quantum.
In this 1880 census, the number of farms for each of the Cherokee Nation’s nine
districts was listed, alongside a detailed account of the farms’ acres cultivated for corn,
wheat, cattle, hogs, and the like.9 Such particulars were included, first, to divvy up
payments made by the U.S. government for portions of the Cherokee Strip and, second,
to fight outsiders’ suspicions that Cherokee lands were not being used lucratively, an
unfounded colonial notion that would eventually lead to the allotment of lands despite
efforts such as these.10 The detail excluded from this census: blood quantum.11
This is not to say that Rogers had no Cherokee blood or that blood quantum was
not a factor in the Cherokee Nation during the late nineteenth century; in fact, blood
mixture generated many messy controversies, some of which will be detailed throughout
this chapter. It was during this period that the federal government fixated on blood
8 Qtd. in Russell Thornton, “Tribal Membership Requirements and the Demography of ‘Old’ and ‘New’
Native Americans,” Population Research and Policy Review 16 (1997): 36. Echoing these sentiments, Rose
Stemlau writes of Cherokee citizenship during the late-nineteenth century this way: “Cherokees shared an
understanding of citizenship rooted in membership in a Cherokee family and participation in a Cherokee
community.... The flexibility of this identity reflected the strength of Cherokee familial and social networks
in which ties among individuals could be fixed or fluid and the knowledge of an authority over such
decisions remained localized” (Stremlau, “Cherokee Families,” 143).
9 See Leslie Hewes, Occupying the Cherokee Country of Oklahoma (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 1978), 41-44.
10 The Cherokee Strip was a piece of land—sixty miles wide and 225 miles long—ceded to the Cherokee
Nation as part of the 1835 Treaty of New Echota. It was separated from the remainder of the Cherokee
Nation by tribal lands held by the Osage, Kaw, Ponca, Pawnee, Nez Perce, and Otoe-Missouria nations,
rendering it difficult to defend and control.
11 To again quote Stemlau: “No Cherokee tribal roll included identification by blood quantum. Rather,
leaders identified individuals by grouping them with their families” (Stremlau, “Cherokee Families,” 149).
Importantly, Circe Sturm complicates the exclusion of blood quantum on these rolls in ways that will be
detailed later in this chapter: “In 1880 the Nation compiled a census for making a per capita distribution of
the communal funds received from the sale [of a large part of the Cherokee Outlet]. In that year, the
Cherokee senate voted to deny citizenship to freedmen who had failed to return to the Cherokee Nation
within a six-month period specified by the 1866 treaty.... The resulting Cherokee census of 1880 did not
include a single Cherokee freedman...” (Circe Strum, Blood Politics, 75).

42

quantum as a qualification of tribal members, a preoccupation that later affected
Cherokee citizenship requirements, laws still contested today. Despite this legal
messiness, neither blood nor numbers can fully define Cherokeeness. At least in Will
Rogers’s case, his childhood preoccupations and his family’s ties to Cherokee politics
show his family’s commitment to the survival of the nation more adequately than a
detailing of his genetic mixtures. The point here is that Rogers was a Cherokee, as
defined by other members of his tribe and by the Cherokee Nation itself.
Thus, Will Rogers’s story most adequately begins with the cultural history
surrounding the number 2337, for it is that number that validates his frequent testaments
to his tribe—“I’m a Cherokee and they’re the finest Indians in the world”—not as trite
references made by a man “playing Indian,” but as a Cherokee announcing his national
roots.12 Through this number we can see larger Cherokee cultural struggles over the
maintenance of tribal traditions, intratribal political divisions, racial hatred, land loss,
and, overshadowing all this, a new form of colonialism shrouded in the assimilation and
domestication of tribal nations that before were assumed sovereign. In “Retained by the
People,” John Wunder explains this important shift in U.S. colonial policies during the
nineteenth century:
The period from the Cherokee cases of the 1830s to the end of treaty making in
1871 represents the waning of the Old Colonialism. Its hallmarks—American
expansion and the removal of Native Americans from their homelands—
continued, but its certainty was clouded.... What previously had been an exercise
in diplomacy or war, in which the major participants used by both sides were
treaty negotiators, ambassadors, and warriors, now became attached to a small but
growing government bureaucracy whose members were interested mainly in
social and economic management.13
12 This quote is pulled from an interview published in an unidentified Cleveland newspaper circa 12
September 1906. For the full text of the clipping, see Will Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 2, ed.
Arthur Frank Wertheim and Barbara Bair (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2000), 315-318.
13 John Wunder, “Retained by the People”: A History of American Indians and the Bill of Rights (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 27, 29.
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This new enactment of colonialism constitutes what Kevin Bruyneel terms a “third space
of sovereignty,” a distinct liminal space in which resistance—be it political or cultural—
was situated both internally (within a tribal nation) and externally (within U.S. political
and cultural systems).14 It is not only through late-nineteenth-century Cherokee national
struggles at large that we can see this particular space of resistance; it is also clear in the
life and art of individual citizens, such as Will Rogers, his family, and his friends, who
worked to balance the assimilationist, modern ideologies of the day with personal ties to
a national-tribal culture through a novel model of acculturation specific to the Cherokee
Nation.15

The Trying Trails: The Development of the Western Cherokee Nation
The Indian Territory was a complicated and diverse social and political space
since its unofficial inception in the 1830s. Prior to that, the Southern Plains was home to
tribal nations such as the Comanche, Kiowa, Quapaw, and Osage, who settled or hunted
in portions of the geographic area long before it became a removal site for tribes living to
the north and east. Of course, there were many non-Indians traveling through the area

14 Kevin Bruyneel, The Third Space of Sovereignty: The Postcolonial Politics of U.S.-Indigenous Relations
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007), xvii. Bruyneel writes, “In resistance to this [post-Civil
War] colonial rule, indigenous political actors work across American spatial and temporal boundaries,
demanding rights and resources from the liberal democratic settler-state while also challenging the
imposition of colonial rule on their lives. This resistance ... resides neither simply inside nor outside the
American political system but rather exists on these very boundaries, exposing both the practices and the
contingencies of American colonial rule. This is a supplemental space, inassimilable to the institutions and
discourse of the modern liberal democratic settler-state and nation” (xvii). Bruyneel’s second chapter in this
book details the affects of the U.S. Civil War on the Cherokee Nation’s struggles to maintain its political
sovereignty.
15 As defined by Daniel Heath Justice, the terms acculturation and assimilation can be distinguished this
way: “Assimilation ... is the wholesale rejection of Indigenous values and their replacement with
Eurowestern values, either through choice, coercion, or violence. Acculturation is both more proactive and
amenable to Cherokee continuity, being the adaptation of certain Euro-western ways into a larger Cherokee
context, thus changing some cultural expressions while maintaining the centrality of Cherokee identity and
values” (Daniel Heath Justice, Our Fire Survives the Storm: A Cherokee Literary History [Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2006], xvi).
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during the early nineteenth century, but they generally explored the area peacefully and
observed instead of stayed.16 As Rennard Strickland writes, “For a brief moment in time
Indian life in Oklahoma seemed free and independent. The white had brought horse and
gun to the Indian but had only begun to use them to bind him to a fixed abode and to the
farmer’s fields.”17 At the start, the federal government intended the space to be
unorganized, exempt from other territories eventually to be incorporated into the United
States.
As early as 1803, Thomas Jefferson considered the creation of a distinct Indian
space. According to Felix Cohen: “Many removal treaties of the 1830’s promised that the
lands thereby set aside would never be included within the boundaries of any state or
organized territory without tribal consent.”18 This emphasis on “tribal consent”
diminished as the U.S. territories surrounding them—Kansas, Arkansas, Missouri—
established their geographic bounds and were admitted to the Union (see fig. 1.2). “By
1868,” as Cohen explains, “it [the Indian Territory] was the only unorganized territory
left in the part of the United States now comprising the lower forty-eight states.”19 This
meant that to non-Natives illegally squatting in or enviously eyeing the Indian Territory,
the space became yet another frontier, with new lands to be taken and settled.

16

The best-known of these travelers were Washington Irving and the men who accompanied him. For
some of their reactions, see Washington Irving, A Tour on the Prairies (Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1956); Washington Irving, The Western Journals, ed. John Francis McDermott (Norman: University
of Oklahoma Press, 1944); Count Albert-Alexandre de Pourtalès, On the Western Tour with Washington
Irving: The Journal and Letters of Count de Pourtalès, ed. George F. Spaulding (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1968).
17 Rennard Strickland, The Indians of Oklahoma: Newcomers to a New Land (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1980), 2.
18 Cohen, Handbook (1982 ed.), 771.
19 Cohen, Handbook (1982 ed.), 772.

45

Figure 1.2. Map of the Indian Territory, 1836 (Library of Congress Map Collections:
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/gmdhtml/gmdhome.html).

46

From the 1830s to the 1860s, more than sixty-five tribes were relocated to the
Indian Territory; and these tribes became what David LaVere calls “Contrary
Neighbors.”20 Tribal customs and political organizations differed in a variety of ways.
Tribes that subsisted on hunting were suddenly living next to those who relied on
agriculture for sustenance. Further, to the many tribal nations that had lived in the area
long before removal, the newcomers—whether there by choice or by force—were
invaders. The 1828 Battle of Claremore Mound, for example, took place near Will
Rogers’s birthplace and was a bloody fight over land rights between Osages and
Cherokees living in the area at the time.21 Other such encounters occurred throughout the
Territory during the first half of the nineteenth century. At the same time clashes were
erupting, moments of intertribal cooperation were taking place as well:
Oklahoma tribes often attempted to unite and work together to resolve their
mutual difficulties through “international councils” held in the Indian Territory. In
June 1843 several thousand tribesmen from eighteen tribes met for four weeks to
seek the common end of “improvement and security” and “a better understanding
of the changes taking place about them.” Eight interpreters were required to
translate the eloquent speeches and great debates which resulted in agreements
such as a pact on extradition of prisoners from other tribal territories.22
The place must have challenged outsiders’ preconceptions about “Indians” as one static
mass of people; the spatial and cultural shifts for all tribes in the Indian Territory was
difficult and wrought with violent conflict and cultural compromise. Still, these tribal

20 David LaVere, Contrary Neighbors: Southern Plains and Removed Indians in Indian Territory (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 2001). The number of relocated tribes comes from a variety of sources. See,
for example, Strickland, Indians of Oklahoma, xi. Strickland also notes that twenty-nine of these tribes are
recognized by the federal government (6).
21 For details on the Battle of Claremore Mound, see Noel Kaho, Will Rogers Country (Norman: University
of Oklahoma Press, 1941) and Rachel Caroline Eaton, “The Legend of the Battle of Claremore Mound,”
Chronicles of Oklahoma 8, no. 4 (1930): 369-77. Cherokee playwright and author Lynn Riggs’s 1936 play
Cherokee Night deals with the battle in an artistic depth not reached by either of the two historians above.
22 Strickland, Indians in Oklahoma, 18. For a general discussion of battles and conventions in the Indian
Territory, see pages 18-20 of this book.
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nations retained and/or remade their cultures and nations in spite of these difficult
circumstances.
By the time Rogers was born in 1879, the Western Cherokee Nation took up the
majority of the northeastern portion of the Territory. By 1856, the nation was divided into
nine districts, the last of which was Cooweescoowee, where Will Rogers would be born
more than twenty years later.23 Today, there are three federally recognized Cherokee
tribes within the United States: the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians, headquartered in
Cherokee, North Carolina; the United Keetoowah Band of Cherokee Indians,
headquartered in Tahlequah, Oklahoma; and the Cherokee Nation of Oklahoma, also
headquartered in Tahlequah. The ways these tribes became independent draws on
historical debates birthed as early as the American Revolution. Although this is a much
longer story than can be relayed here in its entirety—and one that has been explored quite
well elsewhere—portions of it are central to understanding the distinct Cherokee world
into which Rogers was born and the role his ancestors played in shaping that world.24

23 At the time Rogers was born, the nine districts of the nation included the Canadian, Cooweescoowee,
Delaware, Flint, Going Snake, Illinois, Saline, Sequoyah, and Tahlequah.
24 There are so many quality examinations of the Cherokee Nation in the first half of the nineteenth century
through Reconstruction that I can only provide a partial list here: Annie Heloise Abel, The American Indian
and the End of the Confederacy, 1863-1866 (1925; Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1993); Kevin
Bruyneel, “Resisting American Domestication: The U.S. Civil War and the Cherokee Struggle to Be ‘Still,
a Nation,’ in The Third Space of Sovereignty, 27-64; Duane Champagne, “The Removal Crisis” and
“Political Institution Building After Removal,” in Social Order and Political Change: Constitutional
Governments among the Cherokee, Choctaw, the Chickasaw, and the Creek (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 1992), 124-207; Robert J. Conley, The Cherokee Nation: A History (Albuquerque: University of
New Mexico Press, 2005); Foreman, Indian Removal; William McLoughlin, After the Trail of Tears: The
Cherokees’ Struggle for Sovereignty 1839-1880 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1994);
Tiya Miles, Ties that Bind: The Story of an Afro-Cherokee Family in Slavery and Freedom (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2005); Celia E. Naylor, African Cherokees in Indian Territory: From
Chattel to Citizens (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008); Theda Perdue, ed., Nations
Remembered: An Oral History of the Five Civilized Tribes, 1865-1907 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press,
1980); Circe Sturm, “Race as Nation, Race as Blood Quantum: The Racial Politics of Cherokee
Nationalism in the Nineteenth Century,” in Blood Politics, 52-80; Thurman Wilkins, Cherokee Tragedy:
The Ridge Family and the Decimation of a People (1970; Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1986);
Morris L. Wardell, A Political History of the Cherokee Nation, 1838-1907 (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1938)
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Will Rogers was of the Paint Clan.25 The Cherokee Nation consists of seven
clans, each of which plays an important role in both the cosmology and social networking
of the tribe. As Duane Champagne describes of the early period of Cherokee history,
“There were seven clans, represented in most of the villages in the nation. The clans were
matrilineal and exogamous, and membership was determined by birth.”26 The clans not
only played roles in the tribe’s creation stories, but also obliged members to provide for
and protect one another. “More than a family,” John Phillip Reid writes of Cherokee clan
membership during early European settlement, “the clan was a corporate entity based on
kinship.... The members of [one’s] clan became his advocates and his sureties.... If we
should say that clan membership was the single most important aspect of a Cherokee’s
life, we would not exaggerate.”27 Though in Rogers’s time—at least in his family—clan
membership had largely transformed to a social category, it remained central to kinship
relations and political networking.
Mary America Schrimsher (1839-1890), Rogers’s mother, grew up on a large
slave-owning plantation in Eureka (Tahlequah District) run by her father Martin Matthew
and her mother Elizabeth Hunt Gunter (see figs. 1.3 and 1.4). It is impossible to pinpoint
when Rogers’s maternal family relocated from the Southeast, but the move likely
occurred sometime between 1835 and 1837, just before the Trail of Tears commenced.
Because Mary America “was born in Tahlequah District, Cherokee Nation, I.T. on her
father’s plantation October 9, 1839,” indicating a well-established place of residence, it

25 For details on Rogers’s genealogy, two sources stand out. First is Will Rogers, The Papers of Will
Rogers, vol. 1, ed. Arthur Frank Wertheim and Barbara Bair (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press,
1996). The second is Pat Lowe, Will Rogers: A Genealogy (Claremore, OK: Will Rogers Memorial, 1997).
26 Champagne, Social Order and Political Change, 38.
27 John Phillip Reid, A Law of Blood: The Primitive Law of the Cherokee (1970; DeKalb: Northern Illinois
University Press, 2006), 37-38.
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Figure 1.3. The only known portrait of Mary America Rogers (courtesy of the Will
Rogers Memorial Museum).
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Figure 1.4. Elizabeth Hunt Gunter Schrimsher, Will Rogers’s maternal grandmother
(courtesy of the Will Rogers Memorial Museum).
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is improbable that the family removed along the Trail of Tears.28
In fact, there were myriad trails to the Indian Territory, though the Trail of Tears
is the best known. Clement Vann Rogers (1839-1911), Will’s father, was of the Wolf
Clan by way of his mother Sallie Vann, the progeny of a prominent family in Cherokee
history (see fig. 1.5).29 She married Clem’s father, Robert Rogers, Jr., in the east and the
two removed west in 1832. Though by the time of Clem’s birth in 1839 the family had
settled in the Going Snake District of the Cherokee Nation West, his parents moved first
to the Arkansas Territory and later to Indian Territory in 1835. While in Arkansas, the
couple set up a general store out of their home. After the couple moved to what is now
Adair County, they lived in a large log home. Clem’s father died in 1842 and his mother
remarried William Musgrove, a farmer.
Both of Rogers’s parents, then, were members of a group of emigrants called the
Old Settlers, a lesser known group of Cherokees who moved west before the Treaty of
New Echota insured the forced removal of the tribe. As the removal of the nation became
an increasing preoccupation of the U.S. federal government—and a constant matter of
debate, fear, and legislative action among the Cherokees—divisions along social and
economic lines began to emerge. The Cherokee Nation and the United States signed
treaties throughout the early U.S. national period, beginning in 1785.30 Including this
28 Pat Lowe, Will Rogers: A Genealogy, 19. I estimate this removal period based on the fact that Mary
America’s grandfather, John Gunter, died in the eastern Cherokee Nation, in what is now Alabama, in
1835. Further, her parents married in Alabama in 1831. Because both sides of the Rogers family likely
removed before the violent Trail of Tears, I have chosen to focus on alternative removal routes to the
Cherokee Nation West.
29 The Vann family is perhaps best known for their large slave plantations. Discussing the eastern
Cherokee Nation (in the early 1800s) Tiya Miles notes, “Just two Cherokee men [one of whom was James
Vann] ... owned somewhere between one and two hundred slaves (approximately one third) of the nearly
six hundred slaves in the Cherokee Nation.... Vann amassed property holdings that made him, and later, his
son, the richest man in the Cherokee Nation” (Miles, Ties That Bind, 41). Vann was known for his violent
behavior toward his family and his slaves.
30 For the full text of this and other treaties, see Charles J. Kappler, Indian Affairs: Law and Treaties
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1904), which is a seven-volume compilation of U.S.
treaties, laws, and other official documents relating to American Indian policies. The Cherokee-U.S.
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Figure 1.5. Clement Vann Rogers (courtesy of the Will Rogers Memorial Museum)
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agreement, eleven others were made, each ceding more tribal territory to the United
States. As Rennard Strickland describes:
Voluntary migrations and inducements by treaty settled portions of such tribes as
the Senecas, Quapaws, Osages, Shawnees, Choctaws, Creeks, and Cherokees in
Oklahoma before full implementation of Andrew Jackson’s Indian Removal Act
in the 1830s. In these earlier removals there seemed to be no system or order....
Many tribal groups, sensing the futility of resistance to removal, sought a
negotiated compromise that avoided the brutality of a forced military march to
their new country. Thus by the early 1830s there were established tribal
governments in Oklahoma of “old settler” or “western” factions of the Choctaws,
Creeks, and Cherokees.31
These Old Settlers crossed the Mississippi River at various times, beginning as early as
1809. It was likely, however, that the treaty of 1817—“whereby two considerable tracts
were ceded by the Cherokees, they to receive in return territory of equal extent in
Arkansas”—along with heated debates over removal spurred Rogers’s maternal and
paternal relations to emigrate westward.32
Both of Rogers’s parents were born in 1839, the year various political, economic,
and social ideologies met in the Territory after decades of political argument and
tumultuous removals, both forced and not.33 Once all emigrants were settled, there was
much to deliberate through both diplomatic and militaristic means. Three tribal parties—
organized generally by removal period—fought for control of the tribe. The newest
settlers to what would become the Cherokee Nation West, the National Party—also
referred to as the Ross Party, named after its leader John Ross—arrived by way of the
devastating Trail of Tears.34 The Old Settlers left the Southeast between the late 1810s
treaties discussed here are in volume II of this series, which is available online:
http://digital.library.okstate.edu/Kappler/Vol2/Toc.htm.
31 Strickland, Indians of Oklahoma, 4.
32 John P. Brown, Old Frontiers: The Story of the Cherokee Indians from Earliest Times to the Date of
Their Removal to the West, 1838 (Kingsport, TN: Southern Publishers, Inc., 1938), 472.
33 This group excludes those Cherokees who hid or otherwise avoided forced relation via the Trail of Tears.
Today, these peoples’ descendants comprise the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians in North Carolina.
34 John Ross (1790-1866) was a formidable leader and advocate for Cherokee national sovereignty. He rose
through the ranks of Cherokee political society in the early nineteenth century and was named chief in
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and the early 1830s; and the Treaty Party, made up of signers of the notorious Treaty of
New Echota, arrived in 1835 or 1836.35
A Cherokee Constitution, formulated by the Old Settlers, had been adopted in
1824, one that Treaty Party members, once arrived, readily accepted.36 However, once
the National Party—whose followers made up a majority of the settlers—arrived, they
expected leadership to fall to them.37 Because of the traitorous nature of the Treaty of
New Echota and the horrors of the Trail of Tears, John Ross and his followers felt they
should stipulate the new laws of governance over the Western Cherokee Nation. As
Thurman Wilkins describes it: “at Ross’s suggestion a council was called to effect a
formal union between the Old Settlers and the Late Immigrants [or National Party]. The
council convened on June 3, 1839, ... and within a week six thousand Cherokees had
gathered, mostly Late Immigrants and Old Settlers, with a few of the Treaty Party
appearing as on-lookers.”38 The attempt to bring the distinct communities together failed.
Through a variety of negotiations and secret meetings, Major Ridge, his son John Ridge,
and Elias Boudinot—all leading signatories of the Treaty of New Echota—were
1828, a post he served until his death in 1866. Ross was also a large land- and slave-owner (in both the
eastern and western nations). For more on Ross, see John Ross, The Papers of John Ross, 2 vols. (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1985).
35 The signers of the Treaty of New Echota were a controversial lot, whose story is written about in several
scholarly studies. Most prominent among these studies is Thurman Wilkins, Cherokee Tragedy: The Ridge
Family and the Decimation of a People (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1986). Wilkins approach
to the treaty-signers is more sympathetic than most. Cherokee historian and author Robert Conley, for
example, recently wrote, “None of these men [the signers of the Treaty of New Echota] had been
authorized by the government of the people of the Cherokee Nation to sign a treaty. The entire procedure
was illegal, but it was what the United States government wanted, and it was accepted by the U.S. Congress
as legal and binding on the entire Cherokee Nation” (Conley, Cherokee Nation: A History, 141).
36 As Thurman Wilkins describes the constitution of the Old Settlers, “There was no written constitution,
and only a few written laws. Twice a year the Old Settlers met in council at Tahlonteskee, their capital,
where in a rude council house not far from the Illinois River they elected their chiefs and other national
officers—councilmen, judges, and sheriffs to keep the peace.... To this system the Treaty Party made no
objection, and they caused no friction in integrating themselves into the society of their western brothers”
(Wilkins, Cherokee Tragedy, 329).
37 Prior to removal, in 1827, the Cherokees in the east also formalized a constitution. See Champagne,
Social Order and Political Change, 134-143.
38 Wilkins, Cherokee Tragedy, 330, 332.
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assassinated by several of Ross’s followers on the same day: June 22, 1839.39 Soon after,
John Ross assumed leadership of the Western Cherokee Nation.40
Thus, for some tribal members, the establishment of the tribal government in
1839, under the leadership of John Ross, was not a pinnacle in the tribe’s history. The
events of that year led to more assassinations, largely by members of the Keetoowah
Society, which had formed in the years leading to removal. According to Champagne,
“Meetings were held secretly in the woods and maintained the traditional sacred fire. In
the 1830’s, at least, the society functioned as a mutual-protection organization against
threats to Cherokee treaty and land rights.”41 One branch of the Keetoowahs—the pins—
continued to pursue those they felt were traitorous after removal to the Indian Territory.
The divisions within the nation led to political and social turmoil until 1846, when a
treaty, giving amnesty to wrongdoers on all sides, was finally signed.
Although tensions between tribal groups continued to smolder, the period
between 1846 and the start of the U.S. Civil War was generally a peaceful one in the
Cherokee Nation. The Male and Female National Seminaries, great places of higher
education staffed by both Cherokees and graduates of Ivy League schools, were opened
in 1851, and newspapers were published in abundance. It was also during this period that
Clem Rogers moved to the newly established Cooweescoowee District. In 1856, he
established a working ranch and trading post, carrying with him twenty-five longhorns, a
bull, four horses, and two Black slaves, Rabb (whose given name was Charles) and
39

Ironically related to these assassinations is the 1842 murder of Clem Rogers’s father Robert, whose
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41 Champagne, Social Order, 145. Champagne writes of the Keetoowah Society’s roles in post-removal
assassinations on pages 179-180.

56

Houston, bequeathed to him by his late father.42 According to biographical information
provided by Arthur Frank Wertheim and Barbara Bair, “Rabb and Houston Rogers
planted, maintained, and harvested the crops (used to feed the livestock) and the
garden.”43 The ranch they built was bounded by the Verdigris and Caney rivers,
providing enough water for cattle and residents and creating a natural barrier against
wandering herds. In 1858, Clem married Mary America Schrimsher, with whom he
ultimately had eight children, three of whom died in infancy. Will was the youngest.

The War Within: The Cherokee Nation’s Civil War
When the Civil War came to the Cherokee Nation, it reopened wounds caused by
the tribe’s removal years earlier. The elite planter class (typically Old Settlers and Treaty
Party members), including Will’s parents, sided with the Confederacy.44 The
conservative Keetoowah Society, however, countered these planters’ sentiments by
aggressively advocating abolition. According to Champagne,
In the spring of 1859, the Keetoowah Society adopted a charter and organized
along the principles of voluntary association.... The pins, the more militant and
conservative wing of the Keetoowah Society, controlled certain parts of the
country and harassed the slaveowners by burning their property, killing their
slaves, and attempting to assassinate specific slaveholders.45
Clearly, based on the violence perpetrated against slaves by their owners and the
Keetoowahs, neither organization cared for the welfare of the slaves themselves. Instead,
42 Ellsworth Collings, The Old Home Ranch: Birthplace of Will Rogers (Claremore, OK: Will Rogers
Heritage Press, 1964), 7. After the Civil War, these two men remained employed by Clem Rogers, took
their former owner’s surname, and ran their own farms in the Cherokee Nation.
43 Rogers, Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 1, 534.
44 Celia E. Naylor’s account of the Civil War in the Cherokee Nation is detailed and impressive. As she
points out, many pro-slavery Cherokees “supported the tenets of the Knights of the Golden Circle—a secret
society founded in 1854 in Cincinnati that supported slavery in the United States.... Free Cherokee citizens
who espoused slavery in the Cherokee Nation created a version of this organization composed of
Cherokees who supported the Confederacy during the Civil War” (Naylor, African Cherokees in Indian
Territory, 137).
45 Champagne, Social Order and Political Change, 182-183.
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the feud represented old tribal division along lines of economic class and removal
choices. The result was another guerilla war within the nation. A Cherokee Confederate
Nation was unofficially formed, led by Confederate Brigadier General Stand Watie.46
When Clem enlisted in the Cherokee Mounted Rifles Regiment, he sent his family and
slaves to Westville, Texas, for protection.
Accepting the fact that Indian Territory was surrounded by Confederate states and
realizing the threat posed by tribal opposition groups, John Ross begrudgingly joined the
Confederacy in late 1861 and sided later with the Union. In fact, most Cherokee remained
unsympathetic toward either the Union or Confederacy.47 Regardless, by the war’s end,
the Cherokee Nation lay in tatters, having fought each other internally and the United
States (whether Confederate or Union) externally. Anthropologist James Mooney spent
time with the tribe just before the turn of the twentieth century and gathered details about
the Reconstruction period:
After five years of desolation the Cherokee emerged from the [Civil] war with
their numbers reduced from 21,000 to 14,000, and their whole country in ashes….
By articles 15 and 16 [of the 1866 Reconstruction treaty] permission was given to
the United States to settle friendly [non-Cherokee] Indians within the Cherokee
home country or the Cherokee strip by consent and purchase from the Nation. By
article 17 the Cherokee sold the 800,000-acre tract in Kansas secured by the treaty
of 1835, together with a two-mile strip running along the southern border of
Kansas, and thereafter to be included within the limits of that state, thus leaving
the Cherokee country as it was before the recent cession of the Cherokee strip.48
The Cherokee Nation’s Reconstruction treaty with the United States served not only to
punish the Cherokees for their Confederate alliance, but also to further the U.S.
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Robert Conley notes, “In August 1863, Stand Watie called a council at Tahlequah ... and was elected
principal chief. Chief Ross and his followers did not see this election as legal, nor did the U.S. government
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48 James Mooney, Myths of the Cherokee (1900; New York: Johnson Reprint Corporation, 1970), 150.
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government’s larger colonial process of acquiring Native land for white settlement.
Indeed, at an 1865 preliminary council meeting, held at Fort Smith, Commissioner of
Indian Affairs Dennis Cooley stated, “By these nations having entered into treaties with
the so-called Confederate States, and the rebellion being now ended, they are left without
any treaty whatever, or treaty obligation for protection by the United States.”49 This
disregard for previous treaties signaled a shift in Indian policy, one that discounted the
Cherokee Nation (and others) as sovereign. For example, Article 11 of the 1866 treaty
with the Cherokee Nation allowed for railroads to be built across the once-sovereign
nation: “The Cherokee Nation hereby grant a right of way ... through all their lands, to
any company or corporation which shall be duly authorized by Congress to construct a
railroad from any point north to any point south, and from any point east to any point
west of, and which may pass through, the Cherokee Nation.”50 In the ensuing years, two
railroads—the Missouri, Kansas, and Texas Railroad (heading north to south) and the
Missouri Pacific Line (moving east to west)—were laid across the Territory. Their
coming signaled profound changes in the Cherokee Nation as it faced the increasing
presence of non-Cherokee settlers.
Of course, there were other aspects of the Reconstruction treaties that had
immediate effects on a large group living in the Cherokee Nation: the Cherokee
Freedpeople and Afro-Cherokees. Though many fled the nation during the war, many
also returned home after its close. As Celia Naylor points out, “Cherokee freedpeople
expressed their connection to the Cherokee Nation within their discourse of a Cherokee
national identity.... Now [after the Civil War], they believed they were free to, and had a
49 Qtd. in Annie Heloise Abel, The American Indian and the End of the Confederacy, 1863-1866 (1925;
Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1993), 188. She offers a detailed examination of the Cherokees
experiences during the Reconstruction period in chapter 10.
50 Qtd. in Emmet Starr, History of the Cherokee Indians and Their Legends and Folk-Lore (Oklahoma
City: Warden Company, 1921), 170.
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right to, rebuild their lives in the Cherokee Nation.”51 However, changes made to the
Cherokee Constitution defined citizenship strictly along lines of blood quantum between
European-American and Cherokee peoples and restricted membership only to those
freedpeople who returned to the nation within six months of the 1866 treaty.52
In the end, Clem’s Confederate cause was lost and his nascent ranching business
lay in tatters. Clem’s ranch was split in two by the 1889 arrival of the Missouri Pacific
Railroad. That same year, the first land run took place into these “unassigned lands.”
Along with the railroads came Americans who squatted on what once were tribal lands.53
And with the burgeoning American population came the emergence of towns and fences,
as well as federal pressure on the Cherokee to sell land. To cope with these changes,
Clem Rogers ceased selling longhorn cattle, which had been his livelihood for nearly
forty years, and became a wheat farmer, a telling sign of the economic and social changes
taking place in the Cherokee Nation. Five other land rushes followed, and in 1893, when
Will Rogers was thirteen, the remainder of the Cherokee Strip was sold; it was the largest
land run in American history.

“we are fast fast drifting into the hands of white men”54: Politics and the Cherokee
Cattle Country
As was the case with most ranchers, Clem Rogers was first and foremost an
entrepreneur. Though he worked as a cowboy under Cherokee rancher Joel M. Bryan for
a few years during his teens and was known to be an expert cattleman, his deeper skills
51
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53 These Sooners became legal settlers with the passage of President Harrison’s Indian Appropriation Act
of 1889.
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lay in foreseeing changes coming to the Cherokee Nation and navigating successfully
through them, seen in the transformation of his ranch into a farm in the early 1890s.55
Soon after, when he was fifty-six, Clem left the dwindling ranch in his son Will’s charge,
moved to nearby Claremore (a fast-growing railroad town), and became a founding
director and vice-president of the First National Bank at Claremore.56
Despite its ultimate demise, the story of Clem’s success as a Cherokee cattle
rancher is not unique and deserves historical attention since it represents a prominent
aspect of tribal life across the United States that largely goes unrecognized. Many
wealthy landholders in the Cherokee Nation—indeed, among all the Five Tribes—turned
to the lucrative business of cattle ranching after removing to the Indian Territory.57 The
tale of the Rogers family’s role in maintaining the success of tribal ranching is one of
many representative efforts across the Cherokee Nation to maintain tribal sovereignty in
the face of federal and extralegal imposition. It is important to note, however, that Clem
Rogers and other Cherokee large-landowners did not represent the vast majority of
Cherokee citizens’ subsistence patterns. As Duane Champagne describes, “Although
some of the former Indian planters were heavily engaged in the cattle business, the Texas
cattlemen were the primary entrepreneurs in the industry…. The Cherokee, the Choctaw,
the Chickasaw, and the Creek remained internally stratified primarily between large
landholders and small-scale subsistence farmers.”58 These lifestyle differences accounted,
in part, for deep class divisions that would affect Cherokee politics between 1866 and
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1907, when the Cherokee Nation became part of the state of Oklahoma. Clem was active
in these tribal politics beginning in 1879 (the year his son Will was born), when he was
elected senator to the Cherokee Nation from the Cooweescoowee District. He maintained
his political devotion to the Cherokee Nation through his involvement in the Oklahoma
Constitutional Convention of 1906.
While Clem Rogers and others like him were economically successful, they were
not as assimilated into the U.S. economy as it may seem at first glance. Clem
distinguished himself from U.S. citizens, particularly as his livelihood related to tribal
sovereignty. He was opposed to the tribe’s leasing practices, which allowed non-Native
cattlemen to use the vast grazing lands of the Cherokee Strip. Ellsworth Collings, who
interviewed several of Clem and Will Rogers’s relatives and friends, states that “Clem
Rogers intensely hated these settlers for, like many others, he knew well they would, in a
few years, not only convert the Verdigris country into small, fenced farms, but would
completely destroy the Cherokee Nation.”59 Such an approach to tribal national
sustainability is in line with the strategic acculturative practices of many Cherokee who
adapted to European and American traditions to resist complete political domination. As
Rennard Strickland points out, “the Five Civilized Tribes borrowed what suited them
from white society while retaining much of their distinctively Indian culture.”60 The tale
of Cherokee ranching in the Indian Territory is exemplary of such nuanced resistance, an
economic “survivance” that accepted such change and insured cultural continuity.
After the Civil War, Clem built a new ranch house—often called the White House on the
Verdigris—which was completed in 1875 (see fig. 1.6 and 1.7). According to Patricia
Lowe, “It [the house] was a mansion in its day with seven rooms and two large center
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Figure 1.6. Will Rogers Birthplace: the White House on the Verdigris. The driver of the
buggy is unidentified (courtesy of the Will Rogers Memorial Museum).
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Figure 1.7. Original site of the Rogers ranch. The date of the photo is likely from the
1920s and therefore appears quite different than it did in the late
nineteenth century (photo courtesy of the Will Rogers Memorial
Museum).
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hallways, four fireplaces, and open porches upstairs and down.”61 From this base, Clem
became one of the most formidable ranchers in the area until 1889, when the land rushes
forced him to farm wheat. During its heyday, the Rogers ranch included nearly sixtythousand acres of land. Ellsworth Collings writes,
The [Rogers] home range was bounded on the west and southwest by the Caney
River, emptying into the Verdigris, forming a V-shaped range, the Verdigris
bounding it on the east. The northern boundary, the open end of the V, was twelve
miles due north from the forks of the Caney and Verdigris and ran west through
what is now Tahlala, Oklahoma, and from there on to the Caney, a distance of
approximately fifteen miles.62
In the late 1870s and early 1880s, Clem’s cattle herds numbered over 5,000 a year. From
his ranch, the cattle were taken to St. Louis and Kansas City, accompanied by a diverse
group of cowboys. These men included Cherokees, Creeks, Freedmen (likely members of
the Five Tribes), and at least one Chinese man who ran the chuck wagon.63 Dan Walker,
for example, was an African-American cowboy who taught Will Rogers how to rope and
ride. Cherokee line rider Ed Sunday worked for Clem and was later elected to the
Cherokee National Council. Jim Hopkins O’Donnell was a white cowboy from Bastrop,
Texas, who later accompanied Rogers to Argentina. And, finally, Spi Trent was a
Cherokee and a cousin of Will Rogers.64 Though this is a limited list—the identities of
many cowhands are unknown—it exemplifies the ethnic and racial diversity of the men
working on Clem’s ranch.
Over the years, as had happened repeatedly in the past, lands reserved for Native
use became appealing to Americans. Intruders (or settlers) eyed the good grazing lands in
61 Patricia Lowe, “Will Rogers Birthplace,” typescript from the Will Rogers Memorial Museum,
Claremore, Oklahoma.
62 Collings, The Old Home Ranch, 55.
63 Collings, The Old Home Ranch, 82. There is limited information on the Chinese man working as cook,
though the evidence that does exist is disturbing in its description of his treatment. See, for example,
Collings, Old Home Ranch, 82-83.
64 More details about these men can be found in the biographical appendix of Will Rogers, The Papers of
Will Rogers, vol. 1.
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the area and many began illegally squatting on tribal lands.65 The Cherokee Outlet, a 6million-acre area to the west of the Cherokee Nation, became the breeding ground for
land controversies. The strip had been given to the tribe as part of an 1828 treaty between
a small group of Cherokees (numbering perhaps a few thousand) and the United States.
After the Civil War, Reconstruction treaties with the Cherokees stipulated that a portion
of their lands would be divided and given to the Osage, Ponca, Kaw, Pawnee, and Nez
Perce Nations. The location of these nations cut the Cherokee off from the strip. As
Edward Everett Dale described in the Chronicles of Oklahoma:
The legal status of the Outlet was peculiar. The Cherokees had received a patent
to their lands and so held them in fee simple…. Yet they could not legally settle
upon it [due to Reconstruction treaties mentioned above]… nor could it well be
used for grazing, since it was separated from the Cherokee country proper by the
reservations of the Osage and other tribes…. The Cherokee Outlet was thus
valuable property that might eventually by sale or lease bring the Cherokees a
large sum of money but for more than ten years after the close of the Civil War
they derived from it no revenue or benefit of any kind.66
Although the Department of the Interior forbade the use of the land for pasturing, the
drivers traveling from Texas and southern Kansas to the markets in the center of the state
lingered in the outlet: “ranchmen in southern Kansas were by the early seventies
pasturing numerous cattle in part at least on the Cherokee Outlet, while many herds from
Texas were held there temporarily at least.”67 The intrusions infuriated Clem, who was in
commercial competition with these groups.
Due to these illegal cattle practices, the Cherokee Nation began levying taxes on
these intruders, but they were difficult to enforce given the remote location of the land,
the failure of the U.S. government to enforce its treaty promises, and the ranchers’ refusal
65 The Five Tribes were exempt from the Dawes Act of 1887 but subjected to the Curtis Act of 1898. Clem
Rogers was appointed to the Dawes Commission to negotiate with the federal government on severalty
issues.
66 Edward Everett Dale, “The Cherokee Strip Live Stock Association,” Chronicles of Oklahoma 5, no. 1
(1927): 60.
67 Dale, “The Cherokee Strip Live Stock Association,” 62.
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to pay the dues. Frustrated, Clem wrote Principal Chief Dennis W. Bushyhead, his
brother-in-law, in 1885, asking, “Are we powerless to enforce our own laws? Are we to
submit to such great wrongs by white men not citizens? Dennis Bushyhead, there is not a
single law in this country enforced…. We are fast fast drifting into the hands of white
men.”68 That same year, Chief Bushyhead called a special session of the Cherokee
National Council to discuss the leasing problems. Clem Rogers proposed a successful bill
that leased the outlet to the Cherokee Strip Livestock Association, which formed in 1883
for just this purpose.69 The association was a collection of area Native and non-Native
ranchers—Clem Rogers among them—who worked, according to their bylaws, to insure
“that all persons, corporations, or companies occupying an undisputed range in the
Cherokee Strip and who agreed to pay the assessments might become members of the
association upon payment of the membership fee of ten dollars.”70 The collected money
was then passed on to the Cherokee Nation for rental of the lands. The first year an
agreement was leased, the livestock association paid an annual fee of $100,000; a few
years later, they paid $200,000.
In 1891, however, the U.S. federal and Cherokee governments reached an
agreement regarding the cessation of the strip, which would take place in 1893.71
Between 1891 and 1895, Clem sat on a national committee to evaluate the improvements
made by intruders who arrived prior to August 1886, when leasing to the Cherokee Strip
68

Qtd. in Collings, The Old Home Ranch, 57.
As James W. Parins describes the organization, “The Cherokee Nation, which had been engaged in
attempting to tax the white ranchers running cattle in the Outlet, deftly sidestepped the issue by leasing
large tracts of the Outlet to a group organized as the Cherokee Strip Livestock Association” (James W.
Parins, Elias Cornelius Boudinot: A Life on the Cherokee Border [Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
2006], 203).
70 Parins, Elias Cornelius Boudinot, 68. For another important examination of the association, see William
Savage, The Cherokee Strip Live Stock Association: Federal Regulations and the Cattleman’s Last
Frontier (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1990).
71 For the full text of the agreement, see Vine Deloria, Jr., and Raymond DeMallie, ed., Documents of
American Indian Diplomacy, vol. 1, Treaties, Agreements, and Conventions (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1999), 349.
69

67

Live Stock Association began.72 The U.S. government appropriated $250,000 for
payment of these improvements, a small sum given the tract of land. As might be
expected, the committee “found numerous difficulties which could be settled only after
much correspondence with the Department of the Interior.” The money was soon
exhausted and it wasn’t until March 1895 that the committee’s work was finished. Clem
Rogers complained to the sitting chief, C. J. Harris, that “in one case alone the evidence
taken consisted of forty-five typewritten pages. Considering the amount of labor, the first
appropriation of $5,000 was wholly inadequate.”73 Seven years later, disgruntled with
what had become of the business, he moved to Claremore and left his son, Will, in charge
of what remained of the ranch.
Clem Rogers’s political ramblings reached beyond those surrounding his ranch.
One of the most controversial of the tribal issues in which Clem was embroiled was the
status of the Cherokee Freedpeople. Many Cherokees, according to Morris Wardell’s
1938 study, “believed the Federal government should remove the Negroes from their
Nation since that agency had freed them [in the 1866 Reconstruction treaty].”74 At one
point during Clem Rogers’s tenure in politics, the nation planned a Cherokee district for
the freed slaves and for all free blacks who resided within tribal boundaries before 1861.
The elder Rogers was placed on a committee that “reported that the lands of the Nation
‘were and are the common property of citizens, then no citizen, who by the operation of
the treaties and constitution are made citizens can be legally deprived of his or her right
72
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and interest without doing an injustice, and a violation of the constitution which we are
bound to observe and defend.’”75 Part of this was political posturing, to be sure. As
Thomas Ballenger notes in relation to the Cherokee’s Colored High School, which was
planned in the 1880s,
Had the needs of the Negro not fitted in with the ambitions of a political party, the
humanitarian element alone might never have accomplished their desires. Up to
the last decade of the nineteenth century the National Party in the Cherokee
Nation had been predominantly successful in keeping the reins of government
firmly in its hands. The Downing Party [basically a new title for the Treaty Party]
saw in the Negro school question an opportunity to win the vote of the Negroes
and their Cherokee sympathizers, and was not slow to take advantage of its
opportunity.... The Downing party [sic] made the establishment of a high school
for the colored people the chief issue of its campaign in the fall of 1887, and
won.76
Still, in terms of legislative efforts, the freedpeople, according to Clem Rogers and his
fellow committee members, should be given the rights of all other Cherokee citizens.
However, the Cherokee Senate and National Council refused to accept the committee’s
report by a vote of twelve to six.77
Clem Rogers’s experiences as an affluent politician and a rancher did not
diminish his dedication to the Cherokee Nation’s sovereignty. Indeed, they strengthened
his commitment to political work within the nation to assure the continuity of his
economic position. Broadly, the history of Cherokee ranching complicates the roles that
American Indians played in the American West. Although American Indians living in the
West are often viewed as historically stagnant or exempt from modern economic
enterprise, these wealthy tribal ranchers influenced their tribe’s interactions with the U.S.
federal government, for better or worse. In her discussion of Indian identity—and, in this
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excerpt, the identity of the Five Tribes specifically—Alexandra Harmon contends that
their story “is a history of a people who have insisted on their peoplehood even at the cost
of practices that once seemed proof of their peoplehood. Everyone who is, in some
meaningful way, a product of this history has reason to feel like an Indian.”78 Indian
ranching was at once a method of assimilation and confrontation, resistance and
conformity; it was one means of economic survival when a variety of others did not exist.

Life in the B.I.T.79: Separatism and Syncretism
Will Rogers spent his youth largely among socially and economically elite
Cherokees. This world was one filled with many of elements of small towns across the
United States at the time: local newspapers, social clubs, small schoolhouses, and county
fairs. All of these factors, however, were steeped in a local Cherokee (or, in some cases,
Indian Territory) flavor that resisted the outright label of small-town America. The
strategies of survivance employed by Rogers and his community balanced mainstream
social events and Cherokee traditions and politics that made the Cooweescoowee District
and its towns—including Oolagah (Rogers’s birthplace), Claremore, Chelsea, and
Vinita—unique. This empowering and careful mimicry reveals the ways Rogers’s ties to
the Cherokee Nation foreshadowed his later successes in the United States.
Though Rogers’s family socialized with large and wealthy landowners, Will was also
raised among the Rogers family’s former slaves and their descendents. Rabb and Houston
Rogers, for example, settled near the Rogers’s home after the Civil War and worked for
Clem while managing their own small farms near the Rogers ranch. Rabb and his wife
78

Alexandra Harmon, “Wanted: More Histories of Indian Identity,” in A Companion to American Indian
History, ed. Philip J. Deloria and Neal Salisbury (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2002), 260.
79 The acronym B.I.T. stands for Big Indian Territory and was often used to distinguish the area from the
Oklahoma Territory, which was established in what was the western portion of the Indian Territory in
1890.

70

Rhody built a house beside a nearby creek, known today as Rabb’s Creek. They had six
children, one of whom was named Clem after Will’s father. Houston married Sidney
Ross, a former slave and half-Cherokee from Spring Creek, a town near Tahlequah.
They, too, had several children, among them Agnes “Babe” Rogers Walker (see fig. 1.8).
In an interview conducted with Walker as part of the Works Progress Administration’s
recordings of Territory life, she indicates that her family lived in “a one room log cabin
with a log summer kitchen.” She also confirms that Will’s childhood playmates consisted
of her younger siblings and cousins: “This was not unusual for there were few white
people in the unsettled country at that time.”80
Obviously, however, life was not equitable among these families, and Rogers
spent a good deal of time wielding his assumed superiority over these neighbors. Rabb’s
son, Clem Rogers, recalled playing with Will during their childhood:
He used to put a saddle on my back and make me pretend I was a bucking horse
and he would ride me, spurrin’ with his bare heels. One time he gets mad with me
and shoved a branding iron against my behind, but it wasn’t very hot, scared me
more’n anything else.81
Clearly, Will Rogers held himself above, indeed in charge of Blacks (evidenced by this
horse-and-rider description), an assumption of racial superiority that would haunt his
career. As he grew up, Rogers refined yet retained this type of paternalistic relationship
toward Blacks. Throughout his life, there was always an air of superiority underlying
Rogers’s relationships with Blacks in both the Cherokee Nation and the United States
more broadly.
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Figure 1.8. Agnes “Babe” Rogers Walker, the daughter of Clem Rogers’ former slave,
Houston. Her husband, Dan Walker taught Will Rogers to rope (photo
courtesy of the Will Rogers Memorial Museum).
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Besides these neighborhood playmates, Rogers had five living siblings (three
others died in their first year of life). The surviving four sisters and one brother were a
good deal older than he (the closest in age, May, was born in 1873). Rogers’s only
brother, Robert, died when Will was four, leaving him with sisters to whom he was close
throughout his life. When Rogers’s mother, Mary, died of typhoid fever in 1890, these
sisters became, in many respects, mother figures. Though his father remarried in 1893,
his relationship with his stepmother, Mary Bibles, remained distant.82
Rogers was not educated at the Cherokee National Male Seminary like his father;
instead, he attended various schools across the Territory and beyond. Based on his later
decisions to abandon school in favor of cowhand work, Rogers was not a boy dedicated
to traditional education. His schooling began in 1887 at the Drumgoole School, a public
Cherokee school in the nearby town of Chelsea.83 After a year there, Rogers joined his
sister May at the Harrell International Institute in Muskogee, part of the Creek Nation. In
what must have been awkward for Rogers, the school was a Methodist boarding school
for girls. Because Clem knew the reverend in charge of the school, however, he made
arrangements for Rogers to room with the reverend’s son (the only other boy in
attendance). In late 1891, after the death of his mother, Rogers enrolled in Willie Halsell
College in Vinita, near his home. He was there for several years and began making solid
friends, especially Charley McClellan, who “often dressed in Native American clothing
and wore his hair in a traditional manner, shaved on the sides or in long braids....
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Thomas L. Ballenger, “Colored High School of the Cherokee Nation.”
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McClellen spent several weeks among the Shawnees northeast of Chelsea..., learning
their traditional dances.”84 Charley also organized stomp dances for their social circle,
which were attended by most young adults in the district (see fig. 1.9).85
As represented by Charley’s interest in recovering what he considered a true
Indian heritage, a generational shift arose among these elite to connect to Cherokee
traditions their parents ignored or forgot. It was in this vein that, in 1899, a group of
Rogers’s female peers formed the Pocahontas Club. The group’s goal was to find a
balance between their modern, quite American lives, on the one hand, and their Cherokee
traditions on the other. Cherokee blood was (and remains) a requirement of membership.
Rogers demanded inclusion in this women’s group and was one of its few male
members.86 The organization remains active and, in a 1970s publication, states, “the early
members [of the Pocahontas Club] saw the work which needed to be done, service to be
rendered to our own people, and ‘to preserve the present for the future’ which is our aim,
our desire.”87 Much like women’s social clubs of the Progressive Era in the United States,
the Pocahontas Club emphasized a more physically and socially active womanhood than
had previously been accepted. They put on a variety of socials, but with a Cherokee flair.
They hosted, in their own words, “picnics, swimming parties, hay rides, jack rabbit hunts,
stomp dances, and mountain climbing.”88 Stomp dances generally were not on the slate
for non-Native social clubs established in the United States during this period and reveal
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Rogers, Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 1, 507.
Rogers attended two other schools, both in Missouri: Scarritt Collegiate Institute and Kemper Military
School, neither of which he enjoyed; he left each less than a year after his arrival.
86 Rogers, Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 1, 176. It is unclear why Rogers wished to be included in the
Pocahontas Club. Most likely, it was Rogers’s relationships with his sisters, the club’s founding members,
and their families (alongside his penchant for social occasions) that led to his interest in the club.
87 Maude Ward DuPriest, Jennie May Bard, and Anna Foreman Graham, comps., Cherokee Recollections:
The Story of the Indian Women’s Pocahontas Club and Its Members in the Cherokee Nation & Oklahoma
Beginning in 1899 (Glenpool, OK: Thales Microuniversity Press, 1976), foreword.
88 DuPriest et al., Cherokee Recollections, 7.
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Figure 1.9. Will Rogers (left) and childhood friend Charley McClellan (photo courtesy of
the Will Rogers Memorial Museum and Archive).
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a syncretism among members of the club, one that fused modern U.S. pastimes with
Cherokee-specific events.
A few other happenings are worth noting, because they further show the ways this
generation of Cherokee kids “played Indian” to both regain knowledge of a culture they
feared was lost and of asserting a distinct national identity in the face of the federal
intrusions that marked their teen years. In September 1901, for example, the club hosted
“An evening with Hiawatha”: “Guests were seated on Indian blankets on the floors. Will
Rogers made an appearance in Full Indian costume—war paint, tomahawk and other
paraphernalia, favoring the company with several excellent songs.” Later, “at the
Claremore Street fair ... the Pocahontas Club float ... depicted a pair of warriors in full
dress preparing to execute Captain John Smith with Pocahontas intervening. A teepee
decorated in true Indian style with the products of the hunt was also a feature of the float”
(see fig. 1.10).89 If, as Philip Deloria argues, playing Indian for non-Natives was a way of
defining a distinct national identity, I suggest that for these Cherokee youth the goal was
much the same: defining a new and distinct Cherokee national identity. The Pocahontas
Club represented one way to regain and retain that which they worried was disappearing
in the midst of allotment, white intrusion, and cultural disillusionment (at least among the
wealthy classes).
There is little doubt that some members of the Pocahontas Club were influenced
by the Indian International Fairs that took place between 1874 and 1890. These fairs,
open to Indians and non-Indians alike, took place in the fall on the outskirts of Muskogee,
Indian Territory, and worked to subvert and challenge many similar fairs going on across
the United States. According to Andrew Denson,
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DuPriest et al., Cherokee Recollections, 10.
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Figure 1.10. An Early Pocahontas Club float for a parade, circa 1900 (photo courtesy of
the Will Rogers Memorial Museum).
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In the late nineteenth century, Americans maintained a variety of cultural forms
concerned with producing images of Indians, from the dime novels ... to the early
Wild West show. Among these media were America’s own international
expositions, the world’s fairs, which almost always included exhibits of Indian
objects and Indian people.... Cherokees and other members of the Five Tribes
made the [Indian International] fair serve their paramount political goal, the
maintenance of the Territory as a collection of independent Indian nations.... They
used the fair to amplify one of their most common political arguments: that Indian
advancement proved the wisdom of preserving tribal autonomy.90
Many Cherokees were in attendance and were prominent participants in the events.
William Adair, Rogers’s namesake, took to the stage on at least one occasion,
emphasizing the distinct modernity of the nations represented at the fair. It is also
probable that Clem Rogers attended at least one of the fairs, since he was elected vicepresident of the fair in 1885.91 While the Pocahontas Club reveals a gendered youth
movement among the Cherokee, these fairs reveal a similar concern among older Indian
Territory citizens to display a distinct form of Americanism—an American Indianism—
to the public, in hopes that support would sway in favor of their continued sovereignty
over their lands.
Also central to Cherokees’ successful juggling of the modern with the traditional
were the abundance of newspapers published throughout the Territory. Throughout his
childhood, Rogers was exposed to news and politics by way of his father, who paid to
have major tribal newspapers delivered directly to his ranch each day. In fact, Rogers’s
sister, Sallie, remembered daily horse rides to meet the south-bound train to pick up the
New York Times for her dad.92 Both Will and his father were regularly featured in local
tribal newspapers, such as the Vinita Indian Chieftain and the Claremore Progress. While
90 Andrew Denson, Demanding the Cherokee Nation: Indian Autonomy and American Culture, 1830-1900
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2004), 174.
91 This is based on Pat Lowe’s chronology of Rogers’s life, which she kindly shared with me. Though Pat
no longer works at the museum, it may still be available at the Will Rogers Memorial Museum in
Claremore, Oklahoma.
92 Collings, Old Home Ranch, 25 and 31 n.46.
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the better-known Cherokee Phoenix and Cherokee Advocate represented the official
voice of the nation during their print runs, the vast majority of newspapers available to
local Cherokee citizens were those printed by individual tribal members.93 It is not only
the mere existence of such a plethora of newspapers that is important in understanding
the Cherokee Nation at the turn of the twentieth century as a multivocal place; it is the
content as well. These papers offered more than local news: they contained editorials and
charged political arguments among neighbors, families, and business associates. Many of
these letters were written in a particular dialect that became a distinct literary movement
in the Territory. That Rogers, in his journalism, would employs this dialect style is an
important indicator of these tribal newspapers’ influence on his own writing.

Conclusions: The State of Sequoyah and the Perseverance of Tribal Nationalism
It seems appropriate to close this chapter, which reveals the syncretic nature of
Cherokee life during the late nineteenth century, with a discussion of the period’s most
tangible testament to tribal perseverance and nationalism: the State of Sequoyah. Quite
recently, Spokane/Coeur d’Alene author Sherman Alexie wrote “There are only two
million Indians in this country. We could all fit into one medium-sized city. Someone
should look into it.”94 Astonishingly, someone did look into it, though it was more than
one-hundred years ago and the space was intended to be a state—not a mere city.
When the Oklahoma Territory was established in 1890, the former Indian
Territory was split in two: to the west lay the Oklahoma Territory; to the east remained
the Indian Territory (see fig. 1.11). The citizens of the Oklahoma Territory wanted a

93 Daniel F. Littlefield and Jim W. Parins, ed., American Indian and Alaska Native Newspapers and
Periodicals, 1826-1924 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1984), xiii.
94 From Sherman Alexie, “The Unauthorized Autobiography of Me,” in Sovereign Bones: New Native
American Writing (New York: Nation Books, 2007), 182.
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Figure 1.11. Indian Territory, 1891 (United States National Archives, available online at:
http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/fed-indianpolicy/images/territory-map-02.jpg).

80

statehood that subsumed the territory to the east. Indeed, there was a substantial
convention in the Oklahoma Territory to prevent the entrance of the space as two separate
states, “blatantly ignoring the concerns of Indian Territory.”95 To combat what many in
the Indian Territory felt was yet another threat to its sovereignty, several representatives
from the Five Tribes met in Muskogee, Indian Territory, in 1905 to consider the creation
of a state distinct from the Oklahoma Territory to the west. There were several arguments
laid out for the creation of a separate state, many of which arose from the 1866
Reconstruction treaties signed with the various tribes of the Indian Territory. One of their
strongest arguments, as Amos Maxwell writes, stated that the Reconstruction treaties
“gave the railroads an incentive to publicly and privately advocate territorial or statehood
status for the Indian Territory, for the lands conditionally granted to the railroads
probably would not be classed as public lands unless the area came into the Union as a
state or a territory.”96
In August 1905 the Constitutional Convention of the State of Sequoyah met and,
over a short four-day period, named the state, laid out its counties, set up senatorial and
Supreme Court districts, and named a capital, among other plans. “The Constitution,
which was adopted unanimously by those present, was long. A document of about 35,000
words, it contained 18 articles and 270 sections. It was largely a populist document,
which reflected the Populists’ distrust of corporations, big government, and legislative
bodies, especially Congress.”97 When the citizens of the Indian Territory voted on the
ratification of the Constitution, the result was a landslide in favor of the movement.
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J. Ruth Hegwood, Amanda Paige, and Daniel F. Littlefield, Jr., The State of Sequoyah Movement,
(pamphlet produced for the Great State of Sequoyah Conference, Cherokee Nation, 2005), 3.
96 Amos Maxwell, “The Sequoyah Convention,” Chronicles of Oklahoma 28, no. 2 (1950): 162.
97 Hegwood et al., The State of Sequoyah Movement, 6.
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Ultimately the State of Sequoyah failed to materialize, in large part because U.S.
congressional Republicans viewed the entrance of these two states a threat to the balance
of power in Congress. Regardless, as Amos Maxwell argues, “The Sequoyah
Constitutional Convention did show to Congress that the Indians of Indian Territory were
capable of organizing a state government.... This one convention proved to those
Congressmen who had doubted this Indian ability that their doubts were unfounded.”98
The perseverance of the tribes of the Indian Territory is apparent in this separate
statehood movement, which proved that, despite legislative defeat, they retain their
distinct national identities. As Muscogee Chief Pleasant Porter said at the Constitution
Convention, “our present governments shall not be annihilated but transformed into
material for a nobly builded state. ‘Thus shall we have life not death’”99 Though plans for
the State of Sequoyah failed, its Constitution provided the basis of the Oklahoma
Constitution, a convention on which Clem Rogers sat.100
This story, and the others told here, are important in understanding Cherokee
identities at large as well as the development of Will Rogers’s artistry and worldviews.
This description of one aspect of Cherokee life shows that it is impossible to argue for a
single Cherokee identity when the tribe—like many others—was diverse in its political
leanings and cultural beliefs. So, to restate questions raised at the start of this chapter, are
these more progressive Cherokees in fact Cherokees? In response, Theda Perdue suggests
that,
We are blinded by the spectacle of Indians living in mansions, owning plantations
and African American slaves, sending their children to school, worshipping in
Christian churches, governing themselves under constitutions and written laws. In
98

Amos Maxwell, “The Sequoyah Convention Part II,” Chronicles of Oklahoma 28, no. 3 (1950): 330.
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100 There is no evidence that Clem Rogers sat on the Sequoyah Constitutional Convention; many of his
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our analysis of “mixed blood” Indians, we have privileged whiteness, and as a
result, we have underestimated the power and persistence of the culture into
which they were born and chose to live.101
By situating the Cherokee Nation’s politics, economy, and culture as subservient to U.S.
norms, such interpretations prohibit tribal cultural complexity from coming to the fore.
I conclude this chapter with another quote from Alexie, this time posing a
question: “So many people claim to be Indian, speaking of an Indian grandmother, a
warrior grandfather. Suppose the United States government announced that all Indians
had to return to their reservation. How many of these people would not shove that Indian
ancestor back into the closet?”102 While becoming one of the most powerful voices of the
early twentieth century, Will Rogers refused to compromise his Cherokeeness; even
during his first years on the national stage, he flaunted it.

101 Theda Perdue, “Mixed Blood” Indians: Racial Construction in the Early South (Athens: University of
Georgia Press, 2003), 68-69.
102 Alexie, “Unauthorized Autobiography,” 183.
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Chapter 2:
From Cherokee Kid to Oklahoma Cowboy: Staging
American Indian Identity
Around 1915, Will Rogers posed for a publicity shot that would mark a
shockingly successful career in nearly all facets of American popular and political life. A
brief examination of that photo—represented in figure 2.1—shows Rogers’s selfmanicured image and visually confirms Rogers’s ties to cowboys, both real and
imagined. His classic western stance, fringed chaps, cowboy boots, and rope brand him
such. Rogers’s citizenship in the Cherokee Nation, however, profoundly complicates this
photograph. Is this an Indian or a cowboy? The question is an important one, since it
challenges outsiders’ expectations—then and now—of who (and what) an Indian can be
in the popular realm.
In a short but provocative essay, Cherokee writer Thomas King explores the
implications of Rogers’s seemingly paradoxical public image. While on a 1994 road trip
to photograph Indians across the nation, King and his brother Christopher stop at an
Oklahoma McDonald’s featuring a statue of Will Rogers in the parking lot. Considering
Rogers’s cowboy appearance, King realizes that “tourists pulling into the parking lot and
seeing the statue for the first time would never know that this was an Indian as famous as
Sitting Bull or Crazy Horse or Geronimo.”1 And why? Because, in King’s words,
Everyone knew who Indians were. Everyone knew what we looked like. Even
Indians. But standing in that parking lot in Oklahoma with my brother, looking at
the statue of Will Rogers, I realized, for perhaps the first time, that I didn’t
know.... Will Rogers did not look like an Indian....

1

Thomas King, “You’re Not the Indian I Had in Mind,” in The Truth About Stories: A Native Narrative
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), 42.
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Figure 2.1. Vaudeville publicity shot, circa 1915 (courtesy of the Will Rogers Memorial
Museum).
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Yet how can something that has never existed—the Indian—have form and power
while something that is alive and kicking—Indians—are invisible?2
King’s blunt question raises other central, yet barely audible, questions in scholarly
discourse surrounding American Indians in popular culture: What qualifications do
scholars use to decide who, in the popular realm, qualifies as an American Indian
performer? To what extent do audience interpretation and expectation define who is an
American Indian performer and who is not? In what ways—to echo Edward Said in
Orientalism—do such audience interpretations affect the lens through which scholars (as
members of that audience, however far removed) scrutinize these public figures?3
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, what agency do American Indian public figures
have in identifying themselves in the face of all these outsider assessments?
Exploring more fully why Will Rogers is typically considered all cowboy and
only part Cherokee is the goal of this chapter. Scrutiny of Rogers’s early career as a Wild
West roper, vaudevillian comedian, and early Broadway headliner reveals him to be—if
we are to use popular generalities—both cowboy and Indian. Tracking and deciphering
this shape-shifting opens a door to understanding the ways ethnic expectations (those of
cowboys and Indians, in this case) and the emerging mass culture of the day simplified
the complicated truisms of the American West. This chapter, then, details the process by
which both Rogers and the American public negotiated these seemingly conflicting roles,
which were largely the result of nostalgic and performative re-imaginings of the
nineteenth-century American West. It was during these years—from 1903 when he joined
2
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Texas Jack’s Wild West Show to 1919 when he moved from New York to Beverly
Hills—that Rogers honed his public image.4
To many of Rogers’s contemporaries, such as Zitkala Ša, Charles Eastman, Ella
Deloria, and Arthur C. Parker, performing an inauthentic, stereotypical Indianness gave
them a power they hoped would incite change in and understanding of Native America.
This performance may have come with a price, as Philip Deloria posits in Playing Indian:
“To what extent had acting like Indian Others formed a part of their [Eastman, Parker,
and Deloria] identities around the very images they attempted to change?”5 This chapter
poses a similar question of Rogers, though he performed not as an “Indian,” but as a
“cowboy,” a role that carried with it similar—if conflicting—cultural connotations.
Indeed, this chapter relies on a complementary inversion of Deloria’s suggestion that
“identity was not so much imagined as it was performed, materialized through one’s body
and through the witness and recognition of others.”6 Rogers’s physical image has been
largely interpreted by his non-Cherokee fans—and that image does not and did not jive
with colonial expectations of generic Indianness. Just as playing Indian “did not call its
adherents to change their lives,” playing cowboy did not disconnect Rogers from his
Cherokee home in the Territory.7
By exploring the nuances of Rogers’s Cherokee identity, then, this examination
works to understand the ways tribal identity challenges notions of larger Native American

4 Rogers did return to Broadway for a time in the early 1920s (his sporadic work with Ziegfeld did not
officially end until 1925). By this time, however, he had turned his artistic attention toward journalism and
film primarily. This chapter’s organization travels along a rough timeline of Rogers’s early career: he
performed in rodeos and Wild West shows from 1899 to 1905; he worked in vaudeville from then until
1915; and he transitioned to Broadway from 1915 to 1919.
5 Philip Deloria, Playing Indian (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 125. In addition to the cases
described by Deloria, Playing Indian, see also the case of Chief Buffalo Child Long Lance, a.k.a. Sylvester
Long, as described by Eva Marie Garroutte in Real Indians: Identity and the Survival of Native America
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003).
6 Deloria, Playing Indian, 184.
7 Deloria, Playing Indian, 184.
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identity transformations during this period. As Devon Mihesuah describes, many young
Cherokees between 1850 and 1900 “knew that biologically they were both Cherokee and
white, and they knew something about both cultures. They were, however, members of
the Cherokee Nation…. They strived to establish a new Cherokee identity, that of a
person knowledgeable about the white world, possessing Cherokee and white blood, and
often looking Caucasian.”8 Will Rogers’s swagger from Cherokee rancher to itinerant
cowboy and, ultimately, to Broadway headliner complicates the challenges facing Native
peoples’ autonomous identities and reveals one of the ways tribal traditions and culture
work their way into the American mainstream.

“America’s Favorite Cowboy”9: Cowboys, Indians, and Indian Cowboys
In the popular realm, representational conflicts—between lived experience and
constructed image—were common decades before 1904, when Rogers emerged on
vaudeville. Celebrity trickery thrived through the second part of the nineteenth century, a
winding road paved largely by P. T. Barnum during the preceding century. In The Arts of
Deception, James Cook argues that this entertainment shift was the result of middle-class
angst over the increasing chaos of the nineteenth-century city: “Their [deceptive
entertainments’] puzzles held out the promise of truth, but they also helped socialize their
audiences to a brave new world in which the very boundaries of truth were becoming
more and more puzzling.”10 The evasive self-representations Rogers put forth—both
8

Devon Mihesuah, “American Indian Identities: Issues of Individual Choice and Development,” in
Contemporary Native American Cultural Issues, ed. Duane Champagne (Walnut Creek, CA: Alta Mira
Press, 1999), 22.
9 This phrase was often a reference to Will Rogers. For one example of many, see the narrator’s
introduction of Will Rogers on his Good Gulf radio show, 30 April 1933, in Will Rogers, Radio Broadcasts
of Will Rogers, ed. Steven K. Gragert (Stillwater: Oklahoma State University Press, 1983), 71.
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consciously and not—placed him in a middle ground not often occupied by Native
peoples during this period. By juggling his cowboy image and his Cherokee upbringing,
Rogers’s titillated the American populace.
Those living at the turn of the twentieth century witnessed the riding cowboy’s
decline; their lives and occupations were more often sedentary than nomadic. The
laborers would soon begin driving (not riding) to work from their nearby homes, where
they likely lived with their growing families. Concurrently, rodeos maintained the
dwindling performative aspects of this life and Wild West shows romantically showcased
cowboys riding, roping, and fighting Indians. For American Indians across the United
States, life was also undergoing profound change. By 1903, when Rogers entered popular
culture, the 1890 massacre at Wounded Knee and the 1898 passage of the Curtis Act in
the Indian Territory (among many other legislative and militaristic events) left American
Indians largely contained on reservations, their sovereignty and persons often threatened
by fences that forbid passage.11 Still, they, like their mythical cowboy counterparts,
would negotiate the forces of modernity, forming inter-tribal organizations, performing
on lecture circuits, and publishing in major American periodicals.12 And, like cowboys,
Indian peoples were envisioned publicly through a nostalgic nineteenth-century lens.
Both groups were expected to look a certain way, live a particular way, and act according
to standards set by the paintings, novels, and wars of the preceding centuries.

vaudevillian and circus entertainments, which remained popular through the first decades of the twentieth
century.
11 This act, which matched the sentiment of the assimilationist Dawes Act of 1887, dissolved tribal
governments and lands of the Cherokee, Choctaw, Chickasaw, Muscogee, and Seminole in the eastern
Indian Territory. This act is significant in that it not only affected Rogers and his tribe, but also marked the
completion of the federal government’s dealings with tribal governments until 1934 (the Indian New Deal).
12 For numerous examples of American Indians’ negotiations with modernity at the turn of the twentieth
century, see Philip Deloria, Indians in Unexpected Places (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2004). I
find the commonly used term pan-tribal problematic, for it implies a movement that discarded tribal
traditions, which is simply inaccurate. Throughout this dissertation I use the term inter-tribal instead, since
it implies the retention of distinct tribal identities.
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Similarities aside, the popular distinctions between cowboys and Indians during
the period was profound. Through an accretion of fantastical representation (latenineteenth-century dime novels, the circus, Wild West shows, and the early silent-film
era) and historical events (the Plains Indian Wars, the congressional close of the frontier,
and increased industrialism) the difference became codified.13 Despite historians’
countless clarifications that U.S. military clashes with American Indians far surpassed
any battles between cattlemen and Natives, the culturally perceived angst between
cowboys and Indians prevails. In her study of all-Indian rodeos, Jan Penrose suggests that
the nature/culture binary influences conceptions of race and hence boosts the popularly
accepted antagonism between cowboys and Indians. Using this lens, Indians were (and, I
would argue, still are) considered wild and natural. In this case, “‘real’ cowboys are white
and … Indians are the foil against which this ‘New World’ identity of the colonizers has
been defined.”14 Native peoples must therefore be settled and tamed by cowboys who, in
this fictional scenario, could not be American Indian.
In Indians in Unexpected Places, Philip Deloria broadens this analysis through his
distinct concept of expectation, which exposes “the colonial and imperial relations of
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For interpretation of the circus in American culture, see Janet M. Davis, The Circus Age: Culture and
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My Own”: A New History of the American West (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993).
14 Jan Penrose, “When all the Cowboys Are Indians: The Nature of Race in All-Indian Rodeo,” Annals of
the Association of American Geographers 93(3): 687.
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power and domination existing between Indian people and the United States.”15 Indeed,
when spoken together, the terms cowboy and Indian remain vague historically yet vivid
culturally. Most Americans can quickly recall or relate images of cowboys and Indians
fighting yet know little about who exactly is involved or why the two sides are fighting in
the first place. Like the term Indian, which offers little tribal specificity and references a
colonial collection of diverse peoples, the term cowboy is also abstract, with its own set
of colonial baggage.16 Many Americans assume the mythic cowboy to be white, despite a
good deal of historical evidence to the contrary. It matters little if this figure even works
as an actual cowhand. In the popular imagination, cowboys might be gunslingers,
ranchers, or outlaws. As Will Wright summarizes, “The ‘cowboy’ of myth is defined by
his strength, honor, and independence, his wilderness identity, not by his job…. [The]
culture calls him the cowboy hero whether he herds cows or not.”17 This cowboy hero is
one embodiment of Frederick Jackson Turner’s thesis: he is an independent agent and the
ultimate free man.18 Because this mythic cowboy represents the individualistic dream of
the white American populace, his opponent becomes the mythic Indian, whose communal
customs threaten those of white Americans. Through the expectations and longings of the

15

Philip Deloria, Indians in Unexpected Places, 11.
The words American Indian and Native American have been used by Natives over the past five centuries
to organize inter-tribal religious, political, and social organizations. Here I am referring to the European
and American use of the terms to erase tribal differences (see Robert F. Berkhofer, Jr., The White Man’s
Indian: Images of the American Indian from Columbus to the Present [New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1978],
esp. Part One).
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American people, reinforced by popular culture, the cowboy lost his complexity as a
worker and became a mere but powerful image.
However, an ethnic group and an occupation can rarely be labeled two distinct
groups in U.S. history—not with much historical accuracy, that is. The extant evidence
on actual cowboys shows these laborers to be much more complicated than their mythic
foil. In his study of African Americans in the West, Quintard Taylor notes that by 1890
only 61,000 workers (a surprisingly small 2 percent of the labor force in the West)
worked solely in the cattle industry. Of that number, Taylor notes that 1,600 were
nonwhite (black, Asian, and/or Native American).19 This number, albeit small (likely due
in part to the census takers’ ineffectiveness), portrays cowboys as an ethnically mixed lot,
a historical assessment reinforced by Teddy Roosevelt, himself only a fancied cowboy, in
his 1888 Ranch Life and the Hunting-Trail:
Some of the boys are Mexicans, who generally do the actual work well enough,
but are not trustworthy…. One spring I had with my wagon a Pueblo Indian, an
excellent rider and roper, but a drunken, worthless, lazy devil; and in the summer
of 1886 there were with us a Sioux half-breed, a quiet, hard-working, faithful
fellow, and a mulatto, who was one of the best cow-hands in the whole roundup.20
Though speckled with supremacist language, Roosevelt’s description further proves that
ethnic mixing existed among cowhands. Indeed, all cowboys have stories; they did and
do not ride onto the range from nowhere.
That Native peoples were (and are) cowboys and ranchers not only tangles
popular conceptions of history with reality, but also snares frontier historiography in a
speculative trap. While recent and excellent scholarship reveals a deep tradition of

19 Quintard Taylor, In Search of a Racial Frontier: African Americans in the American West, 1528-1990
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1998), 156-157.
20 Theodore Roosevelt, Ranch Life and the Hunting-Trail (Ann Arbor: University Microfilms, Inc., 1966
[1888]), 11.
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American Indian cowboy life, this area of scholarship remains largely neglected.21 This
flattening of the cowboy presents a challenge to scholars to incorporate American Indian
communities into the larger history of the U.S. West. It is simply misleading to suggest
that cowboys and Indians were always cast at odds. Jan Penrose argues that,
early ranch hands … were often viewed as social outcasts, drifters, and
drunkards…. More importantly, still, cowboys had not yet been reconstructed as
the honorable agents of Western progress and, consequently, as the necessary
antithesis of Indians…. In this context, Indian working as cowboys did not strike
people as paradoxical; indeed some cowboys believed that they themselves were
seem as little more than “white Indians….”22
Indeed, it was through Wild West shows and other popular forms that the two types
became antagonistic. Nostalgia for the past required enemies with symbolic resonance:
cowboys as romantically gruff yet refined, Indians as wild and untamed. As George
Miles suggests, however, “by depicting Indian and white cultures in antiethical [sic]
terms, they [scholars] make it virtually impossible to imagine an approach in which
Indian history can be incorporated into the mainstream of American historiography.”23
The acceptance of this popular formula is one of many ways Native historical actors are
removed from the effects of American cultural history.
To assume that Indians did not interact with ranching and farming life is to
suggest that Native peoples remained completely isolated from the cultures surrounding
them. As James Clifford points out in his study of a 1976 Mashpee Wampanoag land
claims case, “Indians had long filled a pathetic imaginative space for the dominant
21 Four excellent examples of this work include JoEllen Shively, “Cowboys and Indians: Perceptions of
Western Films among American Indians and Anglos,” American Sociological Review 57 (December 1992):
725-734; Margan Baillargeon and Leslie Tepper, Legends of Our Times: Native Cowboy Life (Seattle:
University of Washington Press, 1998); Penrose, “When All the Cowboys Are Indians,” 687-705; and Peter
Iverson, When Indians Became Cowboys: Native Peoples and Cattle Ranching in the American West
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1994).
22 Penrose, “When All the Cowboys Are Indians,” 691.
23 George Miles, “To Hear an Old Voice: Recovering Native Americans in American History,” in Under
an Open Sky: Rethinking America’s Western Past, ed. William Cronon, George Miles, and Jay Gitlin (New
York: W. W. Norton, 1992), 55.
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culture.... Their cultures had been [to non-Natives] steadily eroding, at best hanging on in
museumlike reservations. Native American societies could not by definition be dynamic,
inventive, or expansive.”24 Ironically, actual Indian people become anomalous,
contradicting non-Native expectations. Rogers, his father, and many members of the
Cherokee Nation of which he was a part, participated in modernization along with the
rest of Native America, whether by force or choice.25
In fact, relocation and/or restriction to a particular land base led Indian people of
many tribes to turn toward typical American subsistence methods—ranching and
farming—for survival and self-sufficiency.26 At the turn of the twentieth century, many
Natives who before resisted assimilation turned toward cultural syncretism. Even Lakota
Sitting Bull, a leader known for his resistance to American lifeways, stated in his 1883
report to the U.S. Senate,
When the Great Father told me to live like his people I told him to send me six
mules, because that is the way white people make a living…. I also told him to
send me two spans of horses with wagons and everything else my children would
need…. I also asked for a cow and a bull for each family, so that they can raise
cattle of their own. I asked for four yokes of oxen and wagons with them.27
Sitting Bull’s sentiment that reservation life required cultural adaptation reverberated
throughout Indian Country in tribally specific ways. None of these transitions to ranching
and farming lifestyles eradicated tribal culture; indeed, many tribes applied traditional
24 James Clifford, “Identity in Mashpee,” in The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-Century Ethnography,
Literature, and Art (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988), 284.
25 In fact, relocation and/or restriction to a particular land base led many Native nations turning to typical
subsistence methods—ranching and farming—for survival and self-sufficiency. At the turn of the twentieth
century, many Native people who before resisted assimilation turned toward cultural syncretism. In many
cases, tribal traditions interacted with ranching life in unique ways. As Morgan Baillargeon and Leslie
Heyman Tepper write of Northern Plains and Plateau tribes, “As ranchers, stock contractors, and rodeo
participants, they maintain the unique relationship that their ancestors had with horses” (Morgan
Baillargeon and Leslie Heyman Tepper, Legends of Our Times, 9). For a variety of examples of this
maintenance of tradition as it pertains to Native ranching and cowboy life, see Part 1 of this text
26 Baillargeon and Tepper, Legends of Our Times, 6.
27 48th Congress, 1st Session, Senate Rep. No. 283, Serial 2164, 80-81, qtd. in Our Hearts Fell to the
Ground, ed. Colin G. Calloway, 190.
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methods and meaning to their new professions and their relationships with the animals
with whom they worked.28 Adaptability and availability of suitable land, tribal customs,
relations with horses, cattle, and other animals (such as buffalo), and government
subsidies varied from tribe to tribe, making each experience distinct. Indeed, Rogers, a
Cherokee rancher’s son, took his tribe’s ranching techniques to a large, and eager, public.

“I Am the Only Territory Boy Here”29: The Cherokee Kid and the Wild West
Will Rogers preferred the itinerant life of a cowboy to the sedentary ranching life.
His drive to do so likely arose from his childhood, when he performed duties on his
father’s ranch more typical of cowboys than ranchers. His father often employed him to
perform odd jobs around the ranch. B. T. Hooper, a Cherokee cowboy working on the
Rogers ranch through the 1880s, remembered that Will “insisted on taking part in the big
roundup held each year by the ranches of the Verdigris Country.”30 Concurrently, the
celebrity-style cowboy beckoned Rogers, as it did countless youth during this period. He
attended the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893, where he saw Mexican performer Vicente
Oropeza, billed as one of the greatest trick ropers of all time. Oropeza, also a rancher’s
son, learned to rope in Puebla and traveled with Buffalo Bill for approximately sixteen
years.31 Though he had roped since childhood, Rogers took up roping (and trick-roping,
28

For a variety of examples of this maintenance of tradition as it pertains to ranching and cowboy life, see
Baillargeon and Tepper, Legends of Our Times, esp. Part 1.
29 Will Rogers to “Sisters and all,” dated 27 April 1904, in Will Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 2,
ed. Arthur Frank Wertheim and Barbara Bair (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2000), 57.
30 Ellsworth Collings, The Old Home Ranch: Birthplace of Will Rogers (Claremore, OK: Will Rogers
Heritage Press, 1964), 42. For other references to Rogers’s early involvement with cattle, see Will Rogers:
A Biography (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993), esp. chapters 1 and 2.
31 For a brief biography of Oropeza as he relates to Rogers, see Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 1,
ed. Arthur Frank Wertheim and Barbara Bair (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1996), 522. For a
detailed account of Rogers’s time at the Chicago World’s Fair, see Ben Yagoda, Will Rogers: A Biography
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993), 24. Mexican cowboys, or vaqueros, were often accepted as
legitimate performers when cowboys of other ethnicities typically were not. This is likely because the
rodeo—as well as many cowhand traditions—are of Mexican origin. See Michael Allen, Rodeo Cowboys in
the North American Imagination (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1998).

95

specifically) vigorously after this trip.32 It is likely that Rogers, while in Chicago, also
encountered the myriad exhibitions of American Indians, some promoting an
assimilationist ideology and others reinforcing the savage stereotype.33
This would not be the last time Rogers would meet such typecasting of Native
peoples. In 1895, Rogers entered Scarrit College in Missouri, the first school he attended
outside the Indian Territory. The three other Cherokees at the school were his only
friends, and he was nicknamed “Wild Indian.”34 Later, in 1897 and 1898, while attending
Kemper Family School (later renamed Kemper Military School), also in Missouri,
Rogers generally got along well, according to Arthur Martin Hatch, who taught Rogers
and compiled his recollections of the boy after Rogers’s 1935 death. Still, his nickname
was “Swarthy,” a derogatory reference to his phenotype. In one recollection, Hatch
describes an argument Rogers had with one of his peers:
Once a classmate referred to a certain Indian chief as a thoroughbred. Will’s voice
rose to a high pitch in resentment as he explained that “fullblood” was the proper
term and that it spoiled his whole afternoon to hear someone call a fine Indian a
thoroughbred.35
Tellingly, Rogers quit Kemper without warning and headed to Ewing’s Ranch in Higgins,
Texas, where he drove cattle to Kansas for this and other ranches in the Southwest for six

32 Arthur Wertheim and Barbara Bair explain Rogers’s acquisition of his roping abilities in the first volume
of the Rogers papers: “Rogers’s talent for roping had evolved when he was a young boy on his father’s
ranch. His sister Sallie remembered her brother spending considerable time as a child roping a large postoak stump in the backyard.... The young Rogers learned by watching and imitating Dan Walker, an African
American cowboy and top roper, who was considered the head cowhand on the Rogers ranch” (Will
Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 2, 154).
33 For a full description, dripping with biases of the day, see John Joseph Flinn, Official Guide to the
World’s Columbian Exposition in the City of Chicago, State of Illinois, May 1 to October 26, 1893
(Chicago: The Columbian Guide Company, 1893). In the Anthropology Building, for example, “The
popular features of the Ethnological exhibit are those which illustrate by living example the principal
families of native American Indians, who have made their temporary home on the Fair grounds, living in
the exact way their forefathers lived before the white man invaded their hunting grounds” (40).
34 This story is relayed in Yagoda, Will Rogers, 25.
35 Arthur Martin Hatch, Will Rogers, Cadet: A Record of His Two Years at Kemper Military School
(Boonville, Missouri: Kemper Military School, 1935), 16.
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months before returning home.36 In the meantime, his father had vacated the ranch and
moved to Claremore, renting the land to tenant farmers from Illinois. When Clem offered
the ranch management to Will, he accepted and renamed the place the Dog Iron Ranch,
after his own brand.
In part because he did not get along with the Illinois tenants and in part because
he wanted to live a more a rugged and romanticized cowboy life, Rogers relocated from
the ranch house to a twelve-foot-square log cabin that he built with his cousin Spi Trent,
who served as the cook, preparing beans, biscuits, and gravy:
we had em 3 times a day, week days, and 3 times on Sundays an anytime you
rode in on us you would always find the big ole iron kittle full to overflowin with
em. And no invitation needed, just grab a tin plate and help yourself—just launch
into one of those Roman orgies like they make pictures of, only don’t expect us to
furnish a flock of dames to keep your mind off indigestion, nor a marble bench
nor a sheet for dropping purposes, not anything Roman. We were just plain Indian
boys.37
Rogers took the job of ranch manager and performed well for a time. Despite his rustic
living situation, he remained a wealthy ranch-owner’s son. As Rogers’s wife Betty later
put it:
Because Will was careless about his speech, just as he was careless about his
dress and careless about his manners, some people believe that he was a poor,
uneducated cowboy who struggled to the heights from obscure beginnings….
[T]he truth is that … Will had everything he wanted. He had spending money and
the best string of cow ponies in the country. No boy in the Indian Territory had
more than Uncle Clem’s boy.38
This class distinction had a mixed effect on Will, who admired the seemingly carefree
life of the ranch hands but relied on his father to cater that life. When he grew tired of
ranching—which had become more of a farm-cattle fusion than a purely cattle-driven
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enterprise—he would soon leave the Territory in search of what remained of the open
range. His economic status gave Rogers the flexibility to live ruggedly without deep
concern for his well-being.
Rogers also entered the emerging world of rodeo during this period, performing
primarily in trick- and steer-roping contests. The early competitions in which Rogers
participated took place in western towns on Sundays and holidays. The participants
would pool entrance fees to generate prize money (later, monetary rewards came directly
from townspeople and businesses).39 These events required impressive dexterity. Since
the rodeos’ inception, in fact, most performance regulations have been altered because of
their harsh mistreatment of the animals involved. Homor Croy, a biographer and business
associate of Rogers, noted that Rogers participated in bulldogging steers, a feat in which
he proved mediocre: “he would mount a horse and go racing down the field until the
horse came abreast of the flying steer, then Will would catapult himself from the saddle
onto the steer’s neck, his own feet hitting the high places. Will would grab the steer’s
nose and twist his neck until the steer keeled over….”40 The roping contests proved
Rogers a more adept horseman. Charles M. Tompkins, a rodeo contestant and friend of
Rogers, detailed the roping events this way:
The ropers were real cowboys right off the range; didn’t go to a contest every
week as the professionals do now. They had to load their roping horse in a freight
car and ship him to where the contest was being held…. When you caught one [a
steer], you had to throw him high and handsome, or he would bounce up and run
like a jack rabbit. When the cowboy started in pursuit, he could not have a rope
already made, but had to make it as he went along….He had to catch his thousand
pounds of moving meat and tie him down so he would stay tied at least eight
seconds.41
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The Cherokee cowboy traveled all around the country to compete in roping agility; some
highlights include trips to St. Louis in 1899; Oklahoma City in 1900; and Des Moines,
San Antonio, and Memphis in 1901.42 Rogers attended many of these contests with
friends from the Cherokee Nation. Ambiguous public reactions to cowboy ethnicity
reflected some knowledge of the interethnic realities of rural ranching life that was soon
replaced in urban environs by a faulty opposition between cowboys and Indians.
Parodoxically, the effects of the popular cowboy-versus-Indian dichotomy are also
present. Some newspaper articles simply recount the details of the contest. When Rogers
traveled to Des Moines in 1901, for example, the Iowa State Register simply noted,
“Rogers, the cowboy from the Cherokee Nation, roped his steer in 12 seconds, a record
that it would be hard to beat.”43 The ethnicities of participants reported at the 1901
Confederate Veteran’s Reunion in Memphis, however, were divided along lines of
cowboy (white) and Indian (or mixedblood); that all were cowpunchers, however, seems
not to be an issue. (As one might expect, African Americans were excluded from the
descriptions of these roping events in the South. They were likely refused participation.)
Newspaper descriptions of the event state that the “outfit” of cowboys performing at the
1901 Memphis show included “a sprinkling of half breeds, all fresh from the spring
round ups in the vicinity of Claremore, Indian Territory.”44 In this, one of Rogers’s first
public appearances as a performance cowboy, he was labeled a “half breed,” or of mixed
white and Native ancestry.45 At a time when popular depictions of cowboys and Indians
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played within the racial dialectic that runs throughout American history—white or black,
Indian or white—Rogers was assigned the role of genetic hybrid in Memphis, an
uncomfortably confusing position in the public eye.
In February 1902, Will Rogers surprised his family and friends by leaving the
Indian Territory for Argentina, where he hoped to become a gaucho. Such a dramatic
undertaking—Rogers sold his cattle and traveled to Argentina via New Orleans, New
York, and England—exposes his near-obsession with what he considered the real cowboy
lifestyle. Years after his death, Betty Rogers quoted her husband saying:
No greater, no happier life in the world … than that of a cattle man. I have been
on the stage for twenty years and I love it, but do you know, really, at heart, I love
ranching. I have always regretted that I didn’t live in the same old country—the
Indian Territory. I would have like to have gotten there ahead of the ‘nesters,’ the
barbed wire fence and so-called civilization. I wish I could have lived my whole
life then and drank out of a gourd [a reference to Yerba Mate, the traditional
gaucho drink of Argentina] instead of a paper envelope.46
In 1902, however, such a rugged, low-wage job did not seem so dreamy. After traveling
in Argentina, he came to a more mixed conclusion in a letter to his sisters: “As I now see
things I don’t expect to make any money here, but I would not take a fortune for my trip.
Here is a bit of advice for my old comrades. ‘Just stay where you are boys, that is the best
country on the globe for a person who was raised there.’”47 Such ambiguous reactions
foreshadow his ultimate decision to work in performance. Of equal importance is
Rogers’s focus on home—the Indian Territory, not the United States—in both these
excerpts. Though physically removed, Rogers recognized his attachment to his tribe.
Struggling for stable work and nearly out of money, Rogers soon left Argentina
for South Africa with the help of James Piccione, an Irish-born South African horse
Press, 2006). The half-breed label reflects a well-studied historical trend that assumes the interdependency
of culture and blood.
46 Betty Rogers, Will Rogers, 56.
47 Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 1, 279-280.
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trainer who hired the unemployed twenty-two-year-old to accompany horses on his boat
from Buenos Aires to Durban. Once there, Rogers broke horses for Piccione until he
found more lucrative employment moving mules from Durban to Ladysmith. While in
Ladysmith in December 1902, Rogers followed signs toward Texas Jack and his Wild
West show. “I went to work for him as soon as I showed him what I could do with a rope
and he said he would take me so I am on the road with him now,” Rogers wrote his
father.48 The Texas Jack whom Rogers met in South Africa was rescued as a boy by
Texas Jack Omohundro, a man of some notoriety who worked with William Cody in the
1870s. The younger Texas Jack’s Great American Circus and Wild West Show began its
tour in England in 1890; from there, it traveled the globe.49 According to its programs,
the show consisted variously of horseback tricks, trapeze acts, musicians, horse races,
contortionist, singers, jugglers, sharpshooting, lassoing, a rough-riding display, and
western sketches, one of which was titled “The Massacre by Indians.”50
In most shows, Rogers played a trick-roping cowboy for Texas Jack, a profitable
and satisfying path for a man who wanted to play cowboy if he could not be one in real
life. He was billed as “The Cherokee Kid, the World’s Champion Lassoer.”51 Rogers
was, according to his own description and those who met him during his early career, a
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Cherokee. The moniker exposes a central component of Will Rogers’s identity; that it
would largely be overlooked by audiences, however, reveals the flattening of historical
characters when moved to a popular forum.
Though he worked primarily as a lassoist, Rogers did perform a variety of roles.
He wrote to his sisters in December 1902: “The play is partly a circus act and then they
played blood curdling scenes of western life in America, showing encounters with
Indians and robbers. I was an Indian but I screamed so loud that I like to scared all the
people coming out of the tent.”52 That Rogers describes the show as a “play” and “circus
act” indicates that it was imaginary to him. It is likely that there was recognition among
participants that such entertainment was fictional. Such a reflection coincides with
Chippewa scholar JoEllen Shively’s study of American Indians’ and Anglos’ distinct
understandings of Western films, in which she concludes that “what makes Westerns
meaningful to Indians is the fantasy of being free and independent like the cowboy and
the familiarity of the landscape or setting,” while “Anglos … talked about Westerns as
accurate chronicles of their history.”53 That some Americans considered the Wild West
shows to reflect a true history, others (especially those involved in the productions)
considered it entertainment. Considering the language of this and other letters home,
Rogers recognized the irony of his liminal position between cowboy and Indian.
Sometimes he played a Mexican; other days he performed in blackface. To this
performer, and likely others, historical accuracy was in no way at the heart of these
shows.
To audiences, however, even those in South Africa, the entertainment provided by
such inaccuracy appealed. In a letter home, written in early 1903, Rogers mentioned,
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“[Texas] Jack is talking of sending some one home for some fullbloods and a … few
more cowboys and to get a lot of Saddles and costumes and things and if he does he will
send me.”54 The producer’s interest in hiring “fullbloods” reflects studies by L. G. Moses
and Joy Kasson that “show Indians” fulfilled certain viewer expectations: “Real Indians,
the public came to believe, lived in tipis, slept in tipis, wore feather bonnets, rode painted
ponies, hunted the buffalo, skirmished with the U.S. Calvary, and spoke in signs.”55
Rogers, a mixed-blood Cherokee whose tribal culture was immeasurably different from
the Plains Indians stereotyped in these shows, clearly did not fit this category. Thus, in
the midst of what Kasson calls the Wild West’s “memory showmanship,” Rogers began
his stint as a trick roper, a role that, inside the fictional world of these Western narratives,
meant he was not American Indian.
Throughout these international travels, Rogers kept abreast of the changing
circumstances of the Cherokee Nation and the Indian Territory, which was now facing
governmental allotment. In an October 1902 letter from his father, Clem wrote, “The
Town Site questions & the Grade of the land is now going on. We only get 65 acres to
each of us at the old Home place. I will have to sell the balance to some one for we cant
hold it. I will take the best of the field.”56 In a later letter Clem indicates that he needs a
power of attorney letter from his son in order to acquire his allotment. In May 1903, Will
sent a letter accompanying the power of attorney authorization: “I will put this short letter
in with the power of attorney that I am sending you in case I do not get back to the
Cherokee Nation in time to take my allotment. I hope it will be all right, for a good
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lawyer here said it would.”57 The document worked and Will Rogers was granted an
allotment in the summer of 1903.
Texas Jack’s traveling show moved to Australia in the middle of that year, where
Rogers joined the Wirth Brothers Circus, owned by George and Philip Peter Jacob Wirth.
The show’s popularity grew through the 1880s to become one of the largest circus shows
in Australia.58 Rogers stayed on for only a few months, continuing his work as a “fancy
lasso artist,” as his business card announced. In February 1904 he headed with the troupe
to New Zealand before deciding to return to the Indian Territory in time for “the
opening—not closing—of that ‘St. Louis Street Fair.’”59 Rogers worked, ironically, as a
cowboy performer on the Pike (the amusement street located just outside the fairgrounds)
with Frederick T. Cummins’ Indian Congress, a typical Wild West show featuring
charade frontier battles and Indian attacks on pioneer settlers.60 He was “shot” by the
Indian performers and he shot back. While this performative choice or assignment (it is
unclear which) complicated the public’s recognition of him as an American Indian, it
remained closely connected to his Cherokee identity, even while alienating him from
other Native performers on the Wild West circuit. Indeed, he wrote his sisters when he
arrived, “I am the only Territory boy here,” indicating his cognizance of tribal and
territorial belonging, even when among other Indians and cowboys.61
In what would basically be his final foray with the Wild West shows, Rogers
traveled to New York City in April 1905 (after a short stint on the vaudeville stages of
Cleveland and Chicago) where he was a part of Zack Mulhall’s New York Horse Fair at
57
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Madison Square Garden. One unidentified clipping from Rogers’s scrapbook describes
what is likely a fictional exchange between Rogers and close friend Lucille Mulhall, also
a champion trick-roper:
“Did you ever see such complexions?” remarked Cowgirl Lucile [sic] Mulhall, a
handsome blonde, to Cowboy Bill Rogers as the cavalcade turned into Central
Park at Fifty-ninth street.
“Umph!” replied the favorite son of the chief of the Cherokee Nation, a white
man, “these New York gals need a bit of God’s sunshine.”62
Oddly, another clipping, from New York’s The Morning Telegraph, describes Rogers as
“a full blood Cherokee Indian and Carlisle graduate.”63 These incongruities may have
been the result of a joke between Rogers and Tom Mix, who worked as a cowboy in the
show. Mix was featured in the program as Tom Mixico, a name Mix claims was Rogers’s
invention.64 The two men worked to misrepresent each other publicly, reflecting
performers’ desires to titillate through alluring obfuscation. Mix created a description of
Rogers that surely confounded the press: “Rogers is a full blood Cherokee Indian [1],
born on the Cherokee Strip [2], and educated at Notre Dame [3] and Carlisle, Pa [4]. His
father is now chief of the Cherokee Indians [5].”65 Whether this description played on
misrepresentations already reported by the press or attempted to mock the press is unclear
(though it is likely, given the date of the above article—April 25, 1905—that Mix’s
description preceded the press’ depiction of Rogers). What is clear, however, is that those
working close to Rogers knew him to be Cherokee. This would not be the last time such
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reminiscences would be recounted. Regardless, these descriptions reveal a confounded
press: Rogers was neither chief (though, to the writer’s credit, there was a Cherokee chief
named Will Rogers at the time, though he was no relation to Will), nor white, nor “full
blood,” nor a Carlisle graduate. At this point, Rogers’s public persona remained
ambiguous.
These odd newspaper descriptions reflect non-Native misunderstandings of
regional tribal diversity. To many Americans, the Cherokee represented the quintessential
model of Indian assimilation. Throughout the late nineteenth century, as the Plains Indian
Wars raged, newspapers debated the Indian Question. In an 1867 New York Times
editorial, the board wrote, “But that the Indian is susceptible of civilization is abundantly
proved by their [the Cherokee’s] experiment. If one tribe can flourish and do well, be
rendered not only inoffensive but useful, why cannot all the others?”66 The sentiment
continued through Rogers’s early performance years. In a 1907 editorial in the Times, the
description of conflicts between Cherokee Freedpeople and the Five Tribes discusses
blood quantum in more stark terms: “…three of the five civilized nations, the Cherokees,
Choctaws, and Chickasaws, are fast losing their racial identity…. The full-blood Indian is
as shiftless as the black; only the Apaches do any work—and they are prisoners at Fort
Sill, and have to.”67 The supremacist assumption that the Cherokees were socially
superior to other tribes seems well-recognized among newspaper readers in the United
States. Rogers’s opinions on such representation would not be revealed until his success
in vaudeville, which led to freer forums such as journalism and radio. Still, the national
sentiment that the Cherokees and their tribal neighbors were basically white—or were
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somehow better than other Indian peoples—likely distinguished Rogers from other “show
Indians” working the Wild West circuit.
Will Rogers’s role in his first performances—and along the early rodeo
network—complicated the simple Wild West storylines. Joy Kasson writes that the
“memory showmanship” of the Wild West shows created “a link between national
identity and popular culture, between Americans’ understanding of their history and their
consumption of spectacularized versions of it.”68 These exaggerated performances of
American history hinged on imagined relations between and representations of whites
and Indians. Audiences’ easy digestion of these shows further congealed long-held
assumptions about Native people’s inferiority and, simultaneously, exhibited Native
peoples’ pacification. Most Native performers’ physical appearance, costumes, and acts
reinforced these expectations. As performers, Native actors became spectacles: people
(indeed, objects) that once seemed frightening who became harmless within the safety of
the ring. While I agree with Kasson and Moses that “show Indians” possessed a level of
autonomy within the workings of the show itself, they largely lost that independence
through audience interpretation.69
I am not asserting that Will Rogers was a fully autonomous American Indian
performer in the Wild West shows. But during his Wild West years he did fall into the
fissures of this dichotomous system. He played a cowboy and was described, however
erroneously, as a Cherokee. His experiences show that the performance opportunities
offered to different tribal people varied. Like the Sioux or Apache, for example, about
whom fanciful stories of primitivism and violence filled the pages of non-Native
newspapers, the Cherokees were stereotyped in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth
68
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centuries as assimilated. Melodramatic descriptions of various Plains tribes turned on the
titillating fear of outbreak; thus, these Natives often became the focus of the Wild West
shows, where they would “play Indian” for the world.70 These performances not only
simplified the history of the American West, but also leveled the diversity of Native
America.
Although described as “swarthy” by his classmates years earlier, Rogers’s genetic
makeup and relatively light skin clearly affected his popular reception. Genetically
“pure” Indians were the focus of Wild West recruitment efforts. This is why, as Rogers’s
notes in his letters home, Wild West organizers wanted “fullbloods” to play the role of
Indians. Understanding Rogers’s representation in the Wild West interlaces issues of
tribal differences and colonial stereotypes. Through an ironic and colonial twist of fate,
“show Indians” played Indian, fulfilling audience expectation by erasing their tribal
distinctions. In a similar twist, playing cowboy on the Wild West circuit limited Rogers’s
reception as an American Indian performer. Rogers participated in his own type-casting
by honing techniques he acquired during his youth in the Indian Territory. Detailing the
historical and cultural surroundings of Rogers’s early career with the Wild West
emphasizes the differences between the mythic and the actual cowboy and Indian—
especially since Rogers embodied both types.

“more or less a shatterer of tradition”71: The Vaudeville Stage
In The Voice of the City, Robert Snyder notes, “vaudeville was created largely by
people from immigrant and working-class backgrounds who supplied both its talents and
70 For a discussion of the representation of violence in the Northern Plains, see Deloria, Indians in
Unexpected Places, chap. 1.
71 This quote is from a review of Rogers’s vaudeville act: “Rogers’s Own Brand,” The Milwaukee Journal,
24 March 1913, in Will Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 3, ed. Arthur Frank Wertheim and Barbara
Bair (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2001), 298.
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audiences….”72 Indeed, it was often ethnicity—otherness—that marked vaudevillians as
distinct. Eddie Cantor, Bert Williams, W. C. Fields, and many others used racial and
ethnic expectation to pull their punches. Because of these popular plays on immigrant and
racial stereotypes, Rogers’s role on vaudeville from 1905 to 1915 was something of an
anomaly. He originated from a rural area of the United States, he did not directly perform
ethnic or immigrant comedy, and he joked while he performed his acrobatic roping tricks.
In other words, his typical performances stood somewhere among the nonspeaking acts
(dancers, animal stunts, and the like), the comedy sketches, and the monologists. At first,
Rogers performed only horse catches and trick-roping on stage (see fig. 2.2). Later,
however, he incorporated shrewd political commentary into his roping performances.
Rogers’s symbolic resonance with audiences did not so much work to subvert
Victorianism (as vaudeville is often characterized) as to smooth the gap between urban
and rural, native and immigrant. That he played at largely big-time theaters that “aimed
more at the middle class” further supports his connection with well-off audience
members coming to grips with the changing nature of American life.73
While Rogers played under various titles during his early years in vaudeville—the
Cherokee Kid, the Master of the Lariat, and the Lariat King, to name a few—during his
early years on vaudeville, he became known as the Oklahoma Cowboy in 1911, when he
became a one-man vaudevillian star and less of a novelty act.74 As Arthur Frank
Wertheim and Barbara Bair explain, “Basically, Rogers’s new billing Americanized him,
even though Rogers was neither an Oklahoma resident nor a practicing cowboy, but an
entertainer who lived in New York.”75 Regardless, his cultural hybridity confounded
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Figure 2.2. Will Rogers (left) ropes the tail of a horse that partner Buck McKee is riding
onstage. This shot was taken by David E. Cohen at the Empire Theatre
in Cleveland on 18 September 1905 (courtesy of the Will Rogers
Memorial Museum).
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journalists who ultimately slipped him into a fairly stable cowboy role. After Oklahoma’s
1907 entry into the Union, Rogers was less frequently demarked as the Cherokee Kid and
more often described in major newspapers as “the quaint and picturesque cowboy,” “a
genuine Oklahoma cowboy,” “the lasso expert,” or “the Cowboy comedian.” Rogers’s
role on vaudeville mirrored the entrance of Oklahoma into the Union: his shift from
Cherokee Kid to Oklahoma Cowboy in many ways symbolized the completion of
American settlement within the contiguous United States. One particularly telling review
of this solidification of his mythic cowboy status notes, “Mr. Rogers has a set of teeth
which carry him through an Indian massacre without a scratch, so attractive are they in a
rakish smile. He is a tanned-up, lean and richly witty cowboy who does not lose his ranch
manners in an opry house.”76 On stage, he seemed a tan cowboy—while an unknown
child from the Territory, he was a swarthy Indian.
Rogers remained in New York after his Rough Riders performance and in June
1905 he signed a contract with B. F. Keith, performing at Union Square Theatre. He
joined the Orpheum Circuit in 1908 and, at the pinnacle of his vaudeville career, played
New York’s Palace Theatre. Rogers, like other vaudevillians, traveled the circuit via a
staggering number of railroad stops, playing his horse-and-lariat gig in nearly every
established city and town in the United States (he also performed in England and
Germany during this time). During the five years Rogers traveled with horse and rider,
Rogers fitted Teddy, his beloved horse, with felt shoes to insure he would not slide across
(or off) the stage. Buck McKee, a longtime acquaintance of Rogers, worked as stage rider
and horse trainer. The relationship between the two men was sordid: they rarely stayed in
76
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the same hotel and McKee was often stuck on the freight car with Teddy as the team
moved from place to place. This relationship came to an abrupt end when Rogers decided
to go it alone, leaving McKee jobless.77 To authenticate his act, Rogers bought supplies
from home through his father, with whom he communicated regularly. “Papa,” Rogers
wrote his father in September 1905,
send me about 35 ft of small light hard twisted rope like the boys use there to rope
with any of them would know get one from one of them that they have used if you
can as it will be better. Light hard twist. to throw not to twirl. also two good red or
big check flannel shirts size 15 1/2. and one of those pretty striped Osage
Blankets that you buy at Ruckers [the general store in Claremore] for a saddle
blanket.78
His reliance on products from the Indian Territory both enlivened his act and contributed
to his ironic position as an Indian playing cowboy on vaudeville. The cowboy that Rogers
played on stage became the mythic sort; the type he actually was, based on his continued
maintenance of tribal ties throughout his life, carried with it complicated connections to
colonialism and tribal history.
Rogers had the only speaking role during performances. While the flavor of
Rogers’s vaudevillian presence is difficult to recapture because of the spontaneity of
vaudeville, his stage notes and journalistic descriptions help flesh out his skill as a trick
roper and comedian. Ben Yagoda describes Rogers’s early shows this way:
Will, wearing a red shirt and buckskin trousers, entered the stage twirling his
lasso, to an orchestral accompaniment. He would do a few fancy loops with a soft
cotton rope, then switch to a heavier, stiffer rope and shout, “Right!” This
signaled Buck McGee … to ride onto the stage from the wing atop Teddy. Before
they could reach the footlights, Will would rope Teddy by all four feet…. Then
came his trademark—the trick where he threw two lassos at once, roping man
with one and horse with another. After that, he did some cowboy dances…. For a
finale, he had an usher carry a rope down the aisle to let the audience digest its
77
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fully eighty-foot length. Will mounted Teddy and started twirling the rope, until it
was a giant crinoline spinning and hissing just over the heads of the patrons.79
Rogers’s notes comprise a list of jokes to lighten the inevitable, if occasional, failures of
his horse catches and rope tricks. In one of these hand-written lists, a series of one-liners
follows the line, “after missing both man and horse.” Some highlights include: “If I dont
get this pretty soon I will give out rain checks”; “Im a bit handicapped up here the boss of
this Ranch dont even allow a fellow to swear or cuss a little even ... if he misses out
loud”; and “if I am lucky I generally get this about the 20 throw.”80 His comments were
witty, if understated, and were well-received. Journalistic reports confirm that Rogers’s
stage show was a hit, citing many of the same jokes that Rogers outlined in his notes.
One 1909 Indianapolis newspaper article, typical of the coverage he received during his
horse-and-rider years, described Rogers this way: “‘I’m goin’ to try a fool trick,’ he
[Rogers] says as he makes his rope behave like a trained creature. ‘I’ll try to throw this
one around the critter’s neck and this other one around the other thing,’ referring to the
assistant [Buck McKee] on the mount. The lassoing of the horse and rider, both at the
same time and around the neck of each, is the climax of the cowboy’s display of skill.”81
He rarely toyed with politics, as he would a few years later, and these early performances
soon became repetitive to audiences seeking innovation.
Just as interesting as these stage notes and reviews are the interviews with Will
Rogers during these years. Rogers was often compared in these pieces to the Virginian,
the title character of Owen Wister’s enormously popular 1902 novel. “To meet Rogers
and talk with him is as good as reading a half dozen chapters of Owen Wister’s
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‘Virginian,’” the Lowell [Massachusetts] Daily Courier reported.82 The association did
not sit well with Rogers, who seemed to take issue with such inaccurate portrayals of
cowboy life. In another interview, Rogers was asked whether he read the book:
We wuz all sitting out on the ranch one night in the summer soon after that book
came out. [W]e were mightily interested in this yere story until we got to the part
where that main guy—that Virginian, with his black hair and brown eyes—
catches his pal cattle rustlin’ and hangs him. Say, we threw that book away....
There wasn’t a man in that ranch that night but didn’t say that if it had been a pal
of his he would have helped him rather than hanged him…. There ain’t no such
West as them fellers that wrote say there are.83
The novel annoyed Rogers because of its false representation of the American West.
Wister’s novel, Robert Shulman writes, “substitutes a mythic West for the workaday
realities of cowboy life and the practices of big corporate ranchers in conflict with small
ranchers, farmers, and townspeople … [making] the reality seem out of step.”84 That
Wister described western life for more literate audiences, however, paradoxically
contributed to Rogers’s success in vaudeville’s high-end theaters and, later, on
Broadway. Indeed, it helped cement in audience’s minds that Rogers was the romantic
sort of cowboy—honest, homely, and homespun—Wister helped popularize.
Rogers’s comments are equally significant in placing him amongst his Native
contemporaries. For example, his description foreshadows a similar moment in Colville
novelist Mourning Dove’s 1927 novel Cogewea, the Half-Blood: A Depiction of the
Great Montana Cattle Range. The title character is disgusted while reading a 1909
Western by Therese Broderick entitled The Brand: A Story of the Flathead Reservation
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(the same reservation in which Mourning Dove’s novel takes place): “The story,
interesting to the whites, was worm-wood to her Indian spleen.” Cogewea, in the end,
“found solace in consigning the maligning volumn [sic] to the kitchen stove.”85 Further,
two significant Cherokee writers, both from Rogers’s hometown, dealt with ranching life
in their work. First, John Oskison, who attended grade school with Rogers, published his
best-known novel Three Brothers in 1935, a novel that describes ranching life in the
Indian Territory. Second, playwright Lynn Riggs published, in addition to his plays,
Cowboy Songs, Folk Songs, and Ballads from ‘Green Grow the Lilacs’ in 1932.86 These
connections reveal not only an overlooked literary genre—the Native Western—but also
influential historical actors: Indian ranchers and cowhands.
Despite these popular connections between the Virginian and the vaudevillian,
Rogers never publicly denied his Cherokee affiliation; at times, foreshadowing
statements made in his later career, he boasted about it. In a spattering of articles
published during this period, Rogers mentioned that he was part Cherokee: “Well I
reckon I’m about as real an American as you can find. My father and mother were part
Cherokee and I’ve got enough mixtures to make me kind of a scramble or hash.”87 What
becomes apparent in these examples is that Rogers was more aware of his Cherokee
ancestry than his other biological bloodlines, though he does note his mixed blood.
85 Mourning Dove, Cogewea, the Half-Blood: A Depiction of the Great Montana Cattle Range (1927;
Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1981), 91, 96. I list the full-length title here (as opposed to more
common references to the novel as Cogewea or Cogewea, the Half-Blood) to emphasize that this novel is a
Western, one with an Indian woman as it central character. Thanks to James Cox for reference to and
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memory of our school days together at Willie Halsell, and of a period in the old Indian Territory that we
both knew and, I hope, loved. Cordially—as one Cherokee to another—Yours, John Oskison.” The book is
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Throughout his life, given the opportunity, Rogers always mentioned his ties to the
Cherokee Nation. As Tol Foster notes of a similar statement by Rogers, “His account of
his lineage pokes fun at the post-Dawes Commission anxiety that is placed (still) on the
blood quantum of Indians.”88 Throughout his life, given the opportunity, Rogers always
mentioned his ties to the tribe.
Aspects of these early self-presentations, however empowering to the Cherokee
Nation, at times revealed tensions among Native Americans during this period. In a
telling interview with a Cleveland reporter in September 1906, Rogers elaborated on his
Cherokee heritage:
“I’m a quarter-breed,” he said to me, “and it’s the thing above all others that I’m
proud of. I’m a Cherokee and they’re the finest Indians in the world. No ‘blanket
Indians’ about them. We are civilized and educated. Why, the government don’t
allow the Cherokees to go to Carlisle and the other big schools for Indians.
They’re the ignorant kind. We have out own schools, and the boys’ and girls’
seminaries in the Territory are just as fine as any in the country.”89
Such tribal supremacist talk goes a long way in unearthing Rogers’s role in his own
typecasting. As he describes it, he and other members of the Cherokee Nation were
“good” Indians—or, to use his own word, “civilized and educated”—superior to those
“show Indians” and others living on fenced-in reservations across the country. Why
would he downplay his larger connections to Indianness? There are several possible
explanations.
First, it is likely that his early school experiences and his visits to and
involvement with the 1893 and 1904 World’s Fairs affected his understanding of
American Indians elsewhere in the nation (as well as their relegated roles in popular
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culture). Perhaps the most obvious interpretation of this statement is that Rogers, like
most Americans of his day, believed this to be true at this time in his life; he was twentysix years old and his experiences, though worldwide, were limited to performance and
labor. These travels allowed him to witness the treatment of Native peoples globally and
nationally. While he wrote of the mistreatment of indigenous people throughout his time
abroad, he did so with crass concern for their lack of assimilation.90 Likewise, his views
of American Indians in the United States were limited to Wild West performances and
intense skirmishes (and, at times, full-on battles) between Cherokees and tribes of the
western Indian Territory, particularly the Osage.91
Further, it is plausible that Rogers placed the Cherokee Nation above all others
because he recognized the realities facing American Indian performers of the day. He
may have found it professionally advantageous to cast himself as a mixed-blood
Cherokee because conceptions of biologically mixed-blood Indians often moved them
closer to whiteness. This level of whiteness made his cowboy performances more
authentic given the public assumptions at the time. As Eva Marie Garroutte contends in
her study of Indian identities, “After all, ‘having Indian blood in you’ is rather different
than ‘being Indian.’”92 Rogers’s public depictions of himself coincide with contemporary
social-scientific views of the day that “proved” biology superceded culture. That Rogers
occasionally described his Cherokee identity—not his American Indian identity—
reinforced the stereotypes of the tribe discussed earlier. As such “scientific” racism
waned, Rogers’s statements on larger American Indian political issues changed
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dramatically.93 As he gained popularity, Rogers consistently and radically advocated for
Indian rights. Still, at this point, Rogers may have used his biological mixture to boost his
success.
What is also surfacing in these comments is perhaps a resistance to then-current
movements toward inter-tribalism. These adjustments toward more collective
understanding and political action among various tribal people and nations were just
nascent during the early years of the century. The turn-of-the-century “incorporation of
America,” as Alan Trachtenberg calls it, was beginning to affect Native peoples’ views of
themselves. The Indian intellectual, a positive (if unforeseen) byproduct of the harsh
federally supported Indian boarding-school system, led to the creation of the Society of
American Indians in 1911 and the publication of an array of books and essays by Native
peoples increasingly espousing an “Indian” way of seeing the world.94 Though this was in
many ways advantageous and led to American Indians writing their own stories as well as
the later creation of the National Congress of American Indians, the Red Power
Movement, and other inter-tribal organizations, its effect at the turn of the twentieth
century was just being felt. While the Indian remained static to the non-Native populace,
it was not for the tribal peoples themselves.
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To take this final point to what I feel is its most plausible conclusion we must
revisit Rogers’s citizenship in the Cherokee Nation. From a politically prominent
family—on both his maternal and paternal side—Rogers was, by proxy if nothing else, an
advocate for a Cherokee nationalism that was challenged at every turn during his youth.
His father, whose positions in the Cherokee Nation ranged from Cherokee district judge
to Cherokee Council senator to Cherokee representative to the Dawes Commission,
instilled in Rogers through example (if not discussions at home) the importance of
maintaining a distinct tribal nationalism.95 Such a notion of national belonging is one
that, to Rogers, was based in kinship and distinct from the nation-state nationalism that,
as Daniel Heath Justice suggests, “is often dependent upon the erasure of kinship bonds
in favor of a code of patriotism that places loyalty to the state above kinship
obligations.”96 Defining Cherokee nationalism is a tricky process too complex to detail
here. However, it is instructive to note Andrew Denson’s discussion of Cherokee
delegations to the U.S. Congress during Rogers’s youth (and his father’s career in
politics):
In demanding the [continuance of the Cherokee] nation, Cherokees not only
reminded their neighbors of tribal rights and treaty promises but tried to explain to
them that the Indian nation was compatible with an expanding modern United
States.... While many in the United States saw the Indian nation as a doomed
relic, Cherokee leaders were able to imagine a modern future for it.... Anything
but an anachronism, the nation would make it possible for Cherokees and other
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Native people to participate in modern life, because it would give them the power
to choose the terms of their participation.97
In this context, Rogers considered himself a Cherokee above all else and, in public, felt
free to distinguish himself from other tribal nations within the United States, regardless of
his problematic diction.
Rogers’s espousal of a distinct Cherokee identity, while at times troubling, reveals
a deep-seated adherence to his tribal family. Once on vaudeville, he embodied the
popular cowboy but remained Cherokee, as evidenced in his letters home and
communications regarding his status as a tribal member.98 He was indeed, as the
Milwaukee Journal described him, “a shatterer of traditions” in that he not only catered
each show to please returning audiences (as the reviewer intended), but also challenged
perceptions—now and then—of Native people working in the public realm in the early
twentieth century.99

The Poet Lariat100: The Cowboy Philosopher Meets Ziegfeld
Rogers’s vaudeville solo act was a success. He continued roping, but incorporated
more commentary in his act, which pleased audiences. He also began incorporating
politics into his monologues, an aspect of his act that became central to his Broadway
roles. “He Needs No Company,” one New York newspaper described of his show at
Hammerstein’s, during which he poked fun at the famous Bull Moose candidate:
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Rogers and his rope supply enough fun for both the managers and the public. Will
never stops roping, also he never stops talking, even when he is singing and
dancing…. “You remember,” he asked, “when Teddy Roosevelt came back from
a long tour of the West? Or can’t you remember that? You must remember
Roosevelt, don’t you?” [sic] Well, Teddy was a pretty good fellow, when he had
it. I wonder what has become of him?” .... “You know, they do say that
sometimes they come back,” and then after this laugh has subsided: “But not
often.”101
After only a year of working vaudeville alone, Rogers appeared on Broadway for the first
time as a roper in The Wall Street Girl in 1912. While the show was only a partial
success, his novelty role was pinpointed by several critics who began noting his comedic
skills: “Not only is Rogers wonderfully clever with the rope, but he is a comedian who
should be given a real part in the play.”102 Such commentary continued when he returned
to vaudeville for a brief stint before returning to Times Square to perform in the 1915
musical revue Hands Up. In the midst of one of Rogers’s performances, the lights were
blacked out to make way for another number. “The audience resented this, and although
the orchestra played several minutes the singing and dancing number had to be
abandoned until Mr. Rogers had returned and completed the dance.”103 The event gained
the attention of Gene Buck, Florenz Ziegfeld’s assistant. Rogers began work at Ziegfeld’s
Midnight Frolic the next year.
Like Vaudeville, Florenz Ziegfeld’s Follies and Frolic presented a variety show.
The silent skits—those involving acrobats, contortionists, animals, and the like—were
left out. In their places were individual performances (some of the first stand-up
comedians among their ranks), singers, elaborate production numbers, and, of course, the
famous Ziegfeld chorus girls, who danced, titillated, and interacted with theater-goers.
101 Unidentified clipping, New York, ca. 24 October 1911, Rogers’s scrapbook A-3, in Rogers, Papers of
Will Rogers, vol. 3, 257-258.
102 “Will Rogers and His Lariat, Recruited from Vaudeville, the Only Real Hit,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, ca.
April 1912, in Rogers, Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 3, 280.
103 “‘Thumbs Up,’ Signal for ‘Hands Up,’” unidentified clipping from New York, July 23, 1915, in Rogers,
Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 3, 387.
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Also like vaudeville, audience participation was central to performances: “Patrons were
provided with wooden hammers—banging them on the tables was a novel way of
applauding—and intertable telephones.” Those seated at Frolic tables interacted directly
with performers, especially the female entertainers, who teased the male onlookers with
interactive costumes, such as those filled with helium balloons that the patrons were
encouraged to pop.104 Despite the similarities, Ziegfeld’s shows took place in a more
refined geographic and economic venue. This made all the difference in its affect on both
audience and performer. The audience paid higher entry fees and was typically white and
middle class: “a combination of vaudeville and musical comedy, [the Follies and Frolic]
attracted socialites and businessmen who were out for a night on the town.”105 In turn,
performers received higher wages and were freed of the severe travel schedule required
of most vaudeville performers.106
The difference between the balcony-level Follies and the indoor Frolic differed
primarily in their levels of controversy. According to Richard and Paulette Ziegfeld, “The
Follies and Midnight Frolic were both musical revues, but the entertainment upstairs
could be more innovative and daring than that downstairs.”107 It is perhaps because of
this difference that well-known celebrities and politicians were more likely found
attending the Frolic. Ultimately, however, both shows walked the line between
respectability and a controversy. “The girls of the Folic wear a little less each year,”
Rogers remarked in an early article for a New York newspaper. “I only ask that my life
104
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be spared until I see three more Frolics.”108 Comments such as these, also used in his
onstage performances, made the explicitly sexual nature of the show palatable. Like his
role on vaudeville, Rogers’s seeming rural innocence soothed an audience at times
uncomfortable with the show’s content and presentation of “mechanized choreography,”
as Joel Dinerstein describes the show in Swinging the Machine. Dinerstein interprets
Rogers’s role these productions:
Will Rogers entered the scene with his trusty lasso to establish control.... Chorines
were often called ‘ponies’ or ‘fillies’ (especially by black musicians) and Rogers
lassoed the two circles of women while singing the words, “I would like to corral
[you].” Once Rogers had the Tiller Girls lassoed, the music was torqued up into a
whirling, nearly out-of-control tempo; the women stayed together in their circles
and Rogers ably maintained his role as ringmaster. Rogers’s persona here
synthesized the engineer of mechanical order with this solitary Western hero.109
While I agree with Dinerstein’s interpretation of this performance, I posit that Rogers’s
role was complicated by his comedic monologues. His actual voice provided an aural
mundanity to an otherwise automatic show. Indeed, it was during Rogers’s stint on
Broadway that his cowboy persona broadened: he continued to cast himself as a hokey
westerner, but his jokes and knowledge of political events made him oddly cosmopolitan.
The result was a comedian people connected with, especially as culture became
increasingly mechanized, exemplified in Ziegfeld’s shows themselves: “[Ziegfeld’s
Follies] was another way the public learned to love the tempo of modern life rather than

108

Will Rogers, “The Inimitable Will Rogers the Laugh Maker at the ‘Follies,’ unidentified New York
newspaper clipping, ca. 15 September 1916, in Will Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 4, ed. Steven
K. Gragert and M. Jane Johansson (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2005), 84.
109 Joel Dinerstein, Swinging the Machine: Modernity, Technology, and African American Culture between
the World Wars (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2003), 193. For further interpretation of
Ziegfeld’s role as “social interpreter of machine aesthetics” (188), see chapter five of Swinging the
Machine. An alternative to the production Dinerstein describes is recounted by Yagoda: “The curtain rose
on a series of life-sized drawings of women, placed in descending order of clothing, culminating in a nude.
One by one, real-life counterparts stepped through the drawings. ‘By the time the last bit of lingerie is
reached and the nude approached,’ the Evening Mail reported, ‘there is a general shifting of seats to
improve the view, when through that particular drawing steps Will Rogers as a masked marvel of the
Western range’” (Yagoda, Will Rogers, 142).

123

fear it.”110 Rogers’s role in all this is central to understanding the show’s mixed
meanings. While audience members were presented with women-as-machines, working
in chorus lines or moving through set-designed machines, Rogers appeared on stage and
comforted those in the audience who may have been uncomfortable with this new
aesthetic (see fig. 2.3). He seemed far removed from the cacophony of the city, yet he
was wandering through it. In many ways, Rogers mirrored his audience. “Will didn’t
denounce, or even ignore, the naughtiness that surrounded him,” Ben Yagoda writes in
his biography of Rogers. “He winked at it.”111 Again, this playing at the margins, pushing
the boundaries, showed Rogers to be a man of many faces.
Although audiences did not always recognize Rogers as Native American, his
coworkers did. Early Broadway often hired players whose work proved especially
popular in the now-declining vaudeville. While a performer with Ziegfeld, Rogers (who
joined the cast in 1915) worked with Bert Williams, Eddie Cantor, W. C. Fields, and
Fanny Brice, among others. Eddie Cantor, in particular, spent a good deal of time with
Rogers during off-hours. He described several interactions with Rogers in his various
publications. One story in particular revealed Cantor’s knowledge of Rogers’s tribal ties:
I never think of Will Rogers without recalling the first time I took him into a
kosher restaurant. It would be the equivalent of Rogers’ [sic] taking me into an
Indian wigwam and serving this lox-and-bagel boy bison-on-the-hoof. But Will, I
was glad to see, liked the food so much that several times a week from then on we
would, as he put it, “kosher up.” And when he was leaving the Follies of 1918 to
make pictures for Samuel Goldwyn, he said, “Eddie, they ain’t never gonna
believe it in Hollywood.”
“Believe what?”
“That this Cherokee cowboy had become a Jewish Indian.”112
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Figure 2.3. Will Rogers with the cast of the Ziegfeld Follies of 1924 (courtesy of the Will
Rogers Memorial Museum).
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Cantor also recollected that Fields’s nickname for Rogers, who was often the butt of
Fields’s crude jokes, was “Injun.”113 That most of Rogers’s coworkers recognized his
ethnicity is important. It reveals a difference between Rogers’s public persona, which was
largely shaped by the media and unfamiliar audience members, and his more authentic
personality, which seems connected to his tribe.
Because Rogers’s now-national audience returned time and again to hear him
speak, he was forced to include new material each day; he turned to the papers to deliver
this newness. His commentary became politically charged, much more so than it was on
vaudeville. During his years on Broadway, Rogers became less of a generic cowboy and
more like a real person. His work with Ziegfeld would lead to his break not only into
film, but also into radio and journalism. Through these Broadway years, Rogers
interacted with myriad celebrities who frequented the shows. Senators, political hopefuls,
and popular personalities visited the show, sometimes in hopes of gaining attention from
Rogers, who made light of the personalities while gaining them further recognition.
Rogers’s twelve-to-fifteen-minute monologue with the Frolic was called by the
New York Times the production’s “chief source of entertainment.”114 When the Follies
toured, Rogers gathered information about the city or town in which he was to perform
by reading local papers and interviewing locals. Rogers chewed gum often, a habit that
became a stage gag for him, according to Eddie Cantor: “one matinee he walked onstage
still chewing. The audience tittered, then burst into laughter as Will parked the gum on
the proscenium arch. When he’d taken his last bow and was about to walk offstage, he
found another laugh by picking up the wad and saying, ‘It ain’t that I’m stingy, but
there’s a lot of mileage left in this.’”115 Between these gags, however, was political talk
113
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and rope throwing. He would typically talk while roping, leaving some time at the end for
feature throws and loops. Ben Yagoda describes one of his lecture tours, which were
similar in style to his Ziegfeld acts, in most detail:
As he spoke (without a microphone…), he walked across the stage, leaned on the
piano, sat on the stool. His speaking style, polished to a high gloss of efficiency in
the two decades he had been talking from a stage, appeared just the opposite. He
would look at the floor or over at the wings, as if he were too shy to regard the
audience directly…. [E]very now and then, the excitement, or the sheer humor of
it all, would overcome him and he would erupt in a girlish giggle.116
His stage openings—the most famous of which is, “All I know is what I read in the
papers”—inferred a humility that matched his understated comedy that seemed to carry
with it occasional embarrassment.
In tandem with his Ziegfeld performances were his many speeches to a variety of
organizations. The speeches mirrored his stage performance at the Follies and Frolic. In
late 1916, he traveled with a show organized by the Friars Club to Baltimore, where
President Wilson encountered Rogers for the first time. Rogers joked about the president,
who responded later, “I’d travel ten times that distance to listen to as wise a man as Will
Rogers.”117 However, he was not so popular with Warren Harding, who took offense at
the comedian’s jokes about him. After a small fire damaged portions of the Treasury
Building in Washington, Rogers quipped, “The fire started on the roof and burned down
and down until it got to the place where the money ought to be and there it stopped. The
Harding administration had beat the fire to it. A fire in the Treasury building is nothing to
get excited about during a Republican administration.”118
Rogers became so popular that already New York publishing firm Harper and
Brothers offered him his first book deal. He published two books in 1919, one on
116
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Prohibition and another on the Paris Peace Conference (there were to be others, but his
Hollywood career cut into the plans). All these commentaries, on stage and in print, were
typically devoid of controversy, leaving little but a number of impressive jokes that are
somewhat difficult to analyze in the context of his Cherokee identity. That he ably
walked this line, however, should not be seen as mere fence-sitting; he was able to please
all types of audiences with his entertainment, despite his strong political opinions, which
would only be revealed after he accumulated the cultural capital to pronounce them. Such
middle-ground reflects the nature of politics in the Cherokee Nation, where relatives
often competed with each other for political posts (including Rogers’s father, who ran for
a Cherokee senate seat against his cousin Jesse Bushyhead). The trustworthy groundwork
he laid on vaudeville and Broadway, where he seemed to be a nonpartisan observer,
ultimately gave him the leeway to represent American Indians, as well as national and
international affairs, as vastly more complex than they were made out to be in the popular
vocabulary of the day.
While Rogers embodied the sentiment of the masses in these texts, he kept an eye
on the Indian Territory: “This Monroe thing [Monroe Doctrine] the Republicans talk so
much of an know so little about, Protects us against everything but VILLA. And in the
whole History of America he is the only Nation that ever attacked us,” he wrote in
Rogers-isms: The Cowboy Philosopher on the Peace Conference.119 This equation of the
small town settlement and the nation acknowledges the methods by which states such as
Oklahoma, founded in colonialism, were formed. In The Cowboy Philosopher on
Prohibition, published the same year, he challenged biblical arguments supporting the
Eighteenth Amendment:
119 Will Rogers, Rogers-Isms: The Cowboy Philosopher on the Peace Conference (New York: Harper and
Brothers, 1919), 33. Republicans argued that the backbone of the Monroe Doctrine was challenged at the
Peace Conference, which required international compromise.
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The prohibitionists rave [sic] about water, Now Noah knew more about water
than all of them put togethear [sic], He was the WATER COMMISSIONER of his
time, He was an expert on water and the first man smart enough not to drink it,
He was the first one to discover a use for it, that was to float a boat on, But as a
beverage he knew it was a total failure.
He also mentions Oklahoma, which entered the Union as a temperance state, a few times
in this monograph: “The foreign Embassys [sic] are supposed to be the only wet spots, If
I was a drinking man I would stop at the Oklahoma Embassy while there.”120 This
margin-playing pointed out the hypocrisies of American life in the 1920s in a soothing
way that at times revealed his understanding of this life through a particular lens: as one
both inside and outside the mainstream.
Rogers’s transition during his Broadway years from stage roper to headscratching cowboy comedian lends itself to a deeper understanding of the ways American
Indians compromised their identities while maintaining allegiances to home. He worked
the fissures of the representational system to both chide the current status quo and,
simultaneously, gain increasing popularity with the larger American public.

“Your True friend and Injun Cowboy”121: Conclusions
In early 1907, while Will Rogers performed as a trick-roping comedian along the
vaudevillian circuits of Brooklyn, Baltimore, and Pittsburgh, the twenty-seven-year-old
submitted his “evidence of identity” to the commissioner of Indian affairs in Washington,
D.C.122 Rogers was a member of the Cherokee Nation of Oklahoma according to both the
120

Will Rogers, Rogers-Isms: The Cowboy Philosopher on Prohibition (New York: Harper and Brothers,
1919), 24 and 33, respectively. Font effects in original.
121 Reba Collins, ed., Will Rogers: Courtship and Correspondence, 1900-1915 (Tulsa: Council Oaks
Books, 1992), 23. This quote is from a letter written by Rogers to his future wife Betty Blake, from
Oolagah, Indian Territory, in January 1900.
122 Rogers’s vaudevillian schedule was kindly shared with me by Pat Lowe, former archivist at the Will
Rogers Memorial and Archives in Claremore, Oklahoma.

129

Nation and the federal government. This additional application was for federal
reparations due the Eastern Cherokees, particularly those who experienced forcible
removal from the Southeast in the late 1830s by the U.S. government.123 These resistant
tribal citizens successfully sued the government for the expenses they incurred making
their new land suitable for living.124
When asked on his application to recount his relations from the Cherokee Nation
East, Rogers listed the names of several maternal relations: “For my Mother Mary A.
Rogers, My Grandmother, Elizabeth Scrimsher, My Aunt Sarah Catherine Scrimsher, My
great Aunt Polly Smith, My Cousin Watt Smith.”125 Other portions of the application
reveal Rogers’s extensive knowledge of his ancestry. On one line, Rogers wrote, “My
Grandfather Mathew Scrimsher lived in the Cherokee Nation East in 1835”; on another
he noted, “[I am] On the Cherokee Authenticated roll of 1880 and am a Cherokee
Allottee.”126 Even while performing on vaudeville throughout the United States, there
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was never any question in Rogers’s mind to what nation he belonged. But to much of his
audience (then and now), he was the quintessential American cowboy.
All types of disguises, Philip Deloria writes of whites playing Indian, carry with
them “extraordinary transformative qualities … call[ing] the notion of fixed identity into
question.”127 Typically, whites’ Indian performances place American Indians in the past,
carrying out a performative colonialism that denies actual Native peoples’ autonomy over
their own images.128 Rogers offers a contrast to this usurpation of Native identity. While
his audience often witnessed a white cowboy performer, Rogers did not see himself so
simply. As his career evolved, Rogers increasingly resisted this simplistic categorization.
During his stage career, however, Rogers remained ambiguous about such representation.
Through his stage costume, Rogers was at once recognizable, though only as a simplified
version of himself. In many respects, Rogers became an Indian mimicking white
conceptions of cowboys.
Rogers didn’t exactly act like a “cowboy” because he was an “Indian” and he
didn’t act like an “Indian” because he was a “cowboy.” Indeed, perhaps he was more
authentic than either of those terms allow, at least as we think of them in relation to
popular culture. Americans of the day expected a cowboy to appear a certain way; they
expected an Indian man to look another way, revealing the performative aspects of race.
Early on, during his Wild West years, he challenged conventional conceptions of the
cowboy, revealing that cowpunchers arose from unsuspecting corners of the historical
West. Later, while employed by Ziegfeld, he accepted—and promoted at times—his role
127
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as Oklahoma Cowboy, making his impact on American Indian intellectual history more
obtuse, except in retrospect.
His disconnection from other Natives working in the public realm during this
period does not mean that he was alone in his public ambiguity. His contributions both
contrasted with and complemented the work of those Native intellectuals striving for a
public recognition of American Indians. Rogers’s Native contemporaries, such as Charles
Eastman, Gertrude Simmons Bonnin (Zitkala Ša), Luther Standing Bear, Chauncey
Yellow Robe, and Alexander Posey, connect to Rogers in their attempts to balance
American expectation and tribal identity. As P. Jane Hafen writes of Zitkala Ša, “Her
Yankton Sioux awareness is an omnipresence revealed even through the structures of
popular sentimentality.”129 Like Yankton Sioux intellectual Zitkala Ša, whose artistic
work culled from traditional tribal life and larger American popular genres, Rogers
integrated Cherokee ranching traditions into American popular forums during this period.
Further, both of these artists presented themselves as selectively choosing which
assimilative techniques to absorb and which to refuse. In “An Indian Teacher among
Indians,” for example, the narrator’s mother warns her daughter about the potential
treacheries of whites: “My daughter, beware of the paleface.... It is the same paleface
who offers in one palm the holy papers, and with the other a holy baptism of firewater.
He is the hypocrite who reads with one eye, ‘Thou shalt not kill,’ and with the other
gloats upon the sufferings of the Indian race.”130 The narrator does return to boarding
school, but not without an important reminder of the balance required of living among
non-Natives.
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Other Native intellectuals of the day, such as Dakota activist and writer Charles
Eastman, expressed feelings of entrapment between assimilation and resistance:
As a child, I understood how to give; I have forgotten that grace since I became
civilized. I lived in the natural life, whereas I now live the artificial.... Now I
worship with the white man before a painted landscape whose value is estimated
in dollars! Thus the Indian is reconstructed, as the natural rocks are ground to
powder, and made into artificial blocks which may be built into the walls of
modern society.131
These artists worked in a syncretic fashion, merging his or her tribal heritage with
modern expectations. As D’Arcy McNickle contends, “Indians remain Indians ... by
selecting out of available choices … that do not impose a substitute identity.”132 Through
their careful interactions with American consumerism and cultural accommodation, many
Native public players in the early twentieth century diversified—but did not comprise—
their identities to maintain a level of autonomy. Native intellectual contributions during
this crucial period of inter-tribal organization required a balancing act of resistance and
adherence.
Rogers was not far removed from his colleagues. It seems that through these years
Rogers struggled with balancing what was real to him (his Cherokeeness, his connection
with ranching) and what was not (his connections to a romanticized, and whitened, West
and his similarities with other tribal peoples from vastly different cultures and regions).
That he should be included in current understandings of what it means to be a Native
working in the popular realm in the first half of the twentieth century, however, is
without question. Indeed, as Rogers moved from stage to film—“the only business in the
world where you can sit out front and applaud yourself”—he maintained his ties to the
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Cherokee Nation and began to use his artistic work to advocate for Native people across
the tribal spectrum.133

133 Will Rogers, “Advertisement by Will Rogers, ca. September 1919, Hollywood, Calif.,” in Papers of
Will Rogers, vol. 4, 187.
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Chapter 3:
The Ropin’ Fool: The Big Screen and the Escrow Indians of
Southern California
In a 2007 essay, Oneida actor Steve Elm succinctly sums up his fight to become
an actor in his own rite, without the hefty baggage of “playing Indian”: “I did not go to
acting school to learn to be an ‘Indian actor.’ I trained to become an actor who would
someday be known as an actor who happened to be an Indian.”1 This struggle has been a
consistent one for Native actors since the foundational years of the film industry, when
American Indian actors living on what Nicolas Rosenthal calls “Hollywood’s Frontier”
were placed largely in the background, part of a representational struggle connected to
the Wild West shows years earlier.2 With a few important exceptions to be discussed in
this chapter, a Native presence in early film was required, but only to further the
fictionalized white-centered narratives of U.S. expansion across the continent. This
chapter places Will Rogers’s film career in critical dialogue with these comments by
modern-day actor Steve Elm to show that the ways Native actors have represented
themselves on the big screen often challenges scholarly discourse surrounding these
peoples’ roles from the early twentieth century to today.
American Indian actors working at the same time as Rogers faced complex
representational challenges. In large part, non-Native film producers, directors, and
writers insisted that, in the fictional world of film, Natives reside in a foregone world,
often relegated to literal and figurative spaces that compromised their abilities to live the
more typical lives of Southern California actors. Most scholarly discourse examining
1
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Natives in film have focused almost exclusively on the important question of
representation in film. And, of course, there are well-founded reasons to continue such
scholarly study on the victimization and misrepresentation of Indians in film. Indeed, this
scholarship not only is crucial to understanding Native people’s place in the American
film industry, but also was a central concern for Will Rogers, as I will show in this
chapter.
However, the underlying notion—foundational in nearly all critical discourse
surrounding American Indians in film—that an actor must pronounce or perform her or
his Indianness to be considered an Indian actor worthy of scholarly scrutiny is a troubling
assumption. By tightly focusing on issues of representation, these texts have too often
overlooked Native participation in the film industry. Elizabeth Bird’s edited collection
Dressing in Feathers, for example, works to understand “the fabrication of the Indian by
White culture” instead of the active involvement of Indian actors in film.3 Other texts
follow similar patterns, focusing on the cinematic misrepresentation of Natives over time
without much space given to the Native participants themselves.4 Almost complete
oversight of Rogers’s prominent role as a Cherokee actor—and as one of early film’s
most prominent actors, Native or not—provides evidence of this. He is not discussed in
most studies of Native peoples in film. When he does receive mention, it is cursory at
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best and inaccurate at worst.5 Ignoring Rogers—and the many other actors and directors
now being examined by Philip Deloria, Andrew Brodie Smith, Nicolas G. Rosenthal, and
others—refuses liberation and agency in lieu of victimization and misrepresentation.6
Taken in their entirety, in fact, Rogers’s on-screen work included enough references to
his tribal heritage to challenge statements such as Angela Aleiss’s that Rogers was “a
notable Cherokee actor/comedian who established himself as a movie star playing nonIndian characters.”7 Rogers certainly could have established himself as a non-Indian
actor, but he typically chose not to—at least when he could artfully work it into the script.
Though this dissertation’s previous chapters connect Rogers to artistic, historic,
and cultural traditions that are specifically Cherokee, this chapter begins to place Rogers
among larger groups of Native artists in Southern California during the 1920s and 1930s.
The distinction between Cherokee and Indian remains important; but it was during
Rogers’s life that Native people began to consider themselves members of two groups:
their tribe and their socially constructed pan-Indian ethnicity. As was the case during his
years in vaudeville, he continued to promote himself as Cherokee. As both his life and
career matured, however, larger issues and debates surrounding American Indian rights in
general took his attention. More than any other geographic move in his life, it was

5 Rogers, when described as a Cherokee actor, is mentioned as an aside in Aleiss, Making the White Man’s
Indian, xvii and 55; Ward Churchill, Fantasies of the Master Race: Literature, Cinema, and the
Colonization of American Indians (San Francisco: City Lights Books, 2001), 174; and Deloria, Indians in
Unexpected Places, 78 and 254 n.34. This is by no means, I am sure, an exhaustive list. Rogers is treated
most thoroughly as a Cherokee actor in Lary May, The Big Tomorrow: Hollywood and the Politics of the
American Way (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), chap. 1.
6 See Andrew Brodie Smith, Shooting Cowboys and Indians: Silent Western Films, American Culture, and
the Birth of Hollywood (Boulder: University Press of Colorado, 2004); Deloria, Indians in Unexpected
Places; and Rosenthal, “Representing Indians.” There are other studies that offer empowering examinations
of recent Native-made films; those listed here, however, represent the most prominent voices exploring
Native agency in film during Rogers’s lifetime.
7 Aleiss, Making the White Man’s Indian, 24. At the start of her study, Aleiss again makes notable
reference to Rogers’s roles: “Indians can easily pass in roles that demand conventional portrayals without
regard to race, as in the significant non-Indian roles of Native American actors Wes Studi and the late Will
Rogers” (xvii).
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Rogers’s relocation to Southern California that informed his subsequent work and opened
his eyes to his racial identity as an Indian and, Rogers insisted, a Cherokee.
Thus, I argue here that Rogers’s life in Southern California be understood beyond
that of a wealthy film star. By emphasizing the ways this period in his multifaceted career
was influenced by the region’s larger connections to and representational struggles with
Native America, this chapter suggests that both Rogers’s films and his life in Southern
California deepened his connections to and identification with Native America writ large.
Still, as this chapter also details, his ties to the Cherokee Nation remained intimate.
Though generally in agreement with Tol Foster’s examinations of Will Rogers, I do
challenge here his argument that “Rogers’s texts are more important than his films for
Native Americanist scholars.”8 I suggest instead that his life and film career in Southern
California heighten his importance to both Native film studies and popular-culture history
in the United States more broadly, two scholarly categories that cannot easily be
separated given the range of Rogers’s artistic endeavors.

Tomahawks, Teepees, and Tribal Ties: American Indian Actors in Early Hollywood
Will Rogers starred in over seventy films while working in Hollywood.9 From
1918 to 1929, he was featured in more than forty silent films (including several shorts),
some of which he produced and most of which he wrote independently or through

8

Tol Foster, “Of One Blood: An Argument for Relations and Regionality in Native American Literary
Studies,” in Reasoning Together: The Native Critics Collective, ed. Craig S. Womack, Daniel Heath
Justice, and Christopher B. Teuton (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2008), 284.
9 Throughout this chapter, my reference to “Hollywood” is defined as a collection of motion-picture
workers—not a geographic space—following Carey McWilliams’s 1946 definition: “The community of
Hollywood is made up of the people engaged in the production of motion pictures, few of whom live in this
area [the geographic space of Hollywood]. Where motion pictures are made, there is Hollywood....
However widely they may be separated on the social ladder of the industry, picture people still possess a
strong sense of group-identity” (Carey McWilliams, Southern California: An Island on the Land [Santa
Barbara, CA: Peregrine Smith, Inc., 1973], 335, 336).

138

collaboration. His work in silent film was made official in November 1918 when Rogers
signed a contract with Goldwyn Pictures Corporation that more than doubled his salary
under Florenz Zeigfeld.10 In the spring of 1929, Rogers turned to talkies, signing another
lucrative contract, this time with the Fox Film Corporation, that ended in twenty-one
films.11 He worked with director John Ford on several talkies, including Doctor Bull
(1933), Judge Priest (1934), and Steamboat Round the Bend (1935). In fact, in a 1972
interview, Ford stated, “my favorite picture of all time is Judge Priest.”12 Indeed, Rogers
was one of Hollywood’s biggest stars in the 1930s, placed at number one in 1934 by the
Motion Picture Herald (which created their list by actors’ money-making power), and
outranked in 1932, 1933, and 1935 only by the likes of Greta Garbo, Joan Crawford,
Marie Dressler, and (of course) Shirley Temple.13 In some of these films, Rogers played a
comedic cowboy; in others, he played himself; and in many he played characters not
directly related to his public or personal persona. He was never cast as an Indian fighter.
Whether he performed as a Cherokee, however, is a question I will engage throughout
this chapter.
Rogers’s various roles and on-screen success certainly distinguished him from
other Native actors of his day. From its beginnings, as most scholars agree, Hollywood
has distorted Native peoples in a variety of ways: tribal diversity is ignored; non-Natives
have often played Indian roles; Native-centered films are rarely set in modern times; and
Native languages are consistently misused (that Navajo actors play Comanches—
10

For a copy of Rogers’s contract with Goldwyn Pictures, see Will Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers, vol.
5, ed. Steven K. Gragert and M. Jane Johansson (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2006), 151-153.
The note on his salary increase can be found on page 153 n.1.
11 For a copy of Rogers’s contract with Fox Film Corporation, see Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers, vol.
5, 111-113.
12 Bryan B. Sterling, ed., The Will Rogers Scrapbook (New York: Bonanza Books, 1976), 174.
13 Statistics qtd. in Bryan B. Sterling and Frances N. Sterling, Will Rogers in Hollywood: An Illustrated
History of the Film Career of America’s Favorite Humorist (New York: Crown Publishers, Inc., 1984),
102.
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speaking Navajo—in John Ford’s 1939 epic The Searchers is a solid example of this).
These artistic and business traditions were well-established by the time Rogers arrived in
Southern California. And it was the Western formula film that solidified these norms.14
These Native actors generally lay in the shadows of early films, an image that, according
to Armando Jose Prats, “comes to be itself transmuted, consistently and inevitably, into
an absence”:
The Western’s Indian does not stand in the way of American progress so much as
he stands in the way of the coming-to-be of the American. And yet America, the
Western also tells us, comes into being when the Indian is out of the way. If the
opposition is essential to the national self, so too is the elimination of it.15
Indeed, Hollywood’s nascent years represent a period marked both by paternalistic
segregation and an unforeseen coalescence of these actors with seeming little agency in
the economic landscape of the burgeoning film industry.
Although most Indian actors in Hollywood garnered much less public recognition
than Rogers, they flocked to the region at approximately the same time, likely
“recognizing these jobs as opportunities and alternatives to reservation poverty and lowskilled labor,” as Nicolas Rosenthal suggests.16 And during a short-lived but significant
period in the film industry’s early years, audiences and producers alike were preoccupied
with the authenticity of film, an interest that proved surprisingly lucrative for Native
actors and their representation in film. As Andrew Brodie Smith explains in his study of
early silent Westerns,
14 The definition of the “Western” is slippery. Here I follow Andrew Brodie Smith’s definition: “For the
purposes of this study, a western is a film contemporaneously referred to such by producers, exhibitors, or
moviegoers. It typically features either cowboy or Indian characters or both and sometimes ethnic
Mexicans. Moreover, it deals with one of a number of conditions associated with the frontier or with the
consequences of U.S. territorial expansion—including, but not limited to, conflict between whites and
nonwhites, migration, ranching, mining, and banditry. Violence, chase scenes, criminal activity, and
simplistic morals are canonical hallmarks of the genre” (Smith, Shooting Cowboys and Indians, 6). For a
listing of critical study of Natives in film, see note 10 of this chapter.
15 Armando Jose Prats, Invisible Natives: Myth and Identity in the American Western (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2002), 5, 10.
16 Rosenthal, “Representing Indians,” par 2.
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Native Americans, Mexicans, and white women were as likely to be central
protagonists in such pictures as were white cowboys. Moreover, Indians who
were involved in the production of early westerns created sympathetic nonwhite
characters and wrote screenplays that dealt with racism and assimilation. In 1911,
however, manufacturers began to shake the stigma attached to cowboys and
Indians as the stuff of dime novels and “cheap” melodrama. They deemphasized
the depiction of crime in Westerns and pushed nonwhite characters into the
background.17
Despite increasing concern over the quality and money-making potential of the Western,
these early shorts appealed especially to American boys, who flocked to nickelodeon
theaters to see the shoot-em-ups, and to Europeans audiences, keeping these short
Westerns in production longer than might otherwise be expected.18
Though pushed increasingly into the background, Native actors were necessary to
the genre of the Western, and a fictionalized authenticity remained central to the
Western’s success. In fact, the Indian performers associated with the Miller Brothers 101
Ranch show, a latecomer to the Wild West circuit based in Ponca City, Oklahoma,
“served in the early twentieth century as a primary bridge between the Wild West
tradition and the new media of film.”19 Many American Indians working in these shows
rightly considered Hollywood the next step in lucrative employment. However, such
genetic authenticity did not land these actors lead roles in Western films. The use of
Native actors as background figures placed these performers in subservient positions—
secondary to leading non-Native actors “playing Indian”—while imparting a false sense
of authenticity to larger American audiences.
Many associated with the 101 Ranch were employed by producer Thomas Ince,
who was hired in 1911 by New York Motion Picture Company to direct what they called
their Bison-101 pictures, longer Westerns that focused more on melodrama than the
17

Smith, Shooting Cowboys and Indians, 5.
Smith, Shooting Cowboys and Indians, 111.
19 Deloria, Indians in Unexpected Places, 75.
18
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historical imaginary. With the support of New York Pictures, Ince purchased 18,000
acres of Santa Ynez Canyon and transformed it into a huge studio for the production of
the Bison Westerns. As Andrew Brodie Smith notes in Shooting Cowboys and Indians,
“By 1914, he added an electrical power plant and telephone systems and was growing
vegetables and raising cattle to feed his growing workforce.”20 Inceville, as the space
became known, hosted troupe members from the Miller Brothers’ 101 Ranch, including
not only Indian players (most from the Ponca tribe of Oklahoma), but also cowboys,
bison, horses, and stagecoaches. Later, Native peoples were hired from across the
country. “To keep them readily accessible,” according to Smith, “the company moved the
Indians into a teepee village at the crest of the southern ridge of Santa Ynez Canyon.”21
Unsurprisingly, these actors often attempted to lead autonomous lives outside the
curtailed confines of Inceville. When Ince discovered that members of the “tribe” he
created were heading into Santa Monica to drink in saloons or walk the streets
unaccompanied, he threatened bar owners with lawsuits if they served Native actors
associated with Bison-101 productions.
Of course, Native actors existed beyond the confines of Inceville, but the shortlived Bison-101 space (largely abandoned by the late 1910s) created a central gathering
space, however curtailed, for intertribal bonds to develop and cohesive resistance to
Native representational struggles to ferment. The bonds between these Native actors, and
their successors, persisted through at least the next two decades. As Rosenthal describes,
“As early as 1926 Indian actors formed the War Paint Club, an organization meant to
20

Smith, Shooting Cowboys and Indians, 115. Significantly, one of Ince’s first Native hires was Luther
Standing Bear, who in 1912 contacted Ince requesting work in Hollywood. See Deloria, Indians in
Unexpected Places, 75-78.
21 Smith, Shooting Cowboys and Indians, 116. For details on Ince and his development of Inceville, see
Smith, Shooting Cowboys and Indians, chapter 4, “‘Cogs of the Big Ince Machine’: New York Motion
Picture Introduces ‘Bison-101’ Western Features.” Further information is available in Deloria, Indians in
Unexpected Places, chapter 2, “Representation: Indian Wars, the Movie.”
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protect the rights of Native actors and establish a pool of ‘authentic’ Indians for work in
movies.”22 Later, the Indian Actors Association, formed in 1935, would become a more
powerful voice in protecting and promoting Native actors. Together, the organizations
offer proof that these actors were concerned with the ways they were portrayed in early
American film.
Further, the intertribal nature of Inceville—and of Indian Hollywood in general—
is apparent in various events working to generate community in Los Angeles throughout
the 1910s and 1920s. To again quote Nicolas Rosenthal: “In 1926 ... Luther Standing
Bear [an intellectual and artistic leader throughout the period] hosted a powwow at his
home in Culver City. It drew a crowd of over 2000, including ‘Indians from every part of
Los Angeles,’ two Los Angeles County judges, and a delegation of Boy Scouts.”23 The
early American Western, though deeply troubling in its basic storylines of Indian attacks
and white supremacy, also allowed for a substantial and vocal community of Native from
various tribes to generate bonds that continue to today, as evidenced by events hosted by
such organizations as the First Americans in the Arts, an organization that holds annual
Oscar-like events recognizing Native roles in the entertainment industry at large.24
The cultural curtailments enforced in Inceville offer a contrast to the
economically elite (and thus restricted) space of Beverly Hills, where Rogers purchased a
family home from one of the areas many real-estate agents, those he would, in 1924, call
California’s Escrow Indians (fig. 3.1). The house was located at 925 Beverly Drive in
Beverly Hills, just next to the Beverly Hills Hotel. As described by Ben Yagoda,
22

Rosenthal, “Representing Indians,” par 21.
Rosenthal, “Representing Indians,” par 22.
24 For more on the First Americans in the Arts, see http://www.firstamericans.org/. For more on Indian
acting associations throughout the middle of the twentieth century, see Laurence M. Hauptman, Tribes and
Tribulations: Misconceptions about American Indians and Their Histories (Albuquerque: University of
New Mexico Press, 1995), 81-83 and 87-92, selections that focus on the work of Jay Silverheels, who
played Tonto in the television series The Lone Ranger.
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Figure 3.1. The Will Rogers family home—which Rogers referred to as “the house that
jokes built”—at 925 Beverly Drive in Beverly Hills. The family moved
into the house in 1920. This photo likely dates from the late 1920s
(photo courtesy of the Will Rogers Memorial Museum).
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It was a three-acre property around which Will had constructed a tall brick wall.
Besides the obligatory pool, it had a stable, a floodlit tanbark riding ring, a
gymnasium and miniature theater in the basement, and two log cabins in the
corner of the garden. One was for Mary [Will and Betty’s daughter] and the other,
concealed by trees and shrubs and containing five bunk beds and open fireplace,
was a family gathering place on holidays and special occasions. When Will’s
sister Maud came to visit, she took one look at the hideout and said, “Will, you’re
just like an old fullblood. You buy a big house, then build a little cabin at the foot
of the hill and live in it.”25
Like the rugged cabin Rogers and his cousin Spi Trent built outside the Rogers family
ranch, this urge to live more ruggedly than was necessary continued to appeal to Rogers.
During Rogers’s time in Southern California, he maintained such personal ties to the old
Indian Territory.
Like those living in Inceville, Rogers longed to escape the confines of such a
restricted space, feelings solidified in 1925 when he made plans to move outside the
increasingly celebrity-focused space of Beverly Hills. He set his sites on an area not far
from Inceville’s former location, the Santa Monica Mountains. His brother-in-law, Lee
Admonson, received an initial sketch and note from Rogers in the spring of 1926,
describing what he wanted from the 159.721 acres he purchased in 1925 for $319,442
(see fig. 3.2):
We want a pretty good size house, in fact a big living room, demensions [sic]
about 48 by 24. Then a kitchen and a couple of bedrooms.... Just want a plain and
what we used to call a box house. No weather board, just 12 inch boards up on the
edge and batting nailed across the cracks, want it white with a green roof, and big
white porch.... Now get this to be plain and ordinary, all on one floor.26
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Ben Yagoda, Will Rogers: A Biography (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993), 176.
“Will Rogers Ranch House: Historic Structure Report: Main Ranch House” (August 2001: Page &
Turnbull, Inc.), 16. Available at the archives of the Will Rogers State Historic Park, Pacific Palisades,
California. The ranch is now a part of the California state park system and includes not only the house and
additional stables, polo field, and other additions, but also hiking trails through the canyon.
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Figure 3.2. A sketch of the location of the Will Rogers Ranch (marked “W. R. Ranch”) in
relation to Beverly Hills (located on the far right). This sketch was likely
not drawn by Rogers, but provides the ranch’s geographic placement—
quite distant from his former abode in Beverly Hills (sketch courtesy of
the Will Rogers Memorial Museum).

146

Over the next few years, this presumably modest ranch became enormous. Though the
family officially relocated to the ranch in 1929 (they had been retreating to the initial
six-room cabin completed two years earlier), expansions to the ranch continued. What
Rogers called “Rancho Premiro Y Segundo Mortgages” ultimately became a 186-acre
ranch with an overview of both the Pacific Ocean and Topanga Canyon (see fig. 3.3).27
By the time of his death, the impressive grounds (now a California state park) included a
31-room house, a stable, a riding ring and roping arena, a polo field, and riding trails
through parts of the nearby canyon. The ranch—and Rogers’s time there—not only
reveals a nostalgic view of the American West in general, but also contains within it
Rogers’s personal library and other collections tying him to a Western wistfulness for a
particular West, one with pronounced commitments to Native American cultural survival,
revealed in the ranch’s interior design.28
Navajo rugs, Pueblo pottery, and tribal art from across the United States were
featured throughout the ranch, balanced by typical American Western paraphernalia:
saddles, cattle skulls, and lariats (see fig. 3.4). A player piano was shipped from Rogers’s
childhood ranch in the Indian Territory. Photos of his relatives to the east, both living and
dead hang on the walls. As Lary May describes it,
When the guests arrived at his estate in the Santa Monica hills, they entered a
home that represented a vastly altered approach to consumerism and abundance
than that prevailing in the lives of the stars of the twenties. Formerly Hollywood
27

Will Rogers, Will Rogers’ Weekly Articles, vol. 6, ed. Steven K. Gragert (Stillwater: Oklahoma State
University Press, 1982), 53. According to this newspaper column, dated 17 September 1933, “The literal
translation of that [Rancho Premiro Y Segundo Mortgages], is the Ranch of the first and second mortgages.
And there would be a third if these old bankers was more liberal minded” (53-54). Rogers referred to the
ranch this way several times in his journalistic commentary.
28 Though beyond the scope of this chapter, it is important to note that Rogers’s developed personal
relationships with a wide range of Southern California’s elite. Beyond his friendly yet business-like
associations with stars such as Douglas Fairbanks and Charlie Chaplin, Rogers’s most personal
relationships were with Charles Lummis, an anthropologist, a booster for the region, and an activist for
American Indian rights; and Charles Russell, a Western artist and frequent visitor to the region. These
relationships highlight Rogers’s role as a member of a distinct intellectual trend tying him to larger
movements in American Indian rights and representation.
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Figure 3.3. An aerial view of the Will Rogers Ranch (Photo courtesy of the Will Rogers
Memorial Museum).
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Figure 3.4. A photo of the first floor of the Will Rogers Ranch (courtesy of the Will
Rogers Memorial Museum).
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starts stylized their homes in accord with European aristocratic modes. But
Rogers’s home was a western-style ranch house, rooted in the vernacular of a
multicultural people.29
Indeed, this balance of both the tribal and the more traditional ranching decor reveal the
merger of his childhood Indian ranching experiences and his burgeoning awareness of
and respect for other Native traditions. His personal library contains the literary works of
fellow Cherokee and former classmate John Oskison, Osage author John Joseph
Mathews, and multiple histories of the Cherokee nation and Native America in general,
showing his consistent knowledge of the contemporary intellectual work by members of
his own tribe and those living adjacent to it (such as the Osage).30 Ultimately, then, this
ranch offered a nostalgic view of the American West, one cluttered with ephemera
foregrounding Native survival and presence.
Like the Inceville Indians, Rogers’s life in Southern California did not preclude
connections to tribal members. Though there is no evidence that he interacted with
American Indians in Southern California, he did maintain close ties to the former Indian
Territory. He frequently returned home to Oklahoma not only to visit, but also to involve
himself in the goings-on in the Cherokee Nation. He visited Claremore, Chelsea, and
other nearby towns throughout this period of his life, even if only for a day or two. Some
of his most interesting trips and letters home show devotion not only to the welfare of his
extended family, but also to the maintenance of the historical heritage of the old Indian
Territory in what was now the well-established state of Oklahoma. This dedication
reflects Rogers continued devotion to the Cherokee Nation in particular, while my later
discussion of his films will reveal broader reactions to the representation of Indians—of
all tribes—on the big screen.

29
30

May, The Big Tomorrow, 46.
The description of his library comes from my site visit to the ranch in March 2007.
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In late 1924, for example, when Rogers heard that his sister Maud had suffered a
stroke, he made sure to visit her, despite his busy schedule. At the time, he was in New
York, working again for Ziegfeld after a lull in his film career, details of which will be
described below. According the Claremore Weekly Progress, Will and his son Jimmie
took a train from New York to visit his sister. When the train would not stop in the small
town of Chelsea, where his sister lived, Rogers bought 175 tickets so that the train would
bring him directly to Chelsea.31 The siblings’ related letter and telegram exchanges reveal
his adamant commitment to the close-knit ties between Rogers and his family. In one
letter from Maud, just after her stroke, she closed with, “My darling you havent the
slightest idea what your every day life has ment [sic] to me each act an inspiration you
have come nearer my idea being a true follower of Jeasus [sic]. Always doing for some
one else. How proud I am of you.”32 The letter indicates not only his sister’s feelings for
Rogers, but also that the family closely followed and admired his career. Rogers’s
responses to the gravity of her medical situation—she would die five months later—
reciprocates their closeness and shows one of the ways that Rogers attempted to help his
family from afar through financial assistance. A telegram from Rogers to his sister, dated
three days after Maud’s letter, reads in part: “My darling Sister you have been wonderful
and brave all your life.... we have decided you are to come to us[.] turn entire placeover
[sic] to gunter [a relative] and come here to rest just as quick as you can.”33 Two days

31 This is according to Pat Lowe’s accounts of Rogers’s daily life. She cites the Claremore Weekly
Progress reporting this story on 22 December 1924. Her detailed list of Rogers’s daily life is available at
the Will Rogers Memorial Museum.
32 Maud Rogers Lane to Will Rogers, 16 November 1924, in Will Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers, vol.
4, ed. Steven K. Gragert and M. Jane Johansson (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2005), 360.
Throughout all these letters, telegrams, and notes, I have tried to maintain the original punctuation, spacing,
and spellings, adding explanations only when necessary.
33 “Telegram to Maud Rogers Land, 19 November 1924,” in Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 4,
361. An editorial note adds, “Rogers sent a similar message at the same time to another sister, Sallie Rogers
McSpadden, in Chelsea. He asked her to let him know how much money their sister Maud needed ‘for
everything’” (361 n.4).
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later, he followed with another telegram: “IF ITS REST YOU NEED YOU ARE NOT
GOING TO STAY HOME[....] I AM WIRING YOU A THOUSAND DOLLARS....
NEVERMIND THE FINANCIAL WORRY.”34 There is no indication that Maud ever
made it to California, but his attempts to bring them closer together in the midst of her
sickness and his busy schedule show his dedication to his family and his continued
feelings of closeness to them, however far apart they were geographically.
Similar acts of generosity to his immediate and larger Cherokee family marked
this period in his career, regardless of his financial security (which was lukewarm at best
when Maud was ill). He paid for his nephews’ and nieces’ education, evidenced in a
letter he wrote to his sister Sallie in the summer of 1925:
I am enclosing a Check for a Thousand Dollars and you just go right ahed [sic]
and use this in any way you need it and I aill [will] send you more as the Children
need it in School this Fall, Don’t you by any means let either one of them miss
that education, Keep them at it as long as they will stay.... Now use this [money]
any way you need and remember I am taking care of that Schooling, There may
be a time with those Nephews will have to take care of me, and I know they will
do it too.35
The same year, Rogers invited and paid for his first cousin Dr. Jesse Bushyhead, son of
former Cherokee chief Dennis Bushyhead (who served during Rogers’s youth, from 1879
to 1887) to stay with him at New York’s Astor Hotel and take postgraduate courses in
medicine. (Rogers, at the time, was working in New York while his family remained in
Southern California.) Bushyhead had been the leading medical practitioner in Claremore
since 1891 and continued his service to the medical community until his death in 1935.36
In fact, Rogers lobbied successfully for the first federally funded Indian hospital in the
34
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“To Sallie Rogers McSpadden, ca. Summer 1935” in Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 4., 383-84.
36 Biographical information on Jesse Bushyhead can be found in Will Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers,
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country, which was opened in Claremore in the early 1930s. In a draft of an article
published in April 1926, Rogers described Bushyhead’s importance to the medical
wellbeing of the Cherokee people: “Injuns are kinder queer, they like to be among their
own people.... Lots of them come there now just because we have the best Indian Doctor
in the United States, Jesse Bushyhead, They will tell him and be confidentail [sic] with
him when they wont with a ‘Yonaker’ (white man).”37 After the opening of the hospital,
Rogers’s bought, in March 1935, a radio and a complete set of earphones for the
patients.38
Beyond the confines of his Cherokee family, Rogers also assisted in the
preservation of and challenges to some of the area’s most prized historical sites. In March
1926, Rogers made a trip to Okmulgee, Oklahoma, the heart of the Muskogee Nation.
According to an article from the Tulsa Daily World, entitled “Rogers Pleads for Land
Mark,”
When [Rogers] appeared here [Okmulgee] this week, he was serious just once in
his hour and 40 minutes before the Okmulgee audience. That was when he
advised Okmulgeeans [sic] to keep the Creek council house in the business
section and not move it to the Indian playgrounds north of the city.
“Listen, you oil men.... Don’t take that building out of the square.... You know
that I’m part Cherokee. That’s one of the few things in my life that I am proud of.
We’ve got our old council house over at Tahlequah. We’ve got it right where it
was erected and its going to stay there.... The old boys that built your council
house were here quite a spell before you oil and business men arrived in this neck
of the woods. Remember that.”39
37 Will Rogers, “Manuscript for a Newspaper Column by Will Rogers, ca. 6-8 April 1926,” Document
260408, File #2B, Will Rogers Memorial Museum, Claremore, Oklahoma. The lines mentioning
Bushyhead were cut from the article, which was later published on 20 April 1926, in the Tulsa Daily World
and other newspapers: “Manuscript for a Newspaper Column by Will Rogers, 20 April 1926,” Document
260408, File #2B, Will Rogers Memorial Museum, Claremore, Oklahoma. Will Rogers again mentioned
the hospital’s opening, without reference to Bushyhead, in an 27 April 1930 radio show: Will Rogers,
Radio Broadcasts of Will Rogers, ed. Steven K. Gragert (Stillwater: Oklahoma State University Press,
1983), 20.
38 Rogers’s role in establishing Claremore’s Indian hospital is further discussed at the start of chapter five.
39 “Rogers Pleads for Land Mark,” Tulsa Daily World, 19 March 1926, p. 3, col. 3, Will Rogers Memorial
Museum, Claremore, Oklahoma.
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Given the description of the event, the historic structure was threatened with demolition;
given the fact that the building still stands in its original setting, Rogers’s efforts on
behalf of maintaining the centrality of Muskogee history to the region were successful.
When placed alongside Rogers’s later notes for and speech commemorating the
Pioneer Woman statue in Ponca City, Oklahoma, which he gave in April 1930, there is
evidence that Rogers felt strongly about the struggle over historical representation in the
state. Ponca City is located in what was the Cherokee Strip, coercively sold to the federal
government in 1893. In his notes for the speech, Rogers wrote, “The old sooners ... that
settled this country, passed through Claremore, we [the Cherokee Nation] sold this for it
was no good.”40 Such a direct jab at the residents of Ponca City was not likely what the
citizens were hoping for, which is why he softened—just a bit—such blows against nonNative settlers in his actual speech, at least according to newspaper reports: “Rogers
followed the other speak[er]s on the program and opened with: ‘Now, that the applesauce
and ‘boloney’ is all over we’ll state a few facts about this affair. The pioneers here
sneaked in ahead of the gun. You had to be a crook or you wouldn’t be here. If you’d
waited until the gun for the run you wouldn’t have got any land.’”41 This reference to the
Sooners—those who snuck into the Territory illegally before the official start of the
Oklahoma Land Runs—shows his attempts to undermine these citizens’ claims to the
romanticized “pioneering” spirit of Oklahoma.42
40

“Notes for Speech at Dedication of Pioneer Woman Statue, ca. 22 April 1930,” Will Rogers, Papers of
Will Rogers, vol. 5, ed. Steven K. Gragert and M. Jane Johannson (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press,
2006), 164.
41 “Article in Unknown Newspaper, ca. 23 April 1930,” in Rogers, Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 5, 166.
42 For another discussion by Rogers of Pioneer Woman, see his 4 May 1930, article “Prairie and Oil
News,” in Will Rogers, Will Rogers’ Weekly Articles, vol. 4, ed. Steven K. Gragert (Stillwater: Oklahoma
State University Press, 1981), 140-43. Here Rogers writes, “There must have been fifty thousand people at
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Otoes, Osages, and Cherokees. You see it was our tribe of Cherokee’s [sic] that sold the original old
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for it. We had it for hunting grounds, but never knew enough to hunt oil on it.” (142-43).
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While working in the movie business, Rogers’s life could not have been more
different than those actors living in Inceville. Still, his commitment to building and
maintaining tribal community was similar, though directed specifically at the Cherokee
Nation and the old Indian Territory. Though these private and public acts reveal such
connection, his actual films often told a broader tale, one that connects him, albeit
through creative originality instead of direct involvement, to Native people across North
America.

“Is it because I’m an Indian—?”43: Hushed Significance in Will Rogers’s Silent
Films
It is through some of Rogers’s early silent films that scholars may begin to see
Rogers as an Indian actor. This section and the next explore two of these silent films,
Laughing Bill Hyde and Two Wagons, Both Covered, that most prominently signify
Rogers’s role in Indian Hollywood. Most scholars who take on the issue of Natives in the
film industry spend little or no time on Rogers’s Hollywood contributions, pointing out,
when they do, that he rarely plays an Indian as it was codified in the industry. However,
these scholars fail to analyze the significant moments in which Native actors play
characters in films delivering serious messages about the realities of Native life—as in
Laughing Bill Hyde—or create films, in the case of Two Wagons, Both Covered, that
critique head on the representational challenges facing American Indian actors (and,
through this, the fictionalized history of the United States). Certainly, if there is room for
well-placed criticism against Hollywood’s misrepresentation of American Indians, there
is also space to analyze those Natives who performed without the hefty baggage
associated with “playing Indian.” In other words, simply because he was not performing
43

Rex Beach, Laughing Bill Hyde and Other Stories (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1917), 25.
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as an Indian (indeed, there are no Hollywood-style “Indians” in Two Wagons, Both
Covered) does not mean he wasn’t working as an Indian in the film industry.
Even in Rogers’s first film, shot in New York, there are glimpses of his awareness
of Native representation in film. While still performing with Ziegfeld’s Follies, Rogers
opened his film career with Laughing Bill Hyde, made in New York and released in
September 1918. Though no longer extant, the film is an adaptation of a short story by
American novelist and short-story-writer Rex Beach. The story tells the tale of Bill Hyde,
an escaped convict, who ends up in Alaska where he meets Ponatah, an Alaskan Native
woman whom Hyde ultimately weds. When the protagonist realizes that Ponatah’s gold
rights are being swindled by a group of charlatans, Hyde concocts a successful plot to
undermine the gold-seekers’ attempts. Will Rogers’s rendition of Bill Hyde is paired with
Anna Lehr’s depiction of Ponatah (Lehr was a non-Native actress “playing Indian”) (see
fig. 3.5).
Though the film is not available, the short story remains and offers insight into the
Rogers’s decision to star in the film. Beach describes the pinnacle of the couple’s early
romance as follows:
Then one day she [Ponatah] asked him to marry her.
There was nothing brazen or forward about the proposal; Ponatah merely gave
voice to her feelings in a simple, honest way that robbed her of no dignity.
Bill laughed the proposal off. “I wouldn’t marry the Queen of Sheby,” said he.
“Why?”
“I ain’t that kind of a bird, that’s why.”
“What kind of a bird are you?” Ponatah eyed him with grave curiosity. “All men
marry. I’m reading a great many books, and they’re all about love and marriage. I
love you, and I’m pretty. Is it because I’m an Indian—?”
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Figure 3.5. Still image from the no-longer extant Laughing Bill Hyde, released in 1918
(photo courtesy of the Will Rogers Memorial Museum).
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“Hell! That wouldn’t faze me, Kiddo. You skin the white dames around this
village.”44
As opposed to most short stories and films of the time, this one ends with the couple
happily married. Significantly, Hyde responds to Ponatah’s concerns over their interracial
union, stating, “I’m plumb proud of you, and just to prove it I aim to make you carry our
bank-roll in your name. That’s how she stands at the bank, and that’s how she’s goin’ to
stand. From time to time you can gimme a check for what you think I’m wuth.”45 In this,
the first of Rogers’s silent features, he plays a white man who falls in love with an
Alaskan Native woman whom he considers his equal partner (indeed, Hyde places
himself in an economically subservient position to his new wife). Ironically, of course,
Rogers was the Native actor and Lehr the non-Native player.
Rogers’s role here is significant for several reasons. First, the interracial
relationship presented in the film not only mirrored, inversely, his own (his wife Betty
was non-Native), but also challenged a typical narrative formula of the day: the titillating
yet respectable race-crossing romance between a white man and an Indian woman.46
Through the imaginary world of film, mixed-race romance occurred quite often in
Hollywood’s early cinema. Still, real-world fears of miscegenation reigned in the end, as
Philip Deloria describes, “with the Indian women offering whites access through
marriage to their primitive authenticity and their land. Having transformed their white
44

Beach, Laughing Bill Hyde, 25-26.
Beach, Laughing Bill Hyde, 64.
46 As Betty Rogers describes throughout their early courtship, there were tensions surrounding the fact that
Betty, a well-off white woman from Rogers, Arkansas, would date or be courted by an Indian man. In her
1943 biography of her late husband, she quotes from one of Rogers’s first letters to her: “I am going to Fort
Smith [Arkansas] sometime soon and, if you will permit, I can probably come up, but I know it would be a
slam on your society career to have it known that you ever knew an ignorant Indian cowboy.” Later, she
notes that “My friends at home knew that I like Will a lot and they continually teased me about my ‘Wild
West Indian cowboy.’ It irked Will to know that my friends were teasing me about him. He was very proud
of his Indian blood—as he continued to be all his life—but he was very sensitive and when was around my
friends he was timid in asking me to go out with him” (Betty Blake Rogers, Will Rogers: The Story of His
Life as Told by His Wife [Garden City, NY: Garden City Publishing Co., Inc., 1943], 19 and 21,
respectively).
45
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partners, the Native spouses then voluntarily eliminate themselves so that reproductive
futures might follow white-on-white marriages.”47 Prototypical of these films is The
Squaw Man. The 1914 movie tells the tale of James Wynnegate, an Englishman-cumAmerican cowboy, who has a child with a Native woman, Naturich. When Diana, his true
(and white) love comes from England to find him, Naturich inexplicably (and
conveniently) commits suicide. Naturich’s death allows the male protagonist to marry his
pearly-white love and take Wynnegate’s mixed-race offspring back across the Atlantic to
be raised, we can presume, as a proper Englishman.48
Evidenced by the fact that The Squaw Man, similar to Laughing Bill Hyde, was
based on a 1906 novel by Edwin Milton Royle, these storylines were preceded by novels,
plays, and short stories.49 Twenty years before Laughing Bill Hyde was released, E.
Pauline Johnson, a prominent Mohawk performer, poet, and writer, published an editorial
in the Toronto Sunday Globe entitled “A Strong Race Opinion: On the Indian Girl in
Modern Fiction.” As opposed to the “American book heroine of today [who] is varicoloured as to personality and action,” Native women in story, according to Johnson,
have “no such spontaneity.” Johnson noted, “He [the author] knows what she [the Native
female character] did and how she died in other romances by other romancers, and she
will do and die likewise in his (she always does die, and one feels relieved that it is so,
for she is too unhealthy and too unnatural to live).”50 In his first film, Rogers’s rejects this
storyline, following instead a subversive formula insisting on both a complex Native
woman character who, in the end, happily marries the white male protagonist.
47

Deloria, Indians in Unexpected Places, 84.
For more on The Squaw Man and other such formula films, see Deloria, Indians in Unexpected Places,
83-90.
49 Edwin Milton Royle, The Squaw Man (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1906). The novel was preceded
by a play of the same title.
50 E. Pauline Johnson, “A Strong Race Opinion: On the Indian Girl in Modern Fiction,” in Tekahionwake:
Collected Poems and Selected Prose by E. Pauline Johnson, ed. Carole Gerson and Veronica Jane StrongBoag (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2002), 177-178.
48

159

Such subversion was not unprecedented in early Hollywood. A few years before
Rogers left New York for California, director James Young Deer and actress Princess
Red Wing (Lillian St. Cyr Johnson) promoted, with mild success, storylines challenging
the threat of interracial romance that typically ended in the death or convenient
disappearance of the Indian female lead. In the early 1910s, these two Hollywood
workers married and, soon after, Young Deer was named head of the French company
Pathé Frères’ West Coast studio. The company was accused of inaccuracies in their
American Westerns and hoped Young Deer might make their pictures more true-to-life
(or at least true to audience expectation). In their films—including The Falling Arrow, in
which a Mexican woman rejects the love of a white bandit in favor of an Indian man; An
Indian’s Bride, in which the female protagonist is a white woman who falls for an Indian
man; and Young Deer’s Return, in which the Indian man rejects the love of a white
woman to marry an Indian woman from his community—the couple countered the
troubling storylines presented in popular films such as The Squaw Man. Similar to those
storylines offered by Young Deer and Red Wing, Laughing Bill Hyde ends with a
successful, equitable, and happy marriage between a non-Native man and a Native
woman. Writing on Young Deer’s films in his broad examination of silent Western films,
Andrew Brodie Smith, states, “Underlying most of his pictures was the message that the
fears and prejudices of whites rather than the savagery of Indians created the hostility
between the two peoples.”51 The same can be said for Rogers’s role in his first film.
Second, the plot of Laughing Bill Hyde itself is one of Native empowerment:
Ponatah gains control of what is rightfully hers (gold on her land) at a time when the
swindling of Native mineral and oil rights were commonplace not only in Alaska but
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throughout Native America.52 In fact, a study entitled Oklahoma’s Poor Rich Indians: An
Orgy of Graft and Exploitation of the Five Civilized Tribes—Legalized Robbery,
published just a few years after the release of Rogers’s first film, addressed more
seriously the many troubling issues explored in Laughing Bill Hyde.53 The study was
funded and published by the Indian Rights Association, the American Indian Defense
Association, and the General Federation of Women’s Clubs. However, it is the report’s
ethnographic work, conducted by Yankton Sioux scholar and activist Gertrude Bonnin,
that best describes the white exploitation of the Five Tribes’ land and oil resources,
occurrences with which Rogers was no doubt familiar. As Bonnin suggests, such
swindling often affected women and young girls in particular. After meeting with a
thirteen-year-old female victim, for example, Bonnin wrote,
After a long private conversation with this little girl, I grew dumb at the horrible
things she rehearsed.... There was nothing I could say. Mutely I put my arms
around her, whose great wealth had made her a victim of an unscrupulous, lawless
party, and whose little body was mutilated by a drunken fiend who assaulted her
night after night. Her terrified screams brought no help then,—but now, as surely
as this tale of horror reaches the friends of humanity, swift action must be taken to
punish those guilty of such heinous cruelty.... This is an appeal for action,
immediate action, by the honest and fair-minded Americans of this 20th century.54
These two plots—presented in Rogers’s first film and this ethnographic inquiry—present
an interesting overlap between the fictional and the actual. As was Rogers’s way, he used
humor as a form of social critique, calling attention to an issue that had gone overlooked.

52 There are a variety of sources describing the taking of natural resources from American Indians across
the country during this period. The Osage, the Cherokees’ neighbors, were particularly victimized. This is
described artfully in Osage novelist John Joseph Mathews’s Sundown (1934; Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1988). More official data is available through the FBI’s 3,274-page investigation of oilrelated Osage murders: United States Federal Bureau of Investigation, “Osage Indian Murders,” available
online at http://foia.fbi.gov/foiaindex/osageind.htm (accessed 29 October 2008). The investigation took
place in the early 1920s and was later released to the public by the Freedom of Information Act.
53 Gertrude Bonnin, Charles H. Febens, and Matthew K. Sniffen, Oklahoma’s Poor Rich Indians: An Orgy
of Graft and Exploitation of the Five Civilized Tribes—Legalized Robbery (Philadelphia: Office of the
Indian Rights Association, 1924).
54 Bonnin et al., Oklahoma’s Poor Rich Indians, 26.

161

When Rogers was first approached by Rex Beach’s wife to star in the film (or any film,
for that matter), he insisted on reading the story before agreeing to perform, an indication
that—even without the cultural capital to do so—Rogers intended to perform roles that
suited him both personally and professionally.55
With several solid reviews of Laughing Bill Hyde and a lucrative contract with
Goldwyn Pictures, Rogers and his family moved to Southern California. The cultural
influence of Hollywood was in flux when they arrived in the summer of 1919. In
Screening Out the Past, Lary May shows the intense cultural changes caused by the
entrance of the movie industry into Americans’ lives during the first thirty years of the
twentieth century:
From nearly a hundred small firms in 1912, eight major companies emerged in the
twenties to centralize production, distribution, and exhibition. With this transition
from an entrepreneurial to a corporate industry, the motion picture establishment
generated the star system, lavish theater places, and Hollywood—a national
symbol for the modern consumer lifestyle.56
The industry shift reflected wider economic and social turns in American culture at large.
There were a variety of political, social, and cultural factors contributing to the success of
the new media. In particular, a shift from largely white and socially conservative
Victorian values to more modern and diverse urban mores played an important role in
boosting the medium’s appeal to Americans across the country. These changing lifestyles
were made real by the population booms in American cities, the great influx of
immigrants into the country, and the increased leisure time offered by the eight-hour
workday. For many of the same reasons that vaudeville appealed to urban entertainmentseekers from the 1880s through the 1910s, films offered Americans easy access to artistic
55 Sterling and Sterling, Will Rogers in Hollywood, 6. Rogers writes, “She [Mrs. Beach] left me with the
book to read, which I did, and I like the story, so I asked my wife, you know, should I try it and she said:
‘Yes, the money’d come in kind of handy.’”
56 Lary May, Screening out the Past: The Birth of Mass Culture and the Motion Picture Industry (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1980), xii.
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entertainment reflecting the values and conflicts in the United States at large, thereby
broadening the entertainment industry’s playing field.
The financial fluxuations in the burgeoning Hollywood industry presented Rogers
with economic and artistic challenges as soon as he settled in the region. Samuel
Goldwyn did not renew Rogers’s contract after it expired in May 1921. Though wellreceived, Rogers’s films were not lucrative for Goldwyn Pictures. Most assessments,
however, show that the move wasn’t based entirely on Rogers’s mid-level success as a
silent movie star. As Ben Yagoda describes in his biography of Rogers, “The decision [to
end Rogers’s contract] was less a reflection on Will than on Goldwyn Pictures’ financial
condition. For the year, the company would report a loss of $686,000, and the very month
the Rogers contract came up the decision was made to cut spending by 22 percent.”57
Regardless of the reasons, Rogers was left in new environs with a family—three children
and a wife—and few business opportunities in a town whose entertainment was based on
film as opposed to the stage entertainment that gained him so much fame back East.
Refusing to give up on his potential in the new industry, Rogers organized Will
Rogers Productions just two months after his contract’s end with Goldwyn. Though he
surely knew it would not meet the same success as United Artists, formed in 1920 by
Mary Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks, D. W. Griffith, and Charles Chaplin, the Hollywood
trend by artists to organize production to combat the growth of corporate Hollywood
likely fed his drive to create the company.58 He employed Clarence Badger, a director
with whom he had worked while with Goldwyn, and his wife Betty to deal with the
economic side of the small company. Rogers came up with a few scripts and began
57
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As Robert Sklar writes, “Four of the most famous names in motion pictures ... were even persuaded to
pool their independent production and create their own distribution firm, United Artists. As it turned out,
the formation of United Artists protected them from the sudden integration of the industry that swiftly
followed. Other independent producers were neither so powerful nor so lucky” (Robert Sklar, Movie-Made
America: A Cultural History of American Movies [New York: Vintage Books, 1975], 148).
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creating films. Unfortunately, none met with success in their time. Today, however, his
first film, The Ropin’ Fool, released in 1922, provides indispensable visual detail on
Rogers’s trick- and horse-roping abilities. It also reflects the maintenance of his ties to
Cherokee ranching history, a dedication never compromised whatever his environs. In the
end, after three dead-end films, the Rogers family faced financial ruin for the first time:
“His personal savings, bonds put aside for the children, the family assets, all had to be
liquidated.”59
Though financially insecure, all was not lost. Rogers quickly made up for his
financial misstep by turning again to live-performance venues and laying groundwork for
some of his most influential cultural work. He traveled the country (without his family),
working again for Ziegfeld, whose standing invitation Rogers would intermittently take
up throughout the early 1920s. And, significantly, at the end of 1922, Rogers signed a
contract with McNaught Syndicate to produce short political editorials, an artistic venture
that made him a political figure as well as a popular one. Rogers also began to pull in a
good deal of revenue giving speeches. In 1923, revealing his need to recover from the
financial troubles resulting from Will Rogers Productions, he organized a makeshift
lecture tour for himself that would foreshadow his later (and much more arduous) benefit
concerts during the 1927 flooding of the Mississippi River Valley and the later
Depression and Dust Bowl.60 He lectured to (among others) students at West Point
Military Academy; the Lucy Stone League; the Automobile Manufacturers in New York
City; the Carpet and Rug Manufacturers; the National Hosiery and Underwear
59

Sterling and Sterling, Will Rogers in Hollywood, 46.
Though not discussed in this dissertation, Rogers’s lecture tours during these two devastating national
events were known throughout the country. As one example, during the early years of the Dust Bowl,
Rogers “spent twenty-two days in January and February 1931 flying from town to town in Arkansas,
Texas, and Oklahoma, entertaining at scores of Red Cross and local charity benefits for victims of a
devastating drought. Widely and closely covered by the press, his efforts raised more than $222,000 in
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Manufacturers; the Detective Force of New York City; the Newspaper Publishers
Association Banquet; the International Conference of Police Chiefs; a national meeting of
the Newspaper Owners and Editors; and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce.61 He balanced
these money-making talks by participating in benefit concerts for a variety of
organizations, including ones supporting the National Vaudeville Artists, the Actors
Fund, and the New York Kid’s Theater.
All these speaking engagements occurred between January and May of 1923. That
same year, a groundbreaking film, The Covered Wagon, was released. The popular movie
would lead Rogers back to Hollywood to create another movie—this time a parody—that
would again challenge the conventional storyline of the Western film and its
representations of American Indians.

“Them’s the Escrow Indians and they attack without warning”62: Parodying the
Western Film Formula
The Covered Wagon was the first epic-length silent American Western. Produced
by Paramount Pictures, directed by James Cruze, and running ninety-eight minutes
(through nine reels), the New York Times review of the film indicates its importance:
The story of the sweep across the continent, for the opening of Oregon and the
wresting of gold from California, is one of the high romantic chapters of Western
chronicle to which every human being of the iron-railed and paved-street age
responds. The men, women and children of 1848-49 lived an epic—and it is the
spirit of this epic, the magnitude and meaning and vivid reality of it, that James
Cruze and his associates have caught and preserved in “The Covered Wagon,”
which opened at the Criterion Theater last night. It is a tremendous picture.63
61
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Though simple in plot, The Covered Wagon was tremendously popular and laid the
groundwork for more serious Western films of the future decades. As Kevin Brownlow
describes in The War, the West, and the Wilderness: the movie “enjoyed unparalleled
success in 1923 as a ten-reel epic Western,” adding that “The fact that the camera is not
ubiquitous ... helps the initial impression that The Covered Wagon is a documentary
record of an original trek in 1848.”64 The film’s false documentary premise set a
precedent followed by the likes of John Ford, Sam Peckinpah, and other great Western
directors. By merging the previous formulaic fantasy of the American West—with its
botched but fearful Indian attacks and successful white frontiersman—with the story of
lovers torn apart and ultimately reunited, the drama appealed to a wider adult audience
than those Westerns that had come before.
By the second half of 1923, Rogers was back in Southern California making a
film that would be released the next year. Entitled Two Wagons, Both Covered, Rogers’s
parody of The Covered Wagon is central in underscoring his awareness of the relegated
roles of American Indians in these types of films. This movie, which Rob Wagner
directed and Rogers wrote and starred in, suggests that he questioned the dramatic and
inaccurate Western formula so popular in the United States and abroad.
To best understand the intricacies of the parody, however, some detail of the
original is necessary. The Covered Wagon begins with this description:
The blood of America is the blood of the pioneers—the blood of lion-hearted men
and women who carved a splendid civilization out of an unchartered wilderness.
With dauntless courage, facing unknown perils, the men and women of the
‘forties flung the boundaries of the nation westward, beyond the Mississippi,
beyond the prairies, beyond the Rockies, —until they founded the United States
of America with two Oceans.65
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The Covered Wagon, dir. James Cruze, 1923; Paramount Studies, 1995, videocassette.
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As Virginia Wright Wexman suggests of these opening lines, “While this sentiment
refers most obviously to the suffering undergone by Anglo settlers, it also implies a
‘bloodline’ of pioneer stock.”66 Already set, then, in a context of implicit colonial
exploitation, the film’s start introduces the primary characters. Jesse Wingate (played by
Charles Ogle) is introduced as the leader of the wagon train, followed by his daughter
Molly (Lois Wilson), who plays the love interest in the film. The two men vying for
Molly’s love are Sam Woodhull (Alan Hale), portrayed as a reliable if rather dull man,
and Will Banion (J. Warren Kerrigan), a ruggedly handsome Mexican-American War
veteran accused of being a cattle-thief. The final character of note is mountain-man
matchmaker William Jackson (Ernest Terrence), “who knows every foot of the trail
between here and Oregon” and who provides the otherwise melodramatic film with a bit
of comic relief with his unkempt appearance and his constant tobacco-spitting.67
The film’s action begins in “Westport Landing—1848—since called Kansas City”
and moves, ultimately, to Oregon. While waiting for wagons to join them from Missouri,
one man declares his desire to “git my plow in Oregon soil,” followed by the introduction
of the film’s first American Indian players, none of whom are identified by name in the
credits. The transition to the scene—“Far out on the Westward trail stands another plow
that bravely started for Oregon”—shows several Native men surrounding an old, partburied plow, indicating that these Natives hunt settlers. One says, “The Pale Face again
crosses the River of Misty Water—always advancing towards the setting sun,” while
another more defiantly states, “With him he brings this monster weapon [plow] that will
bury the buffalo—uproot the forest—and level the mountain. The pale face who comes
with this evil medicine must be slain—or the Red Man perishes!” While the men’s words
66 Virginia Wright Wexman, “The Family on the Land: Race and Nationhood in Silent Westerns,” in The
Birth of Whiteness: Race and the Emergence of U.S. Cinema, ed. Daniel Bernardi (New Brunswick:
Rutgers University Press, 1996), 133.
67 The Covered Wagon.
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might appear to offer a somewhat sympathetic voice, the assumption that it is the “Red
Man” who will be slain is in fact realized by the end of the film, which climaxes in the
typical pioneer-Indian fight that insures the survival of the pioneers—and implies the
disappearance of American Indians.68
Throughout the trek, Molly is wooed by Sam Woodhull, with the approval of her
father, though she and Will Banion clearly have eyes for each other. Though roughlooking and marginalized as a criminal, Will has a soft side that Molly sees when he fixes
a broken doll for a young pioneer girl. Later, he saves Molly when her horse goes wild;
she passes out after the traumatic experience and Will soothes her. Resultant tensions rise
between Sam and Will, resulting in several fights. “Day after day—week after week of
grinding toil to cover twelve pitiful miles a day,” the wagon train travels. With Molly’s
father refusing the courtship of Molly and Will, the true-hearted cowboy heads off for
California in search of gold.
Though crushed, Molly reluctantly agrees to wed Sam. While stopped at a fort,
Molly prepares for her wedding. Just as the union is to take place, however, she is
informed that Will Banion was not, in fact, a cattle-thief and has been exonerated of any
misdoing. Molly thus decides to call off her wedding. Just as she leaves the wagon to
approach Sam—dressed in her white wedding gown—the shadow of an Indian bearing a
bow and arrow is seen. Molly is shot in the chest but does not die. The threat of Indian
violence terrifies the wagon train. William Jackson, who knows the area, reports that “I
jedge they’ll attack at daybreak—they allus do.”69 Indeed, as morning arises, the Natives,
as Wexman describes, “approach their white enemies from behind evergreen branches
they have cut for the purpose, thereby further positioning themselves as part of nature.”70
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Word is quickly sent to Will Banion, who arrives just in time to save the travelers. Molly
recovers and she and Will are reunited in the film’s final scenes, in which they stand
before a fenced-in farm, ready to realize the American agrarian dream.
In Rogers’s parody of the film the West is portrayed differently. Two Wagons,
Both Covered was well-received, given other lukewarm reviews of Rogers’s productions.
In a New York Times review, it was called a “splendid burlesque ... one of the best Will
Rogers has made.”71 Rogers’s play on the formulaic features of the genre reveals truths
not only about the Western formula film but also about the myth of the American West.
The short, which runs approximately twenty-three minutes, begins with opening lines that
caricature those in The Covered Wagon:
Seventy-five years before wood alcohol and Fords civilized this country,
pioneering was the chief industry. A little band of hardy pioneers, (All pioneers
were hardy) set out from what is now humorously called Hoboken, New Jersey.
Just across the river, behind that spotted oxen is the Woolworth Building and
Grant’s Tomb—What later disastrously turned out to be New York City.72
The intentional use of the word civilized here marks the major trope of this parody. By
the film’s close, the question of who is civilized is brought into question.
There are only three principal characters in Two Wagons, including mountainman Joe Jackson (played by Will Rogers), “the best scout that eer spit in a rattlesnake’s
eye”; the lovely Molly Wingate (Marie Masquini), “who is going to prove you can be a
pioneer and still look like something”; and the dandy Bill Bunion (also played by Will
Rogers), “leader of the hardy pioneers of Palm Beach.” Jackson is the leader of these two
wagons (not what one would call a wagon train) heading to California (see figs. 3.6 and
3.7). Because Jackson is bothered by Bunion’s late arrival and clean shave—“When one
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Figure 3.6. Rogers as Joe Jackson in Two Wagons, Both Covered (photo courtesy of the
Will Rogers Memorial Museum).
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Figure 3.7. Rogers as Bill Bunion in Two Wagons, Both Covered (photo courtesy of the
Will Rogers Memorial Museum).
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shaves every day, it takes up time,” Bunion explains to the irate Jackson—he relegates
him to tending the stock (one cow) following the wagons.
As the two wagons lumber slowly West, one couple decides to turn back, at which
point the man pulls a tandem bike out of a wagon and the two take off in the opposite
direction. When they reach the Mississippi River, one of the pioneers asks Joe Jackson
how they will navigate the river: “Better go ‘round it,” Jackson replies. When asked
which end they should head for, Jackson states, “Let’s go up north—’round the mouth of
it.” After several arduous nights—“Men were no different in those days than now. The
women did the work while the men ‘went down in history’”—the two wagons approach
the place “Where friendships part.” There is a sign pointing in two directions: north to
San Francisco and south to Los Angeles. The dandy Bill Bunion, still clean-shaven, heads
north with one wagon; when they reach Oakland Bay, he dons his Yale bathing suit to
cross the water with poise. Meanwhile Joe Jackson heads south toward Los Angeles with
the other travelers. As the Jackson team nears Los Angeles, they pass a sign that reads:
“Los Angeles City Limits: 296 miles to courthouse.” Jackson advises the team that they
spend the night outside the city limits: “it’s safer.”
Not safe enough, apparently, for the dangers of Los Angeles soon rear their ugly
heads among the campers. As in its serious counterpart, the pioneers see branches
moving in the distance, marking the presence of Indians. Joe Jackson, chewing tobacco,
spits and states, “Them’s the Escrow Indians and they attack without warning.” Sure
enough, the Escrow Indians drop their branches, revealing themselves to be white men
armed with real-estate contracts.73

73 Two Wagons, Both Covered. Rogers uses the term escrow to reference a particular real-estate practice
common throughout the twentieth century. Specifically, an escrow account consists of monies held by a
lender (typically a mortgage company) in a borrower’s name to pay property taxes and/or home insurance.
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As opposed to The Covered Wagon, in which the pioneers are saved, these settlers
are taken for all their worth. One by one, each traveler is attacked by a bloodthirsty
Indian: “I’m in the real estate business—I represent Hilow Acres, the fastest growing
subdivision in California—I tell you man—” says one. Another states, “I’ll take the
wagon for a first payment,” pulling the wagon away as the pioneer looks on confused.
The last to be swindled, of course, is the rugged Joe Jackson, uneducated in the ways of
real estate. He unwittingly signs a contract and sees his horse being taken away by one of
the savages. Much like many Native Americans whose land was taken (or traded or
bought) without a full explanation or the enormity of the contract, he’s infuriated when
he realizes what he’s signed away. When the Escrow Indian who swindled Jackson tries
to ride the horse, however, he falls into a deep puddle and begins drowning. As he’s
crying for help, Jackson seems to have a change of heart and goes to save the man. Just as
he pulls him out of the deep water, the Escrow Indian refuses to give up and tries to sell
him more shoddy land: “I’ve got another lot I wouldn’t sell to m’own brother but I’ll let
you have it at a small profit—.” Jackson pauses, looks longingly at his horse, and pushes
the Escrow Indian back into the water, drowning the real estate salesman. The movie
ends.
These Escrow Indians are both funny and ripe for serious scrutiny because they
play on the controversial and non-Native concept of land ownership, both as it was
played out in history and how it was portrayed in the American Western film of Rogers’s
day. Actual Native people were trying to keep their communally held land through the
frontier period of U.S. history, defending it, we might say, from the Escrow Indians
trying to buy and later sell it to non-Natives. The film’s Indians could easily be construed
as playing a colonizing role; they attack (think the Dawes Act) and force settlement on
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the unsuspecting. Rogers’s parody thus inverts the traditional Western attack storyline. In
Rogers’s reality, it’s not the Indians who are aggressive—it’s the settlers.
In the end, the attack of these Escrow Indians reveals Rogers not only as a
talented parodist, but also as a Cherokee concerned over the representation of American
Indians in Southern California’s film industry. Parodies such as Two Wagons typically
focus on their subject to point out what makes it work, and then inverts that paradigm to
get laughs. Parodies of the Western film in particular tend to turn on the rugged, romantic
hero that is central to the formula.74 Two Wagons certainly does parody the western hero
through Bill Bunion—whose name references a bone deformity as opposed to the more
eloquent-sounding Banion of The Covered Wagon—but the heart of the film is
undoubtedly the Indian attack, which is parodying not the film’s heroes, but the
representation of and symbolic use of Indians in these films, lobbing a serious critique of
the Western during its foundational period. Indeed, by completely removing Indians from
the film—replacing them with white real-estate agents—Rogers questions who controls
these films, who stars in them, and why.

“But you are an American citizen?”75: Rogers’s Talkies in a Cherokee Context
From the start of Rogers’s film career to its finish, he consistently brought
Cherokee—or American Indian—issues and representations to the fore. Furthering Lary
May’s examination of Rogers’s 1930s talkies in The Big Tomorrow, this section connects
what May calls “Rogers formula films” to the Indian Territory and the Cherokee Nation
in particular.76 As happened throughout Rogers’s career, his artistic endeavors crossed
74

For a brief discussion of Western parodies, see Edward Buscombe, ed., The BFI Companion to the
Western (New York: Atheneum, 1988), 199.
75 So This Is London, dir. John G. Blystone, 1930; Will Rogers Memorial Museum, 2008, DVD.
76 May, Big Tomorrow, 36.
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the national boundaries between the Cherokee Nation and the United States by exhibiting
social and political struggles distinctly extant in both places.
In 1930, for example, Rogers released his third talkie entitled So This Is London,
the second of two films he starred in as Hiram Draper, a Texas oil man raised in the
Indian Territory who is forced, for business reasons, to travel with his family to London.
In one scene, echoing a journalistic comment made in Rogers’s 1926 book Letters of a
Self-Made Diplomat to His President and foreshadowing an April 1935 radio show,
Draper encounters trouble obtaining a passport to travel abroad.77 In one of his bestknown moments on screen, Rogers ad-libs a series of jokes, all turning on notions of
Americanness, citizenship, and belonging:
Passport Officer: You say you were born in the Indian Territory, and at that time
they had no such thing as birth certificates? Than how are we to know of your
birth?
Draper (Rogers): I kinder gather from you that you doubt I was born. Of course,
out in our country, if you woke up and appeared before anybody in person, why,
we take it as fairly positive proof that you must have been born. We just kind of
trust in that way; we might wonder as to why you were born, but we would never
question the fact that you were born.
Passport Officer: But you must have some witnesses to your birth.
Draper (Rogers): Witness to my birth? Hey, now, out home, this thing of being
born was kind of a private affair; it wasn’t a public function mind ye.
Passport Officer: But you are an American citizen?

77 These written comments preceding the film can be found in Will Rogers, Letters of a Self-Made
Diplomat to His President (New York: Albert & Charles Boni, 1926), 27, in which he writes, “This was the
first time I had ever been called on to prove that [he was an American citizen]. Here my Father and Mother
were both one-eighth Cherokee Indians and I have been on the Cherokee rolls since I was named, and my
family had lived on one ranch for 75 years.” Rogers loved this joke. He pulled it again on radio in April
1935: “... as a race there has never been any comparison between a Pilgrim and an Indian. Now I hope my
Cherokee blood is not making me prejudiced. I want to be broadminded, but I am sure that it was only the
extreme generosity of the Indians that allowed the Pilgrims to land. Suppose we reversed the case. Do you
reckon the Pilgrims would have ever let the Indians land? Yeah, what a chance! What a chance!” (Will
Rogers, “Good Gulf Show,” 14 April 1935, qtd. in Radio Broadcasts of Will Rogers, ed. Steven K. Gragert
[Stillwater: Oklahoma State University Press, 1983], 119.)
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Draper (Rogers): Well, I think I am. My folks were Indian; both my mother and
father had Cherokee blood in ‘em and I was born and raised in Indian Territory.
Of course, I’m not one of those Americans whose ancestors came over on the
Mayflower, but we met them at the boat when they landed. And it has always
been to the everlasting discredit of the Indian race that we ever let ‘em land.78
Based on the reactions of other actors in this scene—and confirmed by testaments by
fellow actors and directors that Rogers adlibbed many lines—this commentary was
unplanned.79 As the last line is said, one actor (the passport officer, who is supposed to
appear stern) suddenly smiles; another (a background character speaking with another
officer) was smiling and, glancing at Rogers when it seems she should be continuing her
own conversation with another actor, stops smiling and looks surprised, if not shocked.
The scene captures Rogers’s use of his Cherokeeness in film eloquently. When the
opportunity arose, he took it. Other times, mention of his ties to the Cherokee Nation and
Indian Territory were more subtle or entirely absent.
In Lary May’s examination of Rogers’s films in The Big Tomorrow, May presents
an overarching argument that the often-overlooked movies of the 1930s provided a
progressive social and cultural blueprint for those that would come later in the 1960s, an
artistic progression interrupted in the 1940s and 1950s by World War II and the onset of
the Cold War, events Hollywood met with more nationalistic themes. Rogers, May
claims, was central to the populist vision put forth by the movie industry during the
decade, for his use of a traditional American rhetoric—one also pronounced in his
political commentaries on vaudevillian stages a decade earlier—spoke for common
Americans struggling with the challenges of the Depression and the resultant shifting
78

So This Is London, dir. John G. Blystone, 1930; Will Rogers Memorial Museum, 2008, DVD.
For more on Rogers’s adlibbing, see Bryan B. Sterling, ed., The Will Rogers Scrapbook (New York:
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notions of race, class, and gender that came along with it. In his examinations of twentyfour “Rogers formula films,” May concludes:
Though each had a different locale and story, the same conversion narrative
occurs over and over.... [The] characters speak for the ideologies vying for power
in the local community. In this locale, Rogers played not only the comic but the
hero who served variously as a judge, ambassador, doctor, store owner, and
politician accountable to the community.... Yet the local elites [were] played by
actors who resembled the Republican presidents Herbert Hoover and Warren J.
Harding, threaten this world.... Behind this rhetoric viewers see that the rich
exclude the poor whites and ethnic and racial groups; moreover, the drawing of
social boundaries makes it impossible for romance to reach culmination among
lovers from diverse groups.80
Indeed, for Americans at large, Rogers’s films challenged the notion of an older, more
Victorian Americanism by carefully shrouding such critique in his own traditional-style
banter. As described by a variety of actors and directors involved in Rogers’s films, he
refused to follow the script, evidence that Rogers’s agenda did indeed make its way into
films he neither wrote nor directed. When asked if Rogers stuck to script, John Ford, for
example, emphatically responded,
Oh no! Never! Nobody would write for Will. He’d read his script and say, “What
does that mean?” And I’d say, “Well, that’s rather a tough question. I don’t know
what it means exactly.” Then we would finally figure out what it meant, and I’d
say to him, “Say it in your own words!” And he’d go away, muttering to himself,
getting his lines ready, and when he came back, he’d make his speech in typical
Rogers fashion, which was better than any writer could write for him. Because no
writer could write for Will.81
Clearly, then, Rogers’s persona came through in these films; they were not merely stories
in which Rogers played a particular role, but characters Rogers shaped using his own
style.
These movies often challenged societal norms in ways likely to fail were it not for
Rogers’s small-town mannerisms. In John Ford’s 1934 Judge Priest, for example, Rogers
80
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plays a small-town judge confronting interracial strife in the South. Stepin Fetchit (the
stage name of Lincoln Perry), one of the best-known African-American comedic actors
of the decade, plays the role of Jeff Poindexter, a man falsely accused of stealing
chickens from a white man’s farm. The movie, in part, shows Priest and Fetchit spending
quality time together, a rare relationship development in the decade’s films. In the end,
Priest prevents the imprisonment of Fetchit by proving—through their personal
interactions—that Fetchit’s character did not commit any crime and was instead the target
of racial injustice. In a 1971 interview with Fetchit, the actor not only praises Rogers’s
role in elevating the artistic recognition of Black actors, including Fetchit, Bill
“Bojangles” Robinson, and Hattie McDaniel, but also details a significant portion of the
film that was later cut:
When people saw me and Will Rogers together like brothers, that said something
to them.... I was in Judge Priest, that Ford did with Will Rogers in 1934. Did you
see that? Well, remember that line Will Rogers says to me, “I saved you from one
lynching already”? We had a lynching scene in there, where I, as an innocent
Negro, got saved by Will Rogers. They cut it out because we were ahead of the
time.82
Despite the film’s progressive message for its day, modern viewers would cringe at the
paternalistic attitude of Priest’s character (he calls Poindexter “boy” and assume that he
will perform all the labor throughout the film) and the stereotypical speak offered by
Poindexter, reflects Rogers’s youth in the Cherokee Nation.
Rogers, the son of a slaveholding Confederate Cherokee, felt simultaneously close
to and paternalistic toward African Americans and Afro-Cherokees living near and
working on his ranch during his youth. In fact, while visiting home in May 1924—when
he spoke to the Claremore Chamber of Commerce and stayed with the Robinsons,
“members of the Pocahontas Club”—the Claremore Messenger reported that “two
82
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stalwart negro boys rode into Chelsea on horseback to see Rogers before he left.”83 Who
these boys or men—their ages are unclear given the racist rhetoric of the day—are
remains unclear, but they were likely members of ranch-hand Dan Walker’s family,
which included his wife Agnes, a former Rogers family slave, and at least five children.84
Rogers remained close to the family throughout his life, as evidenced in a later event in
April 1933, when the Claremore Progress reported that Rogers “sent a message to Joe
Galbraith, of Talala, Rogers’s old home, to arrange bond for the release of Eli Walker,
negro, held in the county jail in Bartlesville, on a charge of shooting his wife.” The
article, published during the filming of Judge Priest, goes on to provide further detail:
The story of Rogers’ interest in the negro dates back to slavery days when Will’s
father owned Martha [Agnes] Rogers[, a] buxon [sic] negro woman.... Dan
[Walker] and Martha were united in marriage and they took care of Will Rogers
when a youth after his mother died. Of the union was born, a dusky pickaninny
named Eli.85
The paper’s now-shocking use of racially charged language matches the racist rhetoric of
Judge Priest, a sentiment Rogers, as Priest, refused to accept. Whether Walker committed
the crime is unknown. It is possible that, like the original version of Judge Priest, Rogers
saved this man from being lynched—or at best wrongly imprisoned. Given Rogers’s
relationship with the family, however, he clearly felt obliged to help the man. In the end,
then, the message of interracial accord in Judge Priest, albeit problematic in many
respects, reflects tension within both the Cherokee Nation and the United States.
May succinctly details aspects of these films that subverted general American
audience expectation: “Rooted in the vernacular, the Rogers hero operated in a world
where the soundtrack played folk and popular songs, while the dialogue revealed the
83
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ethnic and class roots of the main characters. The wealthy spoke in the language of the
educated, while Rogers used the language and dialects of the folk.” It is beyond the scope
of May’s analysis to detail the ways these films are important to the representation of and
references to the Cherokee Nation.86 There are, however, a few significant behind-thescenes ties to Rogers’s home. For example, the premiere of They Had to See Paris,
Rogers’s first talking picture and the predecessor of So This Is London, was described
this way by the Los Angeles Times: “Oolagah is 100 per cent for Will Rogers...! [F]our
former residents of Oolagah will be in the audience on opening night.... The Claremore
Chamber of Commerce recently wired Rogers the town’s thanks for including it in the
first part of ‘They Had to See Paris.’ Rogers actually filmed the first third of his comedy
in Claremore, a step which will make the town widely known, it is said.”87 Indeed, the
film begins with a shot of the main thoroughfare of Claremore, boasting a sign that reads,
Claremore
The Biggest Little Town in Oklahoma
Except One
Undoubtedly, the “except one” refers to Oolagah, Rogers’s actual birthplace to which he
often referred in his journalistic commentary phonetically—“OO-la-gah”—as though
most outsiders (non-natives to the area) required assistance pronouncing the Cherokee
word. In one scene, also set in Claremore, while Rogers sits in a chair reading the
Claremore Progress, his wife expresses concern over their daughter Opal’s courtship
with a local boy. “Oh, lay off Opal,” Rogers states. “You know the children come by
their wildness naturally.” When his wife responds, “Oh, you weren’t so wild,” Rogers
shrugs and says, “Thought I was.” 88 In another setting, such a statement could simply be
86
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read as a joke between husband and wife. However, that the scene takes place in
Claremore—and given that Rogers often referred to himself and his children as “wild” or
“heathens,” it is plausible that the exchange references his Cherokeeneess. If so, the
statement reads as a challenge to presumptions regarding American Indians, who are
supposed to be, according to stereotype, wild and untamed. When Rogers states that he
thought he was wild, a notion refuted by his wife while he calmly sits reading the
newspaper, he challenges that presumption. Though there is no proof that this scene
references the Cherokee population of Claremore, that it was filmed in a largely
Cherokee town—undoubtedly at Rogers’s suggestion—and that several residents from
the area were present at the film’s opening, signifies his continued interest in bringing
commerce and awareness to his home region, which he always referred to as Cherokee or
as part of the old Indian Territory throughout his journalistic commentary.
In a later LA Times article discussing actors’ stunt doubles, John Scott reported
that “Fifteen of his [Rogers’s] pictures were filmed before Rogers would consent to a
stand-in. The comedian finally selected Leonard Traynor from Oklahoma, Will’s home
State. The man is one-eighth Cherokee Indian and resembles Rogers in many ways.”89
Rogers developed a personal connection with Traynor. In a June 2, 1935, article, Rogers
mentions his stand-in, describing him as “an old Oklahoma Cherokee cowpuncher who
had worked with Buck [McKee] in the Pawnee Bill Show away back ahead of when I met
him. Leonard comes from my country and lived in Chelsea.”90 These examples of
Rogers’s connections to the Cherokee Nation further solidify the ways he used his
stardom to boost recognition of his tribal identity and to employ tribal members when
possible.
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Rogers as an American Indian Actor: A Critical Conclusion
In 1936, soon after Will Rogers died in a plane crash, a pamphlet entitled
Screenland’s First Americans was published by the Indian Actor’s Association. The IAA,
as it is sometimes called, represented a group of Native actors looking for more accurate
representation and progressive hiring practices in early Hollywood.91 Among those
featured in this particular pamphlet was the well-known Lakota author, intellectual, and
actor Luther Standing Bear, whom the publication describes as “the oldest member of the
Indian Actors Association.”92 Many lesser-known Native actors of the period—Ah-TeeHa (Pottawatomie), Many Treaties (Blackfoot), Bill Wilkerson (Cherokee), and others—
are also mentioned in the pamphlet. In the middle of the publication, there is a picture of
several actors dressed “in ‘Savage’ on location,” a description implying the actors’
acknowledgment of the spectacle of Native representation in these early films.93
Somewhat surprisingly, Will Rogers is also featured in this pamphlet, donning a
headdress (fig. 3.8). The image—it is unclear whether this is a painting, a photograph, or
a combination of the two—is accompanied by a poem dedicated to Rogers and “all of
tribal blood.” The commentary underneath the poem indicates that it was intended to be a
gift from its author to Rogers upon the latter’s return from his plane trip. The poem,
attributed to R. Hand, reads:

91 As historian Nicolas Rosenthal explains, “Native actors organized the Indian Actors’ Association, in part
because of the ‘practice among some studios of engaging pseudo-Indians for leading roles’ and the need to
‘try to displace the Syrians, Swedes, Aryans, and Latins who [were] being manufactured into Indians by
sun-tan oil and braided wigs’” (Rosenthal, “Representing Indians,” par 18). For other discussions of the
Indian Actors Association—and its 1926 predecessor the War Paint Club—see Ralph E. and Natasha A.
Friar, The Only Good Indian ... The Hollywood Gospel (New York: Drama Book Specialists, 1972), 248;
and Aleiss, Making the White Man’s Indian, 54-55. None of these discussions mentions the inclusion of
Will Rogers in this early IAA publication.
92 Screenland’s First Americans (Hollywood: Pioneer Press, circa 1935), 13.
93 Screenland’s First Americans, 14.
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Figure 3.8. Will Rogers, featured in “Screenland’s First Americans,” circa 1936 (courtesy
of Nicholas G. Rosenthal).
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Truth and tolerance he was shown and taught;
Honor to himself and people brought;
Erect in stature, straight in speech and thot.

In tune with nature and her magic arts,
No doubt nor fear his proven faith assails;
Direct he speaks and acts, and truth imparts
In deeds, in throbbing songs, and thrilling tales.
And I am proud of blood which proves me kin—
Noble my brother—in and ‘neath the skin!94

The piece presents Rogers in ways both familiar to his non-Native American fans and
specific to members of the IAA. That Rogers was “erect in stature, straight in speech and
thot” would have been of little surprise to any reader knowledgeable of Rogers’s public
persona. However, the poem’s ending lines—“And I am proud of blood which proves me
kin— / Noble my brother—in and ‘neath the skin”—ties the memorial specifically to
Native America and, given its publication place, to Southern California’s Indian actors.
The appearance of both Luther Standing Bear and Will Rogers in this publication
is striking. That Standing Bear supported Indians’ acting rights is relatively well-known
and documented in both his own writing and scholars’ descriptions.95 However, the
notion that Rogers participated in organized Indian acting rights is dubious at best. Extant
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historical evidence shows few ties—some significant, others not—between Rogers and
other Indian actors. Still, the fact that Rogers was a Cherokee was central in the IAA’s
decision to include him in their earliest publication. Perhaps the IAA hoped their use of
Rogers would boost their power among Hollywood businessmen. Perhaps they
considered him an Indian actor who circumvented the general curtailment of Native
acting roles in early Hollywood.96
There is, however, an intriguing irony in this particular visual representation of
Rogers, who never performed in a headdress. By presenting Rogers in regalia so closely
aligned with the misrepresentation of Indians in Hollywood, the IAA pamphlet points to
the complex interplay between a Native actor such as Rogers, who avoided such clichéd
typecasting, and the many others who worked within its confines. IAA members
accomplished two goals in this visual’s inclusion. First, they marked Rogers as an Indian
actor. Second, and more importantly, they aligned themselves with an Indian actor who
had achieved the goals they describe in their publication’s preamble:
Realizing that in unity there is strength and by applying the golden rule of helping
rather than hindering, standing by each other in success or failure, and always
giving our best for the success of each and every member we are organized for
the advancement of the American Indian in the motion picture industry.97
More than other images in the pamphlet, it is the visual of Rogers that best exemplifies
the IAA’s goal of “advancement”: that Native actors be allowed to perform without the
curtailments and stereotypes attached to the headdress Rogers bears in the image.
Just as Rogers and Standing Bear appeared in the same IAA pamphlet, they also
shared the same views of Natives roles in film. While working with Thomas Ince during

96 There are, of course, other Native actors, directors, and producers who worked outside the bounds of
typical Hollywood, but their numbers were few, especially by the 1930s, when the film industry was run by
large corporations. Some have been discussed in this chapter. For more information, however, see Deloria,
Indians in Unexpected Places, esp. chapter 2.
97 Screenland’s First Americans, 4.
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Inceville’s early years, Standing Bear told Ince that “none of the Indian pictures were
made right. He seemed quite surprised at this and began asking me questions. I explained
to him in what way his Indian pictures were wrong.... I have seen probably all of the
pictures which are supposed to depict Indian life, and not one of them is correctly
made.”98 In Rogers’s films, particularly his silents, Rogers makes a similar complaint.
I close this chapter with a description of this pamphlet because it both answers
and raises further questions about Rogers’s role in Southern California—both as an
affluent resident and a Cherokee actor. Despite the fact that Rogers did not don a
headdress or spread on war paint to shoot a movie, he was keenly aware of Native
peoples’ relegated places in the movie industry. That Native film criticism, theory, and
history places Rogers outside the bounds of American Indian acting is an oversight that
not only reduces Rogers’s place in Native film history, but more importantly mires the
scholarship in an inaccurate rhetoric of defeat and misrepresentation. Adding Rogers and
others like him to the extant scholarship on Native peoples’ roles in film challenges the
notion that Native actors were mere pawns working in Hollywood. They were instead
well-informed participants in an industry that, indeed, often misrepresented them—but
not without a fight. In concrete terms, the important and powerful intertribal organization
of the IAA, alongside the discussion of Rogers’s films here, requires a rethinking of the
ways Native actors may be considered as independent agents in their own rite—not
unwitting participants in an industry. As asserted by modern Oneida actor Steve Elm,
quoted at the start of this chapter—“I did not go to acting school to learn to be an ‘Indian
actor.’ I trained to become an actor who would someday be known as an actor who
happened to be an Indian”—Native agency in performance must be included in Native
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film criticism for the scholarship to become fully holistic and representative of Native
peoples roles in visual media.99
As for Rogers, his work and influence reached far beyond the bounds of
Hollywood. From the time he made Two Wagons, Both Covered to the completion of his
last talkie, Steamboat Round the Bend, Rogers also worked as a syndicated newspaper
columnist. From the front pages of the New York Times to the Tulsa Daily World, Rogers
engaged not only American political and social debates, but also national and tribal
American Indian news. His daily editorials reached a vast audience of newspaper
subscribers and offered him yet another venue in which to detail, as Luther Standing Bear
phrased it in his 1933 book Land of the Spotted Eagle, “What the Indian Means to
America.”100
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Chapter 4:
Ambassador Cherokee: Tribal Journalism and International Politics
Will Rogers opened most of his stage, radio, and print commentary with the line,
“All I know is what I read in the papers.” It was no joke. Though he was a well-read man,
he did scour newspapers to come up with the content for all his performances, written and
otherwise. As his wife Betty Blake Rogers wrote, “newspapers almost became a part of
him—extras, out-of-town papers, metropolitan dailies and country weeklies….
Newspapers, magazines and books were stacked on the desk in his dressing room at the
studio, strewn in the back of his automobile and piled high on the table beside his bed.”1
Newspapers not only surrounded Rogers physically, they were intricately tied to his
career.
Perhaps because of their enormity and accessibility (his collection of writings
have been compiled and reprinted in ten volumes), Rogers’s journalistic writings are the
most scrutinized of all his artistic endeavors.2 Daniel Heath Justice’s examination of
Rogers’s writings places them squarely in the Cherokee Nation. In Our Fire Survives the
Storm, Justice argues that Rogers, more than other Cherokee writers of the period,
successfully communicated “the realities of the enduring Cherokee presence in the
modern age.”3 Perhaps most importantly, Justice places Rogers in the context of
Cherokee literary history, alongside playwright Lynn Riggs, novelist John Oskison,
Beloved Woman Nancy Ward, Cherokee Chief John Ross, and others. By tying tribal
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history and literature together, Justice offers an indispensable presentation of Cherokee
literary evolution.
Taking on regionalist elements of Rogers’s written opus, Tol Foster’s work ties
Rogers to Oklahoma, which he calls a “multicultural frontier,” given the diverse tribes
and settlers living in the state. Foster dedicates a large portion of his dissertation and
published material to a geographic/literary analysis of Rogers:
Rather than articulate relations within his own tribal community, or relate merely
from his subject position as a colonized Cherokee, Rogers extended his notion of
community outwards to the United States itself. Rogers engaged in a rhetoric ... of
relation by imagining himself in relation to his colonizers, and imagining a
relation between his colonizers and the colonized of the world.4
Foster ties Rogers’s writings to place, showing that Rogers and other Native writers of
the Indian Territory successfully employed the period’s popular regionalism to force
Americans to examine their actions at home and abroad. Thus, although certainly a
regionalist U.S. writer in his own rite, Rogers also connected U.S.-Indian affairs to U.S.
international policy, opening interrogative spaces beyond (though not excluding) general
U.S. regionalist literatures of the period, much of which was written by white authors
about Native or African American subjects.5
4 Tol Foster, “Of One Blood: An Argument for Relations and Regionality in Native American Literary
Studies,” in Reasoning Together: The Native Critics Collective, ed. Craig S. Womack, Daniel Heath
Justice, and Christopher B. Teuton (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2008), 287-288.
5 During the 1920s and 1930s, non-Native writers as far flung as Mary Austin, Ernest Hemingway, D. H.
Lawrence, William Carlos Williams, and Ezra Pound were incorporating into their work not only Native
stories and imagined worlds, but also American Indians as generic—and thus often problematic—symbols
of a lost or innocent past. Similarly, many white Modernists—Williams, Pound, Gertrude Stein, and
regionalist Joel Chandler Harris—employed inaccurate and symbolic African-American speech into their
literature, which, as Michael North argues, centered on the “disappearing Negro”: “It functioned as wish
fulfillment, revealing the barely submerged hope that the freed slaves would simply die off” (Michael
North, The Dialect of Modernism: Race, Language, and Twentieth-Century Literature [New York: Oxford
University Press, 1994], 22). For discussion of the uses of such usurpation and misrepresentation in
literature during this period, see North, The Dialect of Modernism; Kenneth Lincoln, Sing with the Heart of
a Bear: Fusions of Native and American Poetry, 1890-1999 (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2000); and Sherry L. Smith, Reimagining Indians: Native Americans through Anglo Eyes, 1880-1940 (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2000). For analyses of earlier literary misrepresentations, see Robert F.
Berkhofer Jr., The White Man’s Indian: Images of the American Indian from Columbus to the Present
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1978), esp. Part Three; Roy Harvey Pearce, Savagism and Civilization: A
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This chapter’s goal is to widen this extant analysis not only by broadening such
ties to the Cherokee Nation, but also by exploring Rogers’s concurrent ties to U.S.
domestic and international affairs. The chapter’s first section connects Rogers’s writing
to a particular Cherokee—and Indian Territory—literary context, tying his dialect writing
to that of numerous Indian Territory journalists prolific during Rogers’s youth, who
employed a vernacular style similar to his own. This consideration of Cherokee
journalistic history and the important role of publishing in retaining and preserving tribal
sovereignty and national identity connect Rogers’s writing to his tribal predecessors in
the Indian Territory.
The subsequent two sections examine the content of Rogers’s writings through
two lenses. In the first of these sections, I examine what I consider to be Rogers’s
domestic transnational issues; that is, across the Cherokee-U.S. border. The second
section dealing directly with these writings considers him as a transnational writer in the
more traditional sense: as an American and a Cherokee traveling outside the United
States’ national boundaries. By pairing his focus on Native-U.S. relations with other U.S.
policies abroad, these sections together show Rogers’s attempts to tie colonial
relationships between Indian nations and the United States to U.S. involvement in affairs
beyond its geographic bounds.

Study of the Indian and the American Mind (1953; Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), esp.
chap. 7; and Henry Nash Smith, Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and Myth (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1950), esp. Book Two. For a more theoretical take on such misrepresentation,
see Gerald Vizenor, Manifest Manners: Postindian Warriors of Survivance (Hanover, NH: Wesleyan
University Press, 1994).
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“All time he want it land. All time he steal it injun land”6: Regional Humor and
Territory Literary Ties
Fifty-three years before Rogers’s birth, Elias Boudinot, Cherokee intellectual and
soon-to-be editor of the Cherokee Phoenix, traveled the East Coast of the United States in
search of funding for what would become the first newspaper in Native America. On
May 26, 1826, Boudinot gave a speech at the First Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, a
talk that included a clear statement of why such an enterprise was important to American
Indians broadly:
I am inclined to think, after all that has been said of the aborigines, after all that
has been written in narratives, professedly to elucidate the leading traits of their
character, that the public knows little of that character. To obtain a correct and
complete knowledge of these people, there must exist a vehicle of Indian
intelligence, altogether different from those which have heretofore been
employed. Will not a paper published in Indian country, under proper and
judicious regulations, have the desired effect?7
Two years later, on February 21, 1828, the Cherokee Phoenix (Tsa-la-ge-Tsi-hi-sa-ni-hi
in Cherokee) was distributed throughout the nation for the first time. Not only was the
paper a groundbreaking historical moment in terms of tribal communication—it was
published in both Cherokee and English—but it was a stalwart enactment of the nation’s
sovereignty in the face of increasing intrusions by the federal government and the U.S.
states surrounding the nation. As Boudinot noted in his public announcement of the paper
in October 1827, “it must be known that the great and sole motive in establishing this
paper, is the benefit of the Cherokees. This will be the great aim of the Editor, which he
intends to pursue with undeviating steps.”8 This sentiment—emphasizing connections
among community, nationhood, and journalism—initiated a tribal tradition that includes
6 Choon-stoo-tee, letter to “Mr. Tel-fone,” The (Cherokee) Telephone (Tahlequah, Indian Territory), 22
February 1888, 2:3. Folder 15.23: Humor – Choonstootee, American Native Press Archives, University of
Arkansas, Little Rock.
7 Elias Boudinot, Cherokee Editor: The Writings of Elias Boudinot, ed. Theda Perdue (Knoxville:
University of Tennessee Press, 1983), 76-7.
8 Boudinot, Cherokee Editor, 90.
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not only Will Rogers, but also countless Cherokee publishers, writers, and editors who
employ a journalistic medium to relay local and national news.
Though edited by Elias Boudinot, the Phoenix was largely under the purview of
Chief John Ross, who used the paper as a mouthpiece for the Nation’s political opinions.
For most of the paper’s publication, which ran from 1828 to 1834, Boudinot and Ross
were political allies and the content of the paper reflected a unified front against both
popular opinions about Cherokees and the increasing pressure on the nation’s citizens to
remove from their homelands. However, in 1832, Boudinot’s opinions on removal
changed, due in large part to the aftereffects of the U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling in favor
of the Cherokee Nation in Worcester v. Georgia.
The Reverend Samuel Worcester, a well-liked American missionary living in the
Cherokee Nation, was arrested by the Georgia Guard in 1831 “for living in the Cherokee
country without having obtained a permit from the state of Georgia or having sworn an
oath of allegiance to Georgia.”9 He spent over a year in prison before the Supreme
Court’s decision on his behalf—and thus on behalf of the Cherokee Nation’s
sovereignty—demanded his release. Though the state of Georgia freed Worcester, his
case was ignored by both the state and U.S. President Andrew Jackson, who refused to
enforce the Court’s ruling. Boudinot, who before was a staunch opponent of removal,
was troubled by the United States’ refusal to enforce its own laws. Soon after, he became
a supporter of tribal relocation. According to Theda Perdue, when Boudinot’s name
appeared on a petition supporting removal, “the Cherokee government enjoined him from
publishing his views in the Phoenix. The editor, however, insisted that the Cherokee
people had a right to read arguments for as well as against removal. Principal Chief John

9
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Ross, who led opposition to removal, disagreed.”10 Within a month of Boudinot’s
signature in support of removal, Boudinot resigned as editor. His letter of resignation,
addressed to Chief Ross, was published in the Phoenix on August 11, 1832. His lengthy
explanation of his decision included the following remarks:
Were I to continue as Editor, I should feel myself in a most peculiar and delicate
situation. I do now know whether I could, at the same time, satisfy my own views,
and the views of the authorities of the nation.... I do conscientiously believe it to
be the duty of every citizen to reflect upon the dangers with which we are
surrounded..., to talk over all these matters, and, if possible, come to some definite
and satisfactory conclusion, while there is time.... I could not consent to be the
conductor of the paper without having the right and privilege of discussing these
important matters—and from what I have seen and heard, were I to assume that
privilege, my usefulness would be paralyzed by being considered ... an enemy to
the interests of my country and my people. I love my country and I love my
people ... and for that very reason I should deem it my duty to tell them the whole
truth.11
Boudinot would be one of the signers of the Treaty of New Echota on December 29,
1835, which sold all Cherokee lands in the Southeast and cemented tribal removal west
of the Mississippi. Because none of the signers were official representatives of the
Cherokee Nation, the agreement was illegal. Regardless, the treaty was upheld by the
federal government (despite vehement protest) and led, ultimately, to the 1838 Trail of
Tears. On June 22, 1839, after most Cherokees settled in the Indian Territory, Boudinot
was killed—by knife and tomahawk—by anti-treaty Cherokees.12
It is not the debate over removal, which has been detailed many times elsewhere,
that concerns me here. Instead, it is the role of the Cherokee Phoenix in this controversy
that brings to bear the reasons various Cherokee-run newspapers sprang up in the Indian
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Territory after removal. In fact, I suggest that Rogers’s standard opening line—“All I
know is what I read in the papers”—reflects not only his avid reading of U.S.
newspapers, but also his knowledge of newspapers published in the Indian Territory of
his youth. Throughout his childhood, Rogers was exposed to local and national news by
way of his father, who subscribed to and was featured in major tribal newspapers.
Interspersed among these papers’ standard news features were collections of distinct
dialect writing that I contend provided a blueprint for Rogers’s later and more
sophisticated journalism, which was written in a style similar to these Territory writers
and humorists. These authors, who often disguised themselves using pennames, actively
debated the dissolution of the Five Tribes’ governments and the division of their
communally held lands according to U.S. guidelines. Such diversity of opinion and broad
range of newspaper ownership reflect early tribal debates over the role of journalism in
the Cherokee Nation.
As Daniel Littlefield and Jim Parins detail, there were two distinct types of tribal
newspapers published in the late nineteenth century: those owned outright by a tribal
nation, reflecting primarily official opinions and laws of the particular tribal government,
and those “that were not tribal organs in any sense but were Indian owned, operated, or
edited, sometimes in opposition to tribal leaders.”13 During Rogers’s youth—when he
would have been exposed to such writing—the Cherokee were the most prolific in
newspaper publishing among the Five Tribes.14
Though widely divergent in terms of their tribal political leanings—some
advocating statehood, particular tribal political parties, or the inclusion of AfroCherokees in the tribe—nearly all these Territory newspapers were similar in their
13

Daniel F. Littlefield and Jim W. Parins, ed., American Indian and Alaska Native Newspapers and
Periodicals, 1826-1924 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1984), xiii.
14 Littlefield and Parins, American Indian and Alaska Native Newspapers, xv-xvii.
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insistence on sovereignty, a stance pronounced decades earlier by Boudinot in regard to
the Cherokee Phoenix. One of these papers, The Indian Arrow, published from 1888 to
1930 in the Cherokee Nation’s capital at Tahlequah, sold itself this way: “It is the best
advertising medium in the Cherokee nation. It gives the latest news and will keep you
posted on our Washington affairs.”15 The use of the word you in the paper’s
advertisement indicates that its primary audience was Cherokee tribal members. Another
Cherokee-run paper printed closer to Rogers’s home, the Indian Chieftain out of Vinita,
was “Devoted to the Interests of the Cherokees, Choctaws, Chickasaws, Seminoles,
Creeks, and all Other Indians of the Indian Territory” (see fig. 4.1).16 Finally, the
Cherokee Advocate (1844-1906), the official voice of the Cherokee Nation in the
Territory, continued the Phoenix’s dedication to bilingual print (in Cherokee and English)
and included the following announcement below its masthead: “Published by the
Cherokee Nation at $1.00 per annum in advance—Free to those who read Cherokee
only.” In each of these cases—and there are many others—the newspapers’ primary
purpose is to inform Cherokees, primarily, of news pertinent to them, quite a nationalist
and separatist goal given then-current debates over allotment and statehood.
The detailed historical and literary scholarship of Daniel Littlefield, Craig
Womack, and others, reveals a tradition of dialect-writing active before and during
Rogers’s youth. The dialect writers published in these papers typically took on the

15 The Arrow was also published as the Tahlequah Arrow and the Tahlequah Democratic Arrow during its
print run. The quote is from an advertisement published in the Indian Arrow on 25 February 1891.
Available at the Native American Press Archives, University of Arkansas, Little Rock. For two detailed
examinations of newspapers published in the Indian Territory, see Littlefield and Parins, American Indian
and Alaska Native Newspapers, and Carolyn Thomas Foreman, Oklahoma Imprints, 1835-1907: A History
of Printing before Statehood (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1936).
16 This statement is listed under the paper’s masthead. The Indian Chieftain was also published as the
Vinita Weekly Chieftain and the Weekly Chieftain. Available at the Native American Press Archives,
University of Arkansas, Little Rock.
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Figure 4.1. The Indian Chieftain, dated 20 February 1890, and published in Vinita, Indian
Territory. The masthead reads, “Devoted to the Interests of the
Cherokees, Choctaws, Chickasaws, Seminoles, Creeks, and all Other
Indians of the Indian Territory” (American Native Press Archives,
University of Arkansas, Little Rock).
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literary voice of a Territory Native whose second language was English.17 As opposed to
outsider assessments of Indian English, which included words like “how” and “ugh,”
these writers employed the intricacies modeled by non-Native dialect writers to produce,
on the page, the particular Native accents they heard everyday. In the end, this Red
English dialect tradition (which would later be termed este charte, as will be discussed
below) of which I suggest Rogers was a part was a rebellion against non-Native’s
representations of stereotypical Indian speak.
Dialect writing was indeed a popular medium throughout Five Tribes’ newspapers
and magazines from the 1880s through the 1910s, making it a definable movement by the
early twentieth century. Among these, then, were many Cherokee writers who used
contemporary non-Native dialect models to mold a distinct Red English. One selfproclaimed Cherokee writer, for example, who wrote under the pen name Choo-noo-lusky, wrote several letters to the Cherokee Telephone, expressing concern over allotment
and the invasion of outsiders onto tribal lands that included the Rogers family ranch:
I want you ax him, Jo’l Mays [Joel Mays, Cherokee chief from 1887 to 1891],
what about it dis lan ‘nopoly all time[.] injin lease it day Cherokee lan now all lan
leased ten fiftenn year dat white man. ‘Way up Delaware, Cooweescoowee—all
lan dun got it white man. White man he make it big fiel—he get it heap cow, heap
hoss, eat it dat Cherokee grass. I bin way up Delaware, I see no Injin up dar—
look it state—all white mans.18
This Red English contains oddly spelled words and mixed-up verb usage, like other
dialect writers in the country. When read aloud, however, the commentary is meant to
sound distinctly “Indian” or “Territory Indian.” Further, these writers offered keen

17
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insights into specific Territory issues as well as Native-U.S. relations at large. In a later
letter to the editor of the Telephone written by the same author, Choo-noo-lus-ky again
charges the chief with unfairness on a variety of counts, including the status of Blacks in
the nation and the wage cuts affecting teachers at the Cherokee Nations premier schools,
or seminaries:
Meester Tel’fone, you heap smart man, you editur. I wan to ax you a few
questions. No. fust, how much more lan Churlurke [Cherokee] he got for intruder
white mans? No secon, how much more money injun he got for big mans to steal?
No. third; how long before big mans have it all that public domain lan an Injun he
cant get no lan for hes chillun? No. forthe; how long fore nigger be so thick in
Nation, you can smell him all time bout Gibson? No. fitt; what bout it full blud he
git it one ticket, he sell it bout forty cents...? No. slix; What bout it Seminary he
stop dat teacher school he no git hes money dat primary school, dat Council he cut
it down dat teach hes wages but he did not cut down hes own wages an dat salary,
dat Cheef and dat big mans sectary hes office, no sir?19
The medium of pseudonymous dialect writing allowed citizens venues to vent about
tribal politics without the repercussions that might be associated with an identifiable local
citizen. Even if the writer did not represent his or her own views of current politics, she
or he was able to represent current debates and concerns running throughout the
Cherokee Nation.
During Rogers’s youth, there was no dearth of debate—protected by such dialect
writing—over the status of Blacks and Afro-Cherokees living in the nation, as evidenced
in the above commentary by Choo-noo-lus-ky. Another writer, calling himself Abraham
Linkum Jones, wrote to the Vinita Indian Chieftain on behalf of Black residents of the
nation:
I tells you, Mr. CHIEFTAIN, ... I has allers counted myself in ez er cullud Cher’kee,
black-washed or transmogerfied into er aboriginee ob dat tribe by de treaty [of
1866]. Doan de treaty say dat sartin cullud folks shall hab all de rights uv er
native Cher’kee and doan de constitushun say dat de treaties shall be de supreme
19
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law ob de lan’? I axes you dat.... I axes you agin—Doan de treaty make me as
much er Cher’kee ez hit do er Cher’kee er white man...? Whus does “nation”
mean in de place whar hit am used in de treaty to cificate de kine uv rights wes
collud fokes sh’ll hab in dis kentry? Kin you lubricate?20
There are other examples, besides these two, that prove the Cherokee Freedman debate to
be an active one with advocates on both sides who felt it best portrayed through aliases
disguised in dialect writing. It was often through this type of writing that such
controversial issues were argued and debated. Given that many citizens knew and were
related to each other, the medium surely proved useful in disguising oneself from public
scrutiny.
The most famous of these writers is undoubtedly Muscogee writer and editor
Alexander Posey, who published seventy-two dialect letters under the name Fus Fixico in
the first few years of the 1900s. In his introduction to The Fus Fixico Letters, a collection
of seventy-two letters written and published by Creek journalist and dialect writer, Daniel
Littlefield defines Posey’s character this way: “Fus Fixico, or ‘heartless bird,’ as some
translated it, was an alleged Creek full-blood who wrote in Creek English dialect to
Posey, as editor [of the Indian Journal, printed in Muskogee and Eufaula, Creek Nation],
about events in the full-blood neighborhoods west of Eufaula.”21 The two men—the
person and the character—disagreed on a number of Muscogee political decisions and
federal interference into tribal affairs. For example, while Posey was an advocate of
allotment, Fixico questioned it. And, while some have suggested that Posey’s creation
and depiction of Fixico was meant to depict full-bloods as ignorant, Womack challenges
such an assessment with a more nuanced reading of the letters: “It is important to note ...
that the characters [created by Posey] are not being made fun of by the author as
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‘dummies’; they are, rather, intelligent people making astute comments about important
events in Indian Territory.”22 Such a reading is clear when examining the ranch of
insights Posey offers through Fixico, which include discussions of the Dawes
Commission, Americans’ ideas about Indians, or local Creek politics. In Fixico’s first
letter, published on October 24, 1902, he describes the reactions of a man identified only
as “Hagee” who reported to Fixico the state of the Creek Council in Okmulgee: “He says
it ain’t do nothing but run in debt. He say it will be good thing when we get deeds so we
can shut up that old council house if we can’t rent it to some mens like the Dawes
commission that’s got lots a time and money from Washington.”23 Though steeped in
local politics—Creek Chief Pleasant Porter and the Council had, according to local press
coverage at the time, not delivered the land deeds owed Creek citizens—there is also
commentary on the greed of the Dawes Commission and their interest in obtaining Indian
lands. In a later letter, Fixico discusses American government officials’ insistence on
changing Indian names:
Well, so Big Man at Washington was made another rule like that one about
making the Injin cut his hair off short like a prize fighter or saloon keeper. Big
Man he was say this time the Injin was had to change his name just like if the
mashal was had a writ for him. So, if the Injin’s name is Wolf Warrior, he was
had to call himself John Smith, or maybe so Bill Jones, so nobody else could get
his mail out of the postoffice. Big Man say Injin name like Sitting Bull or
Tecumseh was too hard to remember and don’t sound civilized like General
Cussed Her or Old Grand Pa Harry’s Son.24
The criticism is obvious here and Fixico would continue to list American names in this
way. Tearing apart these leaders names not only revealed the preposterous rule of namechanging on the part of the U.S. federal government, but also criticized the leaders
22
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themselves. In another example, Fixico repeatedly referred to the sitting U.S. president as
President Rooster Feather, signifying, as Littlefield puts it, a “cocky little president.”25
It was with Posey—and fellow Muscogee writer Charles Gibson—that this dialect
writing became recognized, however informally, as a literary movement in its own rite.
Posey was even interviewed and his letters published in a variety of newspapers in the
United States.26 These many dialect writers were also communicating with each other:
“In 1908, Gibson complained about some dialect letters that had appeared in the
Checotah paper: ‘It’s the poorest dialect stuff that was ever forced upon the reading
public. Don’t dodge behind “Este Charte,” white man, but get up your rot in straight
English, if you can write it.’” In the end, the genre represents a rebellion against nonNative’s representations of stereotypical Indian speak. Posey wrote in response to
Gibson: “Those cigar store Indian dialect stories being published in the Checotah papers
and the Hoffman Herald Auxiliary will fool no one who has lived ‘six months in the
precinct.’ Like the wooden aborigine, they are the product of a white man’s factory, and
bear no resemblance to the real article.”27 Thus, as Littlefield notes, “[T]he Fus Fixico
letters were not an isolated phenomenon but were part of a continuing Indian literary
tradition in dialect humor.”28 Because, as Littlefield shows, Posey was the most popular
and widely read of these dialect writers—and because his style offers a more nuanced
reading than other, rougher dialect letters from previous decades—his writings offer a
nice comparison to Rogers’s in that they are both refined versions of a literary movement
they grew up reading.
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We see general similarities in both writers’ misuse of grammatical correctness.
Seemingly random commas are sprinkled throughout both writers’ texts and they
incorporate odd capitalizations and slang. Like Posey’s nickname for Theodore
Roosevelt—“President Rooster Feather”—Rogers incorporated similar nicknames for
well-known places and people. To offer two brief examples, he commonly referred to
Washington, D.C. as the “Department of Complaints” and called New York writer O. O.
McIntyre simply “Odd (as that’s his name).”29 Further, like Territory dialect writers,
Rogers followed and commented on Indian issues in his columns, reminding his readers
of the past and elaborating on current Native political happenings. Beyond their content
and grammatical incorrectness, however, are a few specific stylistic similarities between
Rogers and Posey.
For example, nearly all of Fixico’s letters begin mid-conversation (this is common
of other Territory dialect writers as well). In one letter, Fixico starts, “Well, so I send you
some more news to put in Injin Journal”; in another he opens, “‘Well, so,’ Hotgun [a
medicine man who was a central character in these letters] say, ‘the Injin has spoken.
Long time ago he give a war whoop and go on the warpath; this time he call a convention
and go on record.’”30 Similarly, Rogers began most of his articles as though talking to a
friend. His well-known start, “Well, all I know is what I read in the papers,” was the most
common. Though there are hundreds of examples, a few variations include, “Well, I have
been prowling around over the earth for three months”; “Well Boys it won’t be long

29 There are various references to these two nicknames. For reference to Washington, D.C., see Will
Rogers, “Club Owners Take Teams South to Cripple Men,” 26 April 1925, in Will Rogers, Will Rogers’
Weekly Articles, vol. 2: The Coolidge Years, 1925-1927, ed. James M. Smallwood and Steven K. Gragert
(Stillwater: Oklahoma State University Press, 1980), 20. For reference to O. O. McIntyre, whose middle
name was in fact “Odd,” see Will Rogers, “Famous Writer Goes House-Hunting,” 2 October 1927, in Will
Rogers, Will Rogers’ Weekly Articles, vol. 3, ed. James M. Smallwood and Steven K. Gragert (Stillwater:
Oklahoma State University Press, 1981), 78.
30 Posey, The Fus Fixico Letters, 69 and 217.
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now”; and “I was reading an article just now by some smart aleck.”31 By beginning their
columns in mid-conversation, each writer grabbed his reader’s attention. At the same
time, the informal tone allowed the reader an easy out. If the reader didn’t feel like
engaging in that conversation, so be it, or, as Rogers wrote, “pick up your tabloid and go
back to reading your favorite murder.”32
It is also key that both writers re-appropriate the slanderous term Injun / Injin
freely in their writings, a literary move that made readers feel both outside and inside the
author’s social circle. Similar to popular Black artists’ use of the word nigger, the use of
the traditionally slanderous term for American Indians here at once reminds readers of
the United States’ incorrigible past with Native peoples while it reappropriates the term
for use by American Indians themselves. As Jabari Asim argues in The N Word:
Artists in a variety of genres, such as Richard Pryor, Dave Chapelle, Sterling
Brown, and August Wilson, have effectively critiqued the language of oppression
even as they invoked it, shining a glaring light on its limitations, its unintended
ironies, and its relative uselessness in most settings beyond art. Theirs is a bigpicture approach that pulls back the carapace of polite society to show a larger
and more revealing view of a culture in which words such as “nigger” can be
successfully spawned and popularized. Their performance of the N word
consistently alludes--subtly or overtly—to our nation’s troubled and complicated
past.33
Not only does all this indicate that Rogers’s writing was influenced by tribal writing, but
it also shows Rogers’s place in a Native literary resistance that goes back 150 years. That
Rogers brought this politicized writing style—and included tribal and national Indian
affairs within it—beyond the historical and cultural boundaries of the Indian Territory
shows the ways he brought tribal traditions to the larger United States.
31
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Rogers’s editorials, while a part of this Territory literary movement, must also be
considered part of larger U.S. dialect movements of his day. Dialect writing, beyond the
bounds of the newsroom, was anything but rare in the interwar years, with countless
writers employing dialect as a literary device. As Michael North describes the use of
African-American dialect by non-Black Modernist writers:
Long before the Harlem Renaissance, Wallace Stevens signed himself “Sambo”
in a letter to his fiancee, and long after it Ezra Pound was still calling Eliot ‘de
Possum’ and using what he imagined was black dialect in his letters. It was in
London that Eliot signed himself ‘Tar Baby,’ in Paris that Gertrude Stein casually
used “dey” and “dem.” William Carlos Williams imagined himself as a black
musician in the 1940s, and as late as 1959 John Berryman could go back to the
very source by dedicating one of his first Dream Songs to Daddy Rice, who
“jumped ‘Jim Crow’ in 1828.”34
North’s analysis of the use of Black dialect by these white Modernist writers concludes
that while such linguistic play appealed to white writers in its refusal to adapt to accepted
English-language standards, it was, to Black Americans, a “chain”: “it [Black dialect
writing by non-Black writers] is a constant reminder of the literal unfreedom of slavery
and of the political and cultural repression that followed emancipation.”35 Multiple Black
writers—Zora Neale Hurston, Claude McKay, and Jean Toomer chief among them—rose
up against this white writing trend by presenting their own versions of Black dialect to
free it from its use as a nostalgic device referencing antebellum times.
Similar to these writers’ works, Rogers’s dialect writing railed against white
assessments of Indian speak, replacing it with something he felt more true to his own
experiences. Rogers’s written dialect was based on representations of Native peoples in
the Indian Territory papers he read as a youth. Indeed, perhaps more than the others in
this dissertation, this chapter shows that Rogers drew directly on Indian Territory artistic
formulas to generate his journalistic material. Though Cherokee cultural practice and
34
35

North, Dialect of Modernism, 8-9.
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history informed much that Rogers did in his life, it is his journalism that stands as an
artistic testament to this connection. Of course, his writings were not only Cherokee in
their literary style, but in their content as well.36

“it’s what the people at home think of you that really counts”37: Will Rogers’s
Domestic Transnational Writings
From 1922 until his death, Rogers wrote over four thousand syndicated columns,
most of which were distributed by McNaught Syndicate.38 These columns, which
discussed current American affairs—political, social, and cultural—in a palpable but
bitingly humorous style, were published in hundreds of newspapers across the country,
from the New York Times to the Okmulgee Times.39 His six books, published throughout
the 1920s and early 1930s, are largely collections of these articles, though a few contain
original writings on U.S. and foreign politics and policies.40 In other words, though
36 For more on Rogers’s connections to modern American Indian dialect writing, see Timothy Petete and
Craig Womack, “Thomas E. Moore’s Sour Sofkee in the Tradition of Muscogee Dialect Writers,” SAIL:
Studies in American Indian Literature 18, no. 4 (2006): 1-37.
37 Will Rogers, “It’s What the Home Folks Think of You that Really Counts,” 24 May 1925, in Weekly
Articles, vol. 2, 34.
38 The McNaught Syndicate was created by Virgil Venice McNitt and Charles V. McAdam. Founded in
1922, it was headquartered at what was then the New York Times building (Will Rogers, The Papers of Will
Rogers, vol. 4, ed. Steven K. Gragert and M. Jane Johansson [Norman: University of Oklahoma Press,
2005], 277 n.2).
39 The number of newspapers in which Rogers published varied, though it likely reached 400 or 500 by the
time of his death. From documentation provided by the Will Rogers Museum and Archive, Rogers was
guaranteed $1625.00 a week from McNaught for syndication in 176 newspapers. By 1930, Rogers’s
guaranteed salary from the company jumped to $2500.00. Further, some papers subscribed to his daily
contributions, others to his weekly Sunday submissions. I deduced this information from an email
correspondence with Steven Gragert, director of the Will Rogers Museum (22 January 2008); “Will Rogers
Daily Wires & Weekly Articles,” document generated by McNaught Syndicate circa 1927 (available at the
Will Rogers Museum and Archive in Claremore, Oklahoma); and Rogers, Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 4,
277.
40 Rogers’s six books include Rogers-isms: The Cowboy Philosopher on the Peace Conference (New York:
Harper and Brothers, 1919); Rogers-isms: The Cowboy Philosopher on Prohibition (New York: Harper and
Brothers, 1919); Illiterate Digest (New York: Albert and Charles Boni, 1924); Letters of a Self-Made
Diplomat to His President (New York: Albert and Charles Boni, 1926); There’s Not a Bathing Suit in
Russia & Other Bare Facts (New York: Albert and Charles Boni, 1926); and Ether and Me, or Just Relax
(New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1927). Many of these books have been republished by the Will Rogers
Memorial Commission. One other book compiling some of Rogers’s radio commentary was published
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Rogers’s career was made by lucky encounters with the emerging media of the day, his
most sizeable cultural contribution was to journalism, an old-fashioned medium (see fig.
4.2).
Along with nearly everything else, newspapers, during Rogers’s lifetime, became
centralized, a shift that affected the papers’ contents, which increasingly reflected
national events. Significant small-town happenings and the standard local flavor that
continued to mark various newspapers unique became more of a journalistic side dish
than a main course during this period. Perhaps the most well-known illustration of this
consolidation is the large collection of papers amassed by William Randolph Hearst, who
ultimately controlled thirty newspapers.41 Rogers dissected national and international
issues using a neighborly style and dialect that balanced the period’s tensions between
region and nation. As he wrote in 1934, “Cities are full of country folks, now all the city
folks are trying to get little places in the country.”42 Indeed, these writings were part of a
larger regionalist movement taking place during the interwar years, one that catered to
these population fluxuations, transitions officially marked by the 1920 census, which
showed that, for the first time in U.S. history, most Americans lived in cities.43

during his lifetime: Wit and Philosophy from the Radio Talks of America’s Humorist, Will Rogers (New
York: Squibb Company, 1930). It is not the goal of this chapter to detail the immensity of Rogers’s
writings. For a solid discussion of the heyday of Rogers’s publications, see Rogers, The Papers of Will
Rogers, vol. 4; and Will Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 5, ed. Steven K. Gragert and M. Jane
Johansson (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2006).
41 See Frank Luther Mott, American Journalism, A History: 1690-1960 (New York: Macmillian Company,
1962), 645: “Hearst added slowly to the seven early papers of his chain, which were in California, New
York, Chicago, and Boston. In 1912 he invaded the South, buying the Atlanta Georgian; and the next year
he purchased the San Francisco Call, for which he soon acquired an Associated Press membership by
buying and merging the Evening Post. Then in the five years beginning with 1917 he bought a paper a year,
with an extra one in 1919. In 1922 he splurged, adding seven papers. Each of the next two years saw three
papers purchased, and in the following decade Hearst gained control of ten more.”
42 Will Rogers, “To Maine by the Way of Texas,” 5 August 1924, in Weekly Articles, vol. 6, , 140.
43 Between 1910 and 1920, the percentage of residents living in urban areas moved from 45.6 to 51.2
percent. For detailed comparative analysis of Census data, see “Historical Statistics of the U.S.,” published
by the U.S. Census Bureau and available at http://www.census.gov/prod/www/abs/statab.html (accessed 19
February 2008).

206

Figure 4.2. Although Fox Films provided Rogers with a bungalow on the studio lot, he
preferred to write his daily newspaper column in the front seat of his
LaSalle (courtesy of the Will Rogers Memorial Museum).
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Here I focus solely on what I term Rogers’s domestic transnationalism, when he
reported on Native news to an American audience. I use the term transnationalism with
some trepidation, however, for as Robert Warrior describes, “Transnational discourse has
often opposed any kind of nationalism.... [M]any Native people, including Native
scholars, rely on the language of nationalism, the language in which the political struggle
for their actual social world is being waged.”44 When considered in opposition to—or as
a threat to—American Indian nationalism, the concept of American Indian
transnationalism raises a red flag. Applying the term transnational to Native-U.S.
relations can easily become couched in imperial and colonial terms. At the same time,
however, if we label American Indians working in the United States as transnational
actors in their own rite—instead of colonized recipients of U.S. cultural forms—we both
assert Native-nation sovereignty and recognize the ways transnationalism might be an
empowering space in which Native ideas flow from tribal nations to the United States. As
Kevin Bruyneel argues in The Third Space of Sovereignty,
[The United States] can neither ignore nor absorb indigenous people.... That this
ambivalence exists and that it can open up realms of political maneuverability for
indigenous people is an often unspoken side of the U.S.-indigenous relationship.
This maneuverability is possible because the dominant nation’s ambivalence is
also, even fundamentally, directed inward, toward itself. In this regard, one thing
that indigenous politics tend to do—possibly more than any other form of political
resistance—is to challenge American presumptions about the coherence of the
collective bonds and sense of temporal and spatial belonging that purport to
confer legitimacy on U.S. colonial rule or sovereignty.45
Though discussing explicitly political actions in his work, Bruyneel’s foregrounding of
indigenous acts of subversion in the face of U.S. colonialism can also be applied to
cultural acts and artistries. Thus, when I discuss Rogers’s writings as transnational, I do
44 Robert Warrior, “Native American Critical Responses to Transnational Discourse,” PMLA: Publications
of the Modern Language Association of America 122, no. 3 (2007): 808.
45 Kevin Bruyneel, The Third Space of Sovereignty: The Postcolonial Politics of U.S.-Indigenous Relations
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007), 229.
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so insisting that he was a writer whose analyses are those of a Cherokee citizen
influencing the politics and culture of the settler-state surrounding his tribal nation.
Though he published occasionally in newspapers in the Indian Territory, Rogers,
during his early career, largely set aside writing to focus on his vaudevillian trick-roping
and political stand-up comedy. Twenty years later, in the midst of his rise in Hollywood,
Rogers garnered a much larger readership than he had in Cherokee Country. In 1922, the
McNaught Syndicate offered to pay Rogers $500 a week to write a weekly column. The
burgeoning writer received a further boost when he found out that the New York Times
“paid the syndicate $150 a week for exclusive rights to the column in the territory
bounded by Baltimore, Philadelphia, Buffalo, and Springfield, Massachusetts.”46 Twenty
other papers signed on right away. Within two years, one-hundred newspapers subscribed
to the column.
Rogers’s role in U.S. journalism becomes even more profound considering the
dearth of national news stories published about Native people in the press during the
1920s and 1930s. Of course, throughout the nineteenth century, events involving and
affecting American Indians—Wounded Knee, Removal, or the Plains Indian Wars—were
covered regularly, though these accounts weren’t as much about Native people’s
experiences as they were about white reactions to these events. By the early twentieth
century, once Native nations seemed largely insignificant and no longer hostile,
newspaper coverage of Native people dropped off substantially, except in cases of
pageantry, performance, or the rare violent confrontations between tribal people and nonNatives. If Rogers’s journalistic voice is placed among this more stereotypical exposure,
it becomes clear that he both complicated and combated news coverage of Native issues.
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This is not to say that American Indians were excluded from the national news
scene altogether. During the 1920s several well-known (and, generally, non-Native)
leaders in Indian affairs railed against the forced assimilationist policies of the previous
decades, advocating instead recognition and acceptance of cultural pluralism. There were
two particular controversies during this decade that gained national attention. The first
was the 1922 Bursum Bill, which would settle land claims disputes between American
settlers on Pueblo lands by legalizing most non-Indian claims to Pueblo lands.47 Though
the bill passed the House and Senate without much debate, it was later stopped and
restructured, due largely to the efforts of writers Mary Austin, D. H. Lawrence, Elsie
Clews Parsons, and Carl Sandburg. The most prominent voice advocating Pueblo land
rights, however, was John Collier, later head of Indian Affairs under Franklin Roosevelt.
Still, as Mary Ann Weston writes of the protests in her study of American Indians in the
press, “The newspaper and magazine coverage of the Bursum bill controversy
overwhelmingly used good Indian imagery to portray the Pueblos.”48 In other words,
most coverage advocated for the cultural survival of Indians not as a legitimate and legal
right to their sovereignty, but as a means of retaining a presumably vanishing people who
offered roots to many American who felt rootless as settler-state citizens. The second
(and related) controversy covered by national newspapers during the 1920s was the
debate over American Indian ceremonial dances, an argument that had been ongoing for
some time.49 Charles H. Burke, commissioner of Indian Affairs from 1921 to 1929,
47

Specifically, the Bursum Bill worked to address lands granted to Spanish settlers when New Mexico’s
land became part of the United States after 1848. For more on the bill’s specifics, see Francis Paul Prucha,
The Great Father: The United States Government and the American Indians (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1986), 273-275.
48 Mary Ann Weston, Native Americans in the News: Images of Indians in the Twentieth Century Press
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1996), 24.
49 For more information on the suppression of Indian religious practices, such as the Sun Dance, the Ghost
Dance, and the Hopi Snake Dance, see Prucha, The Great Father, 218-20; Craig Smith, Karen Rasmussen,
and Stephanie Makela, “Suppression of Native American Culture,” in Silencing the Opposition:
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revived such official attacks on Native religious freedom. Though he took no direct legal
action, he circulated several directives to American Indians across the country,
threatening the continuance of these ceremonies and dismissing them as obscene,
degrading, and superstitious.50 Again the Taos artists and John Collier took the lead in
fighting Burke’s attacks in national newspapers and, like before, they used stereotypical
and loaded descriptions of Native peoples as innocent, nonthreatening, and uncivilized.
While members of the Society of American Indians (SAI) also confronted the federal
prevention of ceremonial dances—often years earlier—their voices were rarely published
in national newspapers.51
During the mid-1930s, just before Rogers’s sudden death, U.S. newspaper
subscribers read reports on John Collier’s Indian New Deal, passed as the Indian
Reorganization Act (and informally known as the Wheeler-Howard Act) in 1934, which
ended allotment and allowed for the creation of tribal governments.52 Though the act
itself forced many Americans to consider tribal nations as legitimate sovereign entities,
“to a surprising extent, they [news reports] reproduced the familiar imagery of the past ...
more than solid analysis or meaningful description.”53 Taken in their entirety, these news

Government Strategies of Suppression of Freedom of Expression, ed. Craig R. Smith (New York: SUNY
Press, 1996), esp. 100-102; David M. Stausfield, “Reformers of Conflict: The Pueblo Dance Controversy,”
in The Aggressions of Civilization: Federal Indian Policy Since the 1880s, ed. Sandra L. Cadwalader and
Vine Deloria, Jr. (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1984), esp. 25-26.
50 For details on Burke’s threatening directives, see Weston, Native Americans in the News, 30-32. Charles
Burke was also the author of the 1906 Burke Act, which further obfuscated the allotment process and led
for further land exploitations (see Prucha, Great Father, 267).
51 See, for example, Gertrude Bonnin (Zitkala Ša), “A Protest against the Abolition of the Indian Dance,”
in American Indian Stories, Legends and Other Writings, ed. Cathy N. Davidson and Ada Norris (New
York: Penguin Books, 2003), 235-238.
52 For more on the Indian New Deal, see Prucha, The Great Father, 326-339; D’Arcy McNickle, “The
Indian New Deal as Mirror of the Future,” in American Indians in American History, 1870-2001: A
Companion Reader, ed. Sterling Evans (Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 2002), 83-92; Elmer R. Busco,
“John Collier: Architect of Sovereignty or Assimilation,” American Indian Quarterly 15, no. 1 (1991): 4953; and Lawrence C. Kelly, The Assault on Assimilation: John Collier and the Origins of Indian Political
Reform (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1983).
53 Weston, Native Americans in the News, 78.
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stories of the 1920s and 1930s examined Native issues in light of both their effects on the
United States and how they reflected U.S. citizens’ views of themselves in relation to
Native people.54 Though Rogers died before the act took full effect, he did comment on
the Indian New Deal in ways that challenged other coverage of the act. On June 8, 1934,
he wrote, “If that Wheeler-Howard Indian bill don’t pass, there is no justice. I think we
got a real Indian agent in this man Collier. The Indian has just lost 100 years in his
civilization, and Collier is trying to get him back.”55 The act passed ten days later. By
suggesting here and elsewhere that Native peoples possess a distinct and legitimate
“civilization,” Rogers presented information from an insider’s perspective, offering U.S.
readers a Native person’s views on such news.
As in his other career moves, Rogers frequently commented on the Cherokee
Nation—its current news, its history, and its effects on his ideologies. In his first
syndicated column, for example, Rogers described his intended use for his newspaper
paychecks: “The total share of this goes to the civilization of three young heathens,
Rogers by name, and part Cherokee Indians by breeding.”56 Such a bold presentation of
his family’s Cherokee lineage in his first article as a syndicated columnist evidences his
commitment to presenting himself (and his family, in this case) as Cherokees living in the
modern age—not a part of some romanticized and bygone past represented in other news
coverage of the day. Like this initial reference, mention of the Cherokees and the tribal
nation were sometimes quite personal in nature. He described trips home as moments of
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reprieve from his packed schedule. In May 1924, Rogers refused a series of lectures to
visit home:
I passed it up just to go home, not to do any talking, but to listen, and see all my
old friends and hear ‘em call me Willie, and they will give me some political
opinions that will beat all your [Henry Cabot] Lodges or [William E.] Borahs, and
maybe I will tell ‘em a little about Hollywood, and the night life, for I want to
keep on the good side of them. They don’t know how I make a living. They just
know me as Uncle Clem’s boy. They are my real friends and when no one else
will want to hear my measly old jokes, I want to go home. It won’t make no
difference to them.57
The use of the word your here indicates that Rogers saw himself as distinct from the rest
of the United States: as a Cherokee first, an American second. In another column written
from the Cherokee Nation a year later, when his sister Maud died, Rogers attended the
funeral and reflected on his tribe, once again, as the place he could truly be himself:
“Today, as I write this, I am not in the Follies, the carefree Comedian who jokes about
everything. I am out in Oklahoma, among my People, my Cherokee people, who don’t
expect a laugh for everything I say.”58 Though his permanent residences were located in
New York City, Beverly Hills, or the Santa Monica Mountains, he clearly felt most at
home in the Cherokee Nation. And when he could not go to the Cherokee Nation for
respite, he sometimes brought it—or at least its cuisine—to him. After undergoing
surgery for appendicitis, Rogers published a column describing his frustration with
hospital food and California cuisine:
I wouldent have minded the whole thing [the surgery and his recovery] so much
but they wouldn’t let me have any “chili,” or chili con carne, as you amateur
eaters call it.... But I got the next best thing that I wanted and that was some real
cornbread.... And I had to have my sister, Mrs. Tom McSpadden, from Chelsea,

57 Will Rogers, “Back to Babbits, Booze, and Bank Rolls,” 25 May 1924, in Weekly Articles vol. 1, 240.
Emphasis added.
58 Will Rogers, “It’s What the Home Folks Think of You that Really Counts,” 24 May 1925, in Weekly
Articles vol. 2, 33.
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Oklahma, show ‘em how that should be made.... Why, these people don’t even
know what “kon-nutchy” is, or kurd, or cracklins, or chitlins.59
Rogers’s reference to “kon-nutchy,” more typically spelled kanuche or kanucha, is an old
Cherokee dish made from ground hickory nuts and served with beans.60 That it is
mentioned here, among better-known regional cuisine, indicates his constant connections
to home and his insistence (or presumption) that Americans be educated about a
Cherokee culture that is active, modern, and connected to a specifically tribal past.
Of course, Rogers did perform before Oklahoma Indian audiences, and he found
these moments equally personal in that he was able to please a specifically Native
audience and call out his Cherokee relatives. Calling out popular people was one of
Rogers’s tricks on both stage (in the Ziegfeld Follies) and on the lecture circuit. He
would often rifle through neighborhood papers and chat with local journalists to find out
who was most prominent or controversial in the particular town he entertained. He would
then joke about them to the audience’s delight. Though these Oklahoma spectators were
mixed—non-Native and Native—they were, to Rogers, a primarily Native audience, as
he described in March 1926:
I sure did meet many an old friend and all my kinfolks [while performing in
Okmulgee and Muskogee, Oklahoma]. I got more and better kinfolks than
anybody. I believe Injun families stick a little closer together than Yonakers do.
(That’s Cherokee for White Man.)
I sometimes introduce prominent men in the audience. Well, in Muskogee I
picked on one that lots of people might not think was the most prominent or
worthwhile, but he was to me. It was an old backwoods mountain man that had
lived in these Tahlequah hills all his life.... I know this was the first time he has
been in a Theatre in 28 years.... [He] heard more applause and cheering than any
Actor or Governor of a State will hear in a life time. And I wanted time to hear it
again. Not because he was a second cousin of mine, and a Cherokee Injun, but
59
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because he was the most modest of Heroes. It was Johnny Adair, of Roosevelt’s
Rough Riders, who come out, did his bit and went back to the hills when it was
over.61
Rogers’s commitment to the Cherokee Nation was steeped in personal and familial
connections that he articulated in specific terms to a wider American audience. Though
he most commonly wrote about general happenings in the United States, he incorporated
these personal details to remind his audience that he was, in fact, a Cherokee.
Other times, however, Rogers’s commentaries were more politically charged. At
least once, he “outed” the Cherokees working in the U.S. Congress:
I went to lunch in the Congressional Restaurant with my fellow Cherokee Indian
Representatives; they are my breed and my kind. One of them, Charlie Carter,
part Cherokee and part Choctaw, is one of the oldest members of the House, a
friend of my father’s. Charley Curtis is a good Injun without being dead. The
other is Will Hastings who I have known all my life. With the other Oklahoma
congressmen, and Senator Harold of Okla., and Mrs. Hastins [sic], we killed a lot
of food and nominated a lot of presidents in the small time we had to do it in.62
By calling out the Indians in Congress—since, to be fair, Curtis was Kaw, not
Cherokee—Rogers pointed to Native peoples’ political stakes and advocates in the U.S.
government. At other times, he referenced the sordid history of the state of Oklahoma and
asserted the political sovereignty of the Cherokee Nation. When reprinting his
introduction of governor of Oklahoma, Alfalfa Bill Murray (more formally known as
William Henry Murray), who was speaking to the California legislature on the influx of
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the state’s Dust Bowl refugees, Rogers wrote that “from the looks of things half of Los
Angeles come from Oklahoma.” More importantly, for the purposes of this analysis,
Rogers went on to compare San Francisco and the Cherokee Nation: “Frisco is the place
that keeps this end of the State in the Union. It’s to California what the Cherokee Nations
[sic] is to Oklahoma, It’s the Aristocracy of Commonwealth.”63 Foregrounding the
survival and maintenance of the Cherokee Nation as a specific “aristocracy”—a space of
high culture—within the state of Oklahoma politicizes and touts the influence of the
tribal nation on the state’s heritage.
In other cases, Rogers called on the tribe’s past, before removal, to remind readers
of a history that would connect U.S. domestic policies to those abroad. These references
not only undermine truncated tales of American history that exclude the details of
colonization, but also show his knowledge of his tribe’s specific colonial encounters. In
February 1928, for example, Rogers contributed this through the McNaught Syndicate:
Well, all I know is just what I see in the papers, or what I hear as I sit behind the
free lunch table and listen to the boys bark for their meals. Did I ever tell you
about the time I broke bread with the Democrats in Washington…?
I had watched the Republicans eat, but I never had seen them feed the Democrats,
so I crawled in under the tent and watched ‘em throw the good old raw
Jeffersonian Oratory right into the cages with ‘em. They call it a Jackson Day
Dinner. I made the mistake of my life. I went there with a speech prepared about
Jackson, telling how ‘He stood like a stone wall,’ and here it wasn’t that Jackson
that they were using as an alibi to give the dinner to. It was old ‘Andy’ Jackson.
Well, to tell you the truth, I am not so sweet on old Andy. He is the one that run
us Cherokees out of Georgia and North Carolina. I ate the dinner on him, but I
didn’t enjoy it. I thought I was eating for Stonewall. Old Andy, every time he
couldn’t find any one to jump on, would come back and pounce onto us Indians.64

63 Will Rogers, “Will Finds Oklahoma Right in Los Angeles,” 14 June 1931, in Weekly Articles, vol. 5, 37,
39.
64 Will Rogers, “Writes on Feeding Democrats Raw Oratory at Jackson Dinner,” 5 February 1928, Weekly
Articles, vol. 3, 128.
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Rogers’s inclusion of such tribal history did more than simply add color and, in this case,
biting humor to his columns; it reminded the reading public of blotched events in U.S.
history. The reference to Confederate General Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson adds further
tribal specificity to this piece in that it ties Rogers directly to his family’s troublesome
Civil War sympathies. In another article, the Cherokee columnist reached farther back
into tribal history, briefly referencing the eighteenth century. After commenting on what
he felt were misused federal monies to build a post office in New Bern, North Carolina,
Rogers received “cotton sacks full of mail” informing him of the historical importance of
the town. Rogers turned the tables on these readers, pointing out a past they failed to
mention: “All I want to know was it settled by Columbus and the Italians, Columbus and
Spaniards or Al Smith and Pocohontas [sic]. Gov. William Tyron, who was called by my
people the (Cherokees) ‘The wolf of Carolina,’ well if he mistreated the Cherokees he
goes right in the dog house with Andrew Jackson with me.”65 Tyron, British colonial
governor of the state in the late eighteenth century, solidified one of the first geographic
boundaries between the colonies and the Cherokee Nation. In 1767, because the
Cherokees were becoming increasingly angered by colonial incursions into their lands,
the governor met with tribal leaders and surveyed a boundary that separated the two
peoples.66 He was, as Rogers points out, given the nickname “wolf” by tribal leaders,
though it is unclear whether the name carried with it negative connotations. That Rogers
would navigate letters from his readers away from a modern debate to make a point about
the region’s colonial history shows his interest in educating the public on Cherokee
history, placing American history in a secondary position (it also, of course, allowed him
to circumnavigate reader criticism, which he often did in his articles).
65 Will Rogers, “Host for a Day,” 17 September 1933, in Weekly Articles vol. 6, 55. Note Rogers’s
intentional mix-up of Al and John Smith, a play on names he often employed in his writings.
66 See Paul David Nelson, William Tyron and the Course of Empire (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1990), 52-53.
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Finally, in an article discussing the more recent history of the Cherokee Nation in
Oklahoma—and of the 1893 sale of the Cherokee Strip in particular—Rogers stated:
You see it was our tribe of Cherokee’s that sold the original old Cherokee Strip
that all this mess is living on.
I think the Government, only give us about a dollar an acre for it. We had it for
hunting grounds, but we never knew enough to hunt oil on it. I can remember as a
kid the payment we had, when the Government paid out the money to the
Cherokees for it. There was something over three million dollars as there was that
many acres and we got about $320 apiece, I think it was.67
Rogers’s frequent references to his varied ties—personal, political, and historical—to the
Cherokee Nation in such a broad national forum marks him the most well-known and
most outspoken American Indian of the 1920s and 1930s. Even recognized and studied
intellectuals such as Luther Standing Bear and Gertrude Bonnin never received such
public attention from non-Native Americans. Indeed, such statements about the
Cherokee, taken in their totality, challenge Justice’s description of Rogers as a “stealth
minority”; instead, he outright presumed an authorship that unapologetically and
repeatedly staked a Cherokee claim to life in the modern United States.68 There was
nothing stealth about it.
Of course, Rogers discussed several other tribal nations in his columns. This
broader coverage—sometimes current, other times historical—was frequent in Rogers’s
journalism. Colonial New England became a target of his subversive attacks;
commentary on state laws forbidding or (finally) allowing Indians to vote or purchase
alcohol often reared its head; and intertribal humor—especially directed at the Osage—
occasionally took center stage in these columns. The Osage Nation, situated just to the
west of Rogers’s birthplace, received the brunt of Rogers’s intertribal jokes, which were
at times more antagonistic than they were funny. The Osage and Cherokee nations have a
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history of conflict, often centered in the immediate area surrounding Claremore, Indian
Territory, Rogers’s claimed birthplace.69 In 1818, the Battle of Claremore Mound
occurred, a bloody clash resulting largely from the federal government’s vague and
disorganized relocation policies. The land was claimed by the Cherokees and the Osage
settled to the west. Years later, when Rogers was in his teens, the Osage unearthed large
quantities of oil on their reservation, a discovery that led to both the influx of money into
the nation and the simultaneous countless and ruthless assaults on Osage citizens by nonNative grafters.70
Rogers seemed largely hardened toward or ignorant of the exploitation of the
Osage lands and citizens; he seemed more distracted by their wealth. While visiting
Colorado Springs in March 1926, Rogers wrote, “I had never been there [Colorado
Springs] before. I had often heard of it. It is the Osage Indians’ Summer Resort. There
being the richest people in the world, are naturally able to pick out the best resort there is.
When the Osages come, Marland [Ernest Whitworth Marland, Oklahoma oil man and
later governor], of Ponca City, and Spencer Penrose [Colorado gold and copper magnate]
and all the smaller fry have to move out and give way to wealth.” Rogers concluded his
discussion of the tribal nation with one final and significant jab: “There is a Tepee in
every room to make the Osages feel at home.”71 Though largely made in the spirit of
intertribal humor, the last comment is reminiscent of his early years on vaudeville, when
Rogers placed the Cherokees above all other tribes in their level of civilization. Stating
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that the Osage were staying in teepees placed them in an ahistorical moment and
indicated to readers that the tribe was of the Plains, a reference that echoed presumptions
about those nations involved in the late-nineteenth-century Indian wars. Rogers would
later redeem these comments, only slightly, while discussing the sale of the Cherokee
Strip in 1930, discussed above:
The Cherokees are supposed to be the highest civilized Tribe there is and yet
that’s all we ever got in all our lifetime and sold a fortune in oil and wonderful
agricultural land to get that little 320 apiece. Yet there was the Osage lived right
by us and they get that much before breakfast every morning, and they are
supposed to be uncivilized.
So it really shows you it kinder pays not to know too much. I would trade my so
called superior knowledge right now for an Osage headright.... But as a matter of
fact the Osages got some mighty smart men among them.72
Though still tinged with judgment, these comments at least lean toward a more palatable
intertribal humor, one that pokes fun at another tribal nation while still recognizing it as
“mighty smart.”
Beyond the bounds of the old Indian Territory, other tribes received recognition
from Rogers. Following the 1930 dedication of the Coolidge Dam on the Gila River, for
example, Rogers revealed his knowledge of current Indian affairs in a daily column.
Along with the dam’s construction, the San Carlos Apache were forced to relocate
upstream and the Pima were promised water from the dam. “I am going over there pretty
soon when the thing gets going good and see just exactly how much land the [Pima]
Indians really own that is watered by this,” Rogers wrote.73 Discussing the irony of
Coolidge’s dedication speech in light of the Apache removal, Rogers wrote:
You know as you saw all those Indians you couldent help but think of the old
days…. So it’s as I said at first we were out there on Indian land dedicating a Dam
to get water for white people to come out and use and gradually take more Indian
72
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land away. There is going to be nothing different…. They dident have any ExPresident at the dedicating at their taking land from the Indians but they got it just
the same, and they have kept right on doing it up to last week. So you see history
repeats itself, the same as it has in wars…. But I bet many an old Indian got many
a quiet laugh out of the speeches of “good fellowship” there that day, that were
meant to be serious.74
That Rogers even noticed the construction’s effect on specific American Indians is
indicative of his active pursuit of American Indian goings-on. It is interesting to note, as
Kenneth Lincoln does in his study of Native humor, that “Indian humor clarifies the splits
between fantasy and fact as it tempers the strain; it strengthens the survivors to witness a
difference.”75 Rogers, like the laughing Apaches, engaged in a particular and subversive
American Indian humor that is too-often overlooked.
Like many non-Native tourists of his day, Rogers went to see the Hopi Snake
Dance, one of the religious dances that Charles Burke threatened to outlaw during these
same years. Indeed, as Carey Snyder points out in her article examining ethnological
tourism in the region, “With thousands of spectators generally in attendance, the Hopi
Snake Dance was the most popular tourist attraction in the Southwest; indeed, it was so
popular, and tourists so disruptive that outsiders were eventually prohibited from viewing
it.”76 Unlike others, such as D. H. Lawrence, 1927 who romanticized the ceremony,
Rogers provides a detailed and, ultimately, somewhat dull description of the dance, its
viewers, and its environs.77 He first notes, “Well people and writers are such liars that I
dident know but what they was loading us about this snake thing,” beginning with a
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statement of distrust that calls the reader’s attention to the perhaps aggrandized or
stereotypically idealized descriptions of the dance. He then remarks on its location:
It took place at a place called Hotivilla, so you notice that the French, the
imitating Americans are not the first to use the word Villa. The Indians called it
that even before it was fashionable.
This town is near the oldest town that is known on this Continent and that is
Arobi. That one is just a few miles away and goes back hundreds of years. This
new village was formed by an old Chief who moved away from the old one
because he was trying to get the children away from the Government school....
I tell you it’s awful hard to stay civilized in this Country nowadays. This old
fellow thought he could do it with his people, but NO the Missionary, and the
School teacher, and the Bootlegger was right after him. So his young is just as
liable to grow up as big a heathen as the other 110 million with which he has to
associate.78
After establishing that the Hopi, like other Native American tribes, have been affected by
the colonizing effects of the U.S. government, he goes on to discuss the troubling
commercial exploitation of the event:
They sure do hang on to this old custom of the sacred snake dance. You will hear
Americans say, “Oh it is just a commercial thing now.” Well I don’t know where
they get that idea. I don’t know who makes any money out of it.... The Indians
could easily have sold seats to the dance on the tops of their houses, for there
must have been 25 hundred white people there.... The Indians if they ever get to
see the dance themselves will have to have it some time when the white folks
don’t know it’s to be held.
Finally, he turns to the dance itself. The description goes on in so much depth that I only
present a portion of here to show its nonjudgmental tone:
They go out in the desert days before and catch these snakes. Then on the day of
the dance they bring them into the dancing place, a kind of a square between
houses on each side. The actual space that the white people leave to them is about
30 by fifty feet. There is a little thing like a shack of corn ... and into that an old
Indian takes a couple of gunny sacks full of the snakes. He stays in there and
hands ‘em out to the dancers as they go by. Each dancer carries one snake around
for three circles, then he puts it down.79
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The matter-of-fact description of the dance, though dull and long-winded, works to show
the dance as a legitimate, modern religious event. This is abundantly important, since, as
Weston describes it, “Pueblos, popular with tourists as well as the artist expatriates of
Taos, were romanticized as good Indians who possessed artistic talents, spiritual gifts,
and community institutions enviable by whites.”80 Rogers’s direct discussion of the
dance—and his frequent references to the interference of onlookers—makes the Hopi the
primary actors in their religious practices and not appropriated tokens to be admired for
their connectedness to the earth or their abilities to offer hope to a country increasingly
disconnected from its natural environs. In Rogers’s version, the Hopi are themselves; not
props, societal mirrors, or models for a better life.
Beyond his commentaries about tribal nations, Rogers often detailed his
discussions with other American Indian celebrities of his day. Ojibwa baseball player
Charles Albert Bender—known then and now as “Chief” Bender—visited Rogers while
he was performing in New York. As Rogers describes it, Bender entered his dressing
room and said, “Hello Will! You being a Cherokee, I have always been sorter keeping
track of you. I guess you seen where Charley Curtis, our Kaw Brother, had worked for
the Government for years, and he finally got set back to Vice President dident you?” The
writer concludes their conversation, which meanders through Bender’s years at Carlisle
and his record-breaking pitching career, saying, “Well, us Injuns got to stick together,
Chief. For these white people bout to take this Country.”81 Later, in 1935, Rogers ran into
“Our old friend Jim Thorpe, the greatest athlete that this Country ever produced.”
Rogers’s praises Thorpe’s athletic career—“Jim is a sax and fox Indian. When he played
football he was more fox than sax”—and chastises the 1912 Olympic Committee for
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revoking Thorpe’s two gold medals over what was later determined to be a technicality.
However, it is his comment on young Americans’ ignorance of the athlete that takes his
attention:
You know the reason I’m telling you this [about Thorpe’s career]. It’s not to you
old timers for you know it, and better than I do, but it’s for the younger folks. I
would get so mad at folks ... when I would be a bragging on Jim, to ask me, “Mr
Rogers what did he do? Was he an actor, or some sort of famous Indian guide?”
Well, I would secretly burn up. What’s the matter with American history? Why
don’t they make a student going to school in this generation read about people
that did something in the last generation?82
Though couched in a comment about American history in general, Rogers’s uses Thorpe
to editorialize on the absence of a modern American Indian history, one that incorporates
the likes of Thorpe, Bender, and Rogers himself as modern Native figures working in the
public sphere. In addition, the writer’s tight focus on generational differences emphasizes
that, much like U.S. culture, Native culture—and identity—changes over time.
Rogers’s incorporation of so many Native issues shows his dedication to exposing
these events. By adding such commentary to his columns, Rogers not only educated the
public on issues that would otherwise go unrecognized or overlooked, but he also proved
himself to be a tribal transnational writer speaking to a largely non-Native American
audience as a Cherokee—a domestic transnational. These additions to his otherwise
broadly conceived writings indicate that he felt it his responsibility to educate those
living outside of Indian Country on American Indian issues. And his focus on both the
past and the present evidenced the survival of Native peoples beyond the turn of the
twentieth century; Indians walk among us, he often reminded readers.
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“Ain’t people dumb when they won’t see things your way”83: International
Meanderings
It was decades before he became a nationally known writer that Rogers first
published his opinions on affairs outside the United States’ geographic borders. His early
international travels between 1902 and 1904 marked not only the onset of his stage
career, but also his early foray into journalism. During this period, he wrote home to his
family, which began publishing his writings in local Cherokee-run papers without his
knowledge. Soon, Rogers sent his commentary straight to the newspapers.84 These early
publications describe the life and politics of the many countries (including South Africa,
Argentina, Australia, and New Zealand) he visited while on tour with Texas Jack. Such
commentary became a staple of his later writing. Indeed, these early communiqués home
evidence an early interest in international politics and social norms. In July 1902, for
example, Rogers wrote a lengthy letter to one hometown newspaper, the Claremore
Progress, on life in Argentina, where he worked briefly as a gaucho:
I don’t think from what I have seen and heard that the unsatisfactory conditions of
the country are in the land, climate or natural resources, as the land is generally
good and they raise most everything, but the fault is in the people especially the
governing class.85
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Gauchos, cowboys located largely in Brazil, spent this period resisting the coercive
attempts by the elite ranchers to destroy their traditional lives.86 While some were, by
lineage, Argentinean Natives, others (such as Rogers) took on the Native lifestyle and
dress of the region. Two months earlier, Rogers wrote his father that “the head men are
men that have had no experience at all and it is all left to the Peons or Natives who get
about 5 dollars a month in our [U.S.] money and have to live like dogs.”87 Indeed, the
ranchers in the plains region of Argentina were often colonial businessmen, rarely
knowledgeable about the cow-herding industry.88 That Rogers notes the injustice of the
ethnically charged ranching system of the region reveals his early interest in global
indigenous issues, though these interests were often short-sighted.
Rogers also sent gifts home while in Argentina, emphasizing the items’ ties to
Native culture. In a May 1902 letter, for example, Rogers sent his sisters “pieces of lace
they are considered very rare are made by the Native Indians of the Republic of
Paraguay…. The fierce looking Corn knife [used by the gauchos] in there is for Papa….
The goards and silver things … are for you [Maud, his sister] and Sallie [another sister]
they put the Tea [Yerba Matte] in them and suck it up with the other they are used by the
Natives of this country.”89 Rogers maintained more than a passing fancy with these
objects; he referenced them time and again in his letters home (as did his sister Maud,
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who responded to one letter, “I intend that my girls shall each graduate … in it [the
Paraguayan lace] and they shall both marrie in it”).90
While in South Africa the next year, Rogers published again in the Territory
paper. He landed in the country in the midst of the Second Boer War. Described as a
white man’s war, neither the British nor the Afrikaner population intended to relinquish
control over the African populations of the area.91 This is especially significant in that
Rogers, whose family ties reached back to the Cherokee Confederacy, held little
sympathy for the region’s Africans. While he occasionally noted their mistreatment, he
remained largely unsympathetic, noting in a letter to the Claremore Progress that “All
[Black South Africans] have chains and all kinds of old scrap iron in their ears and
nose…. They travel at a run all the time and always singing. They are as crazy as
snakes.”92 However, he frequently expressed sympathies with the Afrikaners (or Boers),
whose forced relocations and confinement in concentration camps resembled the history
of the Cherokees. In the same letter home, he wrote that “the English were robbing the
people [Afrikaners] of their country.”93 Rogers’s simultaneous sympathy for the
Afrikaners, Dutch inhabitants of South Africa who lived and farmed the region since the
seventeenth century, and loathe for Black Africans exposes an ambiguity Rogers felt
toward Native peoples generally. Rogers’s early career was marked by a promotion of his
Cherokeeness and an attempt to distance himself from images of Native peoples as
savage or primitive.
Somewhat paradoxically, Rogers considered himself American—always with one
foot in the Cherokee Nation—outside the complicated indigenous borders extant within
90
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the United States. When he traveled abroad, which he did numerous times in his life,
Rogers reported back to his readers about his personal experiences, offering opinions on
the country’s varied involvement in international affairs. This more traditional
transnational writing represents the other substantive feature of Rogers’s writings that
was tinged with a Native intellectualism. As he wrote to his father in September 1903
from Australia, “I was always proud in America to own that I was a Cherokee and I find
on leaving them that I am equally as proud to own that I am an American for if there is
any nation earning a rep abroad it is America[.]”94 Although both Cherokee and
American throughout his writings, his tribe’s experiences with the U.S. federal
government colored his ideas on international policies.
Once a nationally recognized journalist, Rogers’s writings on international affairs
loosely followed one theme, though that theme traveled in specific directions, depending
on the particular country or intervention (militaristic or cultural) in which the United
States was involved. Most often, Rogers expressed consternation in regard to U.S.
incursions into countries of weaker militaristic power. He pronounced equal distaste for
cultural interventions abroad. In one sharply worded comment, for example, Rogers
wrote, “Now if there is one thing we do worse than any other nation, it is try and manage
somebody else’s affairs. We are very original, nobody else can see things our way (of
course they are wrong), but they just won’t be broadminded and let us show ‘em how
they should live.”95 In another he typed, “The greatest contribution to peace in the World
would be an international clause, ‘Any Nation can have a nice local revolution any time it
sees fit, without any outside aid or advice from America or England.’”96 The general
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theme, then, was one of isolation and anti-violence. In and of themselves, these
comments may not seem shocking or especially radical, given that they reference
isolationist sentiments common in the interwar years and, indeed, throughout American
history. However, there are differences between the isolationism voiced in mainstream
America during these years and Rogers’s opinions on U.S. colonialism.
Indeed, Rogers’s commentary pointed out the inherent contradictions in the
period’s purported isolationism. Most Americans and their leaders, though defining
themselves as isolationists, undertook more subversive interventions, especially those
that did not risk significant American lives or threaten U.S. national security. As Michael
Parrish describes of the Coolidge Administration, “the methods, already tested in the
Dominican Republic, Haiti, Nicaragua, and Mexico [in the 1910s], were at hand: training
and arming military surrogates; squeezing nations with economic sanctions. Instead of
gunboat diplomacy, the United States under Coolidge had devised more subtle means to
maintain its hegemony in the hemisphere.”97 Rogers pointed out these new methods,
arguing that the United States was not isolationist in the least, but was instead becoming
increasingly insidious in its international interventions. As he stated in one of his earliest
syndicated articles, “Nations never seem to get much nourishment out of these Unofficial
invasions.... Either make it official and go in a shooting, or stay out!”98 It was the false
face of isolationism that got Rogers’s goat, and he detailed such incursions often.
The United States’ relations with Mexico grabbed Rogers’s attention in his
earliest syndicated writings, as these diplomatic ties were particularly strained during the
early 1920s. After the 1910 Mexican Revolution, the United States became increasingly
involved in Mexican affairs, sending in troops to Veracruz in 1914 and into Mexico
97 Michael E. Parrish, Anxious Decades: America in Prosperity and Depression, 1920-1941 (New York:
W. W. Norton and Company, 1994), 65.
98 Will Rogers, “Settling the Affairs of the World as They Should Be,” 21 January 1923, in Weekly
Articles, vol. 1, 15.
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border territories in a botched search for Francisco (Pancho) Villa two years later.99
Throughout the 1920s, the United States remained active in the establishment of
Mexico’s government, involvement to which Rogers was opposed, especially given its
insidious nature. As he wrote of a series of conferences between the United States and
Mexico in 1924:
I see where we have the exclusive contract to furnish all ammunition for this and
the next five wars in Mexico, with the option to furnish for the following 5, if
there are any receptacles left to shoot into. That’s a good idea. If you can’t match
a way yourself, why get the contract to furnish the material for some other wars.
You know, that’s a great thing. You take a lot of nations and if they were not able
to buy ammunition why they just couldn’t go to war. I tell you there is nothing in
the world as disheartening to a country as to want to go to war and can’t. So I
think we are to be heartily commended for obliging a suffering humanity.100
A few years later, after Mexican President Calles passed a law regulating oil
exploitation—largely undertaken by Americans—and restricting foreign land-ownership
in Mexico, the United States cut diplomatic ties and began funding revolutionaries to
overthrow the president.101 The move, clearly made in the economic interests of U.S. oil
companies, angered Rogers:
Here we are the Nation that is always hollering for dissarmament [sic] and Peace,
and just because we are not smart enough to settle our differences by diplomacy
(because we have none) why we are going to make it possible for somebody else
to exterminate the faction that we don’t like. Suppose they don’t like Coolidge
down there, and they would allow arms to be shipped into this Country to arm a
revolution against our Government that is in Power.... Here is the humanitarian
Nation of the world fixing it so more people can get shot.102
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This type of commentary, demanding that the United States quit meddling in other
countries’ affairs, ran throughout Rogers’s writings and was not limited to Mexico.
Indeed, his more personal interests lay with territories whose relationships to the United
States were similar to American Indian nations back home.
As Daniel Heath Justice describes: “His [Rogers’s] critique of US imperialist
policies toward Puerto Rico, Hawai’i, Cuba, and the Philippines—policies which
mirrored and perfected the brutal erasure of Indian sovereignty in the former Indian
Territory—were particularly pointed.”103 While numerous scholars have revealed and
examined the ways the United States’ foreign policies replay the drama of the American
Frontier, the perspective of a Cherokee, whose tribal land was officially subsumed into
Oklahoma when he was twenty-eight years old, offers raw insight into the effects of such
policies on the oppressed. The United States’ refusal to relinquish control over these
territories infuriated Rogers, and he often mentioned the issue in his weekly articles.
While discussing our diplomatic double-standard of criticizing England for its hold over
India and other countries, Rogers pointed out:
We just sit by the hour at home and abroad and tell “Why don’t England give
India her freedom. What’s England got to do with Canada. Australia should be a
free country, why should she have a string on South Africa.”
That’s all fine, but the minute an Englishman reminds us of Cuba, or the
Phillipines [sic] we are up in arms and come back at ‘em. “Well, that’s different
we are only in there to help them out. We get nothing out of it.” And the
Englishman says, yeah, and we can’t make him see it our way. Ain’t people dumb
when they won’t see things your way.104
Each time he mentioned such a specific case, he often included broadening statements
that elucidated his feelings on American military intrusions in general: “Why don’t
nations let people alone, and quit trying to hold what they call a protectorate over them?
103
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Let people have their own form of Government. We haven’t got any business in the
Philippines. We are not such a howling success running our own Government.”105 In a
similar statement published on December 7, 1930, Rogers compared British colonialism
in India to U.S. attitudes toward both American farmers (suffering throughout the 1920s
and onward) and the Philippines, creating an interesting parallel between foreign and
domestic affairs: “Now Britain ain’t going to give them [India] any more ‘Home rule’
than we are going to give the Farmers relief. They will just have a big time and all go
home, and use the old Alabi like we do with the Philippines, ‘You are not ready for your
Independence yet.’ When we got ours, if history ain’t an awful liar, we sure wasent in
much shape to handle it.”106 By juxtaposing what Rogers saw as the government’s
negligent treatment of American farmers and its overbearing clench on the Philippines,
he successfully pointed toward the United States’ continued obsession with that which
lies beyond its borders while allowing domestic issues to fester.
It was not only the military intrusions and protectorates that bothered Rogers; it
was also the cultural oversteps. He held particular distaste, for example, for American
missionaries traveling abroad. While discussing China’s complaints about American
missionaries, Rogers wrote,
I may be all wet, and probably am, but when an American starts telling a Chinese
“How to live,” why it’s like a new dude telling an old cowman how to run his
ranch. Now I can see some sense in a Chinese coming over here and trying to
teach us, ease, contentment, no worry, greater appreciation of our parents, and a
tremendous regard, affection and veneration for old age. Every one of those
qualities are things that every American knows we are lacking in.107
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107 Will Rogers, “The Missionary Has His Inning, and Will Rogers Agrees He Scores Heavily,” 16 April
1933, Weekly Articles, vol. 6, 10.
106

232

Rogers had an equally antagonistic relationship with American tourists. While traveling
for the Saturday Evening Post in 1926, Rogers frequently commented on U.S. tourists’
sense of entitlement when traveling to other nations: “American tourists are still coming
by the thousands and bragging about where they come from. Sometimes you think France
has been too lenient with them,” he wrote in one of his unofficial diplomatic notes to
Calvin Coolidge.108 He balanced these comments with others detailing his own
experiences and expectations as a world traveler: “I left home as a Kid and traveled and
worked my way all through Argentine, South Africa, Australia, and New Zealand.... But I
never found it necessary to have my AMERICAN rights protected. Nobody invited me
into those Countries and I always acted as their Guest, not as their Advisor.”109 What
troubled Rogers in regard to American tourists was their sense of ownership, a sense that
they were to be treated not as visitors, but as guests with special privileges—not unlike
the privileges violently and repeatedly taken by European settlers during the United
States’ colonial period. The special treatment Americans expected when traveling abroad
paralleled in many respects colonial presumptions taken for hundreds of years.
That these sentiments were penned by a Cherokee whose native ties are often cut
by blurry hindsight is perhaps the reason his transnational writings are often overlooked.
When placed alongside other American Indians of his generation, whose assimlationist
tendencies were balanced by a keen awareness of their tribal histories, Rogers’s writings
on international policies become explicitly anticolonial, a slant of isolationism of little
concern to most Americans.
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Will Rogers, Letters of a Self-Made Diplomat to His President (1926; Stillwater: Oklahoma State
University, 1977), 51. By the late 1920s, Rogers had become such a well-known journalist that he was
hired to by George Horace Lorimer, editor of the Saturday Evening Post, to trek all over Europe on an
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became and international bestseller.
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One of the reasons Rogers was able to incorporate these opinions into his
editorials was his writing style, which employed a homespun dialect that pulled the wool
over the eyes of his readers. Simply stated, he manipulated them. Rogers’s ability to slip
current American Indian news—and Native interpretations of American foreign policy—
onto the front pages of hundreds of American newspapers raised people’s awareness of
the survival and continued mistreatment of Native people in the United States. This
neighborly prose arose directly from the Indian Territory, where this writing style was
quite widespread.
“Old words is like old friends, you know ‘em the minute you see ‘em”110: Territory
Literary Lineage
On a broader American literary stage, struggles with modernity during Rogers’s
writing career affected the literary and artistic milieu of American aesthetics at large by
way of Modernism, which (in most of its forms) grappled with a romanticized
primitivism—a nostalgic longing for a preindustrial world—and/or an experimental
writing that reflected and reinforced the changes modernity wrought. Though certainly
not part of the Modernist movement, Rogers played with many of its preoccupations in
the style and content of his journalism. In Robert Dorman’s study and description of the
regionalist literary movement of the interwar years, a trend tied to both modern anxieties
and Modernism, he states that regionalist writers worked against mass consumer culture
to “salvage and preserve the culture of the folk from ... the forces of modernization.”
Rogers’s written work certainly fits this particular subcategory of Modernism. His nearly
constant references to place—especially Claremore, Oklahoma—further situate him
among these geographically bound regionalists, all of whom “believed that the materials
for cultural reconstruction must be found at home, where time and nature had taught an
110
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appropriate wisdom.”111 Though Dorman considers Native writers such as D’Arcy
McNickle and John Joseph Mathews, his examination of their tribal connections remains
cursory. However, Dorman does begin to separate these Native writers—calling them
“subregionalists”—from others who often wrote about Native peoples using an outsiders’
lens. For these Native regionalists, Dorman states,
the frontier no longer had the meaning that decades of mythologizing had inflated
it with. Instead ... the subregionalists strove to make Americans look beyond their
blind side ... at a “new frontier”: not the advancing vanguard of civilization into
untapped abundant wilderness, or of divine light into pagan darkness, but rather
the invasion front of an alien and ruthless race into cherished homelands,
establishing in its wake a regime dedicated to the Indians’ cultural, social,
political, and economic subjugation. It seemed, after all, that there had never been
“room for everybody” in America, that land came not from God but fresh from
the hands of the Indians, that people had therefore been “eating one another” in
the New World for centuries.112
Though largely cursory, Dorman alludes to the distinct form of regionalism—one with
ironic undertones—in which Rogers and many other Native writers of the period
participated.
It is Tol Foster, using Rogers as an example, who refines a modernist regionalism
that might incorporate more thoroughly a specifically American Indian take on the genre.
In describing Oklahoma, Foster explains, “During the twentieth century, in an attempt to
break the cycles of exploitation based on notions of difference, Native people in
Oklahoma turned towards their neighbors, both indigenous and settler, to carve a populist
vision of American that would include them as both sovereign Indigenous people and as
citizens.”
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Rogers is but one example of many Cherokee writers who, during this

period, employed a distinct subject matter that connected to other regionalist writers but
111 Robert L. Dorman, Revolt of the Provinces: The Regionalist Movement in America, 1920-1945 (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1993), 19, 23.
112 Dorman, Revolt of the Provinces, 169.
113 Tol Foster, “Dividing Canaan: Oklahoma Writers and the Multicultural Frontier” (Ph.D. diss.,
University of Wisconsin, 2006), 10. Emphasis in original.
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distinguished it in their focus on tribal survival and endurance. Rogers’s creative
Territory contemporaries—most prominently Cherokee playwright Lynn Riggs and
author-activist John Oskison; Creek journalist and poet Alexander Posey; and Osage
intellectual and author John Joseph Mathews—focused with equal ardor on their
homeland while appealing to a national audience.114 These men’s creative writings offer a
counterbalance to other regionalist manuscripts published during the interwar years,
particularly those generated by Mary Austin, John G. Neihardt, and D. H. Lawrence,
whose literary productions employed Native voices to laud their ties to place while
ignoring or misrepresenting their actual experiences.
Will Rogers’s literary ties to the Cherokee run deeper than is typically
imagined—ties that matter for several reasons. First, his journalism offers an opportunity
to study two historical experiences—American and Cherokee—simultaneously. Through
his work, we can interpret the cultural history of the early-twentieth-century United
States broadly, a culture preoccupied with the menace of mass media, urbanism, and
intrusive corporatism, all trends threatening the individuality of U.S. regional cultures.
Throughout the United States, Rogers created a bridge between the local and the national.
The local was seen through his distinct dialect writing; the national could be seen in his
talking points, which were quite often national or international in nature. At the same
time, Rogers’s frequent focus on Native history and events—and international issues
connected to these—added a Native flare to the United States’ newspaper content.
Finally, the dialect Rogers employed in his writing reflected that used by
Territory writers who came before him, showing an oft-overlooked literary connection
between one of the premier journalists of the period and lesser-known writers prolific
114 Connections among these writers are analyzed by Daniel Heath Justice, in Our Fire Survives the Storm,
in which he examines Riggs, Oskison, and Rogers together. Tol Foster, “Dividing Canaan: Oklahoma
Writers and the Multicultural Frontier,” examines all these writers in turn, building regionalist and literary
bridges among them all.
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decades earlier. This consideration of Cherokee journalistic history and the important role
of publishing in retaining and preserving tribal sovereignty and national identity connect
Rogers’s writing to his tribal predecessors in the Cherokee Nation. At the same time
Rogers highlighted Native concerns, history, and events in print, he literally spoke on
behalf of his people over the radio, an increasingly popular and influential medium
during Rogers’s later life. It is to Rogers’s adept employment of this new technology that
we turn next.
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Chapter 5:
Radio-Free Rogers: Technology and Race in the Cherokee Nation

In March 1935, a few months before his death in an airplane crash, Will Rogers
wrote to his first cousin Lizzie Tripplett. At the time, Lizzie was a patient at the Indian
Hospital in Claremore, Oklahoma, the first Indian hospital in the country. In fact, the
building of the facility itself was due to Rogers’s celebrity lobbying efforts; he mentioned
the hospital several times in print and on the air and likely spoke privately to influential
senators about the idea.1 As was typical of Rogers, he tried to boost her spirits through
humor. In reference to his most recent film, he wrote “I think we gotta pretty funny one
coming out next called ‘Life Begins at Forty.’ Course, life don’t really begin ‘till you
start to swim in the Verdigris,” a reference to the river that runs through the northwestern
1

In a 27 April 1930, radio broadcast, Rogers commented, “do you know that Claremore, Oklahoma, is
going to open the only Indian hospital in the United States? That is no lie…. You know Columbus
discovered this country about 400 years ago or something, and it took 400 years for the Government to
build a hospital for Indians. Look what the Indians have got to look forward to in the next 400 years. They
are liable to build us a cemetery or something, I guess” (Will Rogers, Radio Broadcasts of Will Rogers
[Stillwater: Oklahoma State University Press, 1983], ed. Steven K. Gragert, 20). And as early as April
1926, Rogers wrote:
Senator Harrold has a Bill in now to get a Government Hospital at Claremore, Oklahoma, for the
Indians. We have no place where they can go and be treated free. It looks like the Whites ought to
do that much for them, after what they have took away from them…. Better treat ‘em good, you
white folks. They may strike some more oil. So ask your Congressman and Senator to back this
bill. We have loaned other nations enough to arm for the next war, so cure the Indian in his own
hospital. The only Joke about this day’s joke is that this town of Claremore, where they will locate
this hospital, the water will cure ‘em so fast, and get all the old ones and broken down ones so
well, that they will be able to rise up and take back what belongs to ‘em again (Will Rogers,
“Worst Story,” Tulsa Daily World, transcript available at the Will Rogers Memorial Museum).
For more official coverage of the hospital, see “Will Rogers’s Town? Senate Votes It a Hospital at Once,”
New York Times, 8 February 1928, 27. The brief article reads in part, “Owing to the power of Will Rogers’s
name, Claremore, Okla., the humorist’s old home, seems likely to have a $50,000 Government hospital.”
Though the Indian Health Service (IHS) was not established until 1955, the 1921 Snyder Act authorized the
use of federal funds to provide health services to Native peoples (see United States Indian Health Service,
The First 50 Years of the Indian Health Service: Caring and Curing, pamphlet produced by the U.S. Indian
Health Service, available at http://info.ihs.gov/Files/GOLD_BOOK_part1.pdf, accessed November 26,
2007).
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part of the Cherokee Nation. In his subsequent paragraph Rogers took a more serious
tone: “I bet you don’t have a radio down in them sticks,” he wrote. “Well, here is a check
to get them patients one. Get this and also get a lot of extra earphones so they can be
connected at the beds, and send me the extra bill for that. Fix it up so all of them can hear
at any time, quietly and not disturb the others.”2 A few years earlier, in March 1928,
Rogers paid a visit to his “eastern Cherokee brothers” (see fig. 5.1). While he was there,
Rogers donated a radio for use in the Cherokee schools. The nearby Asheville, North
Carolina, newspaper covered the story: “Now the Cherokee Indians will tune in and hear
the world go round!”3
More than a publicity stunt, I argue that Rogers wanted these particular patients
and students to access and keep abreast of what many believe to be the most important
recent technological innovation of the early twentieth century.4 He was a radio celebrity
by this time, when he was featured during several milestone on-air events. At the start of
the Depression, in 1930, Rogers signed his first radio contract with Squibb to perform
twelve fifteen-minute talks each Sunday evening (a primetime spot). He was paid
$72,000 for the lot of them, reportedly the same as Babe Ruth’s annual salary.5 A
2

Will Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 5, ed. Steven K. Gragert and M. Jane Johannson (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 2006), 581.
3 “Cherokees Are Given Radio Set by Will Rogers,” Asheville (North Carolina) Citizen, 8 March 1928, 3.
4 For a broad discussion of radio’s importance to twentieth-century cultural development, see Susan J.
Douglas, Listening In: Radio and the American Imagination, from Amos ‘n’ Andy and Edward R. Murrow
to Wolfman Jack and Howard Stern (New York: Random House, 1999). Douglas contends that “Radio is
arguably the most important electronic innovation of the century. Cognitively, it revolutionized the
perceptual habits of the nation. Technically, culturally, and economically, it set the stage for television. It
forever blurred the boundaries between the private and domestic sphere and public, commercial, and
political life” (9). For an examination of radio personalities contemporary to Rogers, see Alan Brinkley,
Voices of Protest: Huey Long, Father Coughlin, and the Great Depression (New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
1982). Brinkley discusses the ways both Coughlin and Long employed the mass medium of radio to, as
Brinkley puts it, “defend the autonomy of the individual and the independence of the community against
encroachments of the modern industrial state” (xi).
5 Squibb Company, separate from Bristol-Myers until 1989, was a leader in pharmaceutical medicines in
the 1920s and 1930s. For a bit more on Rogers’s high salary, see the New York Times, 30 March 1932, 19:
“Will Rogers has just signed contracts, it was disclosed last night, for a series of fourteen talks over the
radio, for which he will paid $72,000, almost as much as Babe Ruth’s annual salary, for less than four
hours’ work.”
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Figure 5.1. Rogers and two unidentified Cherokee girls in Asheville, North Carolina,
circa 1928 (uncredited photo from Mary Newman Fitzgerald, The
Cherokee and His Smoky Mountain Legends [Asheville, NC: The Inland
Press, 1946], 4).
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A few years later, in early 1933, after a few unscheduled on-air performances and
several features on Florenz Ziegfeld’s brief attempt at a radio show, Rogers signed on for
weekly half-hour shows, also broadcast on Sunday night. The Good Gulf Show,
sponsored by Gulf Oil, was aired on the National Broadcasting Company’s channels.
Rogers was paid $50,000 for the first seven weeks; he donated half his salary to the Red
Cross.6 While there were no ratings of early radio shows, he seems to be one of the mostlistened-to commentators of his day. “The first week he went on the air,” Ben Yagoda
writes, “a minister reported a drop of 50 percent in Sunday-evening church attendance.
To counter such defections, another church placed a radio in the chapel and tuned it to
Will’s broadcast.”7
This chapter analyzes Rogers’s contributions to this increasingly important
medium and the ways his technological artistry was shaped by his connection to
Cherokee history. A broad discussion of the American Indian and Cherokees
technological history and their relations to Western technological innovation begin this
chapter. While Rogers’s pioneering role in radio is obvious—he worked in the medium
during its earliest years—its connections to Cherokee and other tribal technologies have
been neglected. This failure to recognize Rogers’s part in this particular strain of
Cherokee history is a symptom of a larger cultural illness in the United States that
assumes Native peoples to exist outside the confines of industrial progress.
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Peter Rollins writes, “Rogers agreed to appear on an unspecified number of ‘Good Gulf Shows’
accompanied by an orchestra, other acts, and friends from time to time. By the beginning of June 1935 [he
died in August of that year] fifty-three ‘Good Gulf Shows’ had been lightened by the Rogers touch” (Peter
C. Rollins, Will Rogers: A Bio-Bibliography [Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1984], 208).
7 Ben Yagoda, Will Rogers: A Biography (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993), 106-309. Quote
on page 309. Other on-air social and political commentators, especially Huey Long and Father (Charles)
Coughlin, were also popular. Due to a lack of reliable audience ratings, however, it is unclear who was the
most prominent. What is known is that Father Coughlin founded his own radio network in 1931, one that
surely reached many listeners but required special effort. Huey Long’s radio appearances were intimately
tied to his political ambitions. For more on these two influential radio hosts, see Brinkley, Voices of
Protest.
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Next, this chapter considers the content of the radio shows as they relate to
Rogers’s conceptions of himself as a Cherokee celebrity navigating a starkly racialized
American media. What makes his radio shows and appearances—aired largely between
1926 and 1935—distinct from other artistic tools Rogers employed is their sheer
spontaneity.8 Though his work in other media seemed off-the-cuff, it was edited by moral
codes curtailing performers’ content. This “radio-free Rogers” covertly questioned
assumptions regarding Native people’s relationship to technology and traditionally
accepted tales of American history.
Perhaps because these shows were recorded live and aired uncensored, Rogers
met occasional serious criticism—especially from the African-American community—
for his show’s content. The subsequent part of this chapter examines these moments of
rupture, for they not only complicate Rogers’s romanticized persona, but also reveal
complex historical connections to his familial past. By considering the convergent effects
of Cherokee and American slave systems, as seen through Rogers’s on-air performances,
I hope to elucidate further the Cherokee-slavery issue that has received such intense
public scrutiny over the past few years.
Finally, this chapter proposes that Rogers’s role in early radio furthers scholars’
understandings of radio use in Indian Country at large. Tribal benefits and interpretations
of Western technologies are reflected in both modern tribal radio usage. The recognition
that Rogers, perhaps the best-known celebrity of his day, was a technologically savvy
Cherokee offers proof that the technological agency employed by Native peoples in the
United States today has gone overlooked.
8

Rogers performed on the airwaves as early as 1923, when he participated in Pittsburgh’s nationally
broadcast KDKA. The event was historic because KDKA was one of only four stations to go national with
the aid of the American Telephone and Telegraph Company (see Will Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers,
vol. 4, ed. Steven K. Gragert and M. Jane Johansson [Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2005], 15).
These transcripts are not available, however.
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Becoming “Civilized”: Broadening Native Technological History
Twentieth-century Native people such as Rogers were not the first to face the
cultural challenges of balancing technological necessity, use, and misrepresentation.
Indian peoples have always employed Western technologies as they related to and
improved their own lives. These uses have been countered simultaneously by non-Native
assumptions of American Indians’ technological “backwardness.” One of the first and
best-known published accounts of this colonial stereotype was published by Captain John
Smith in 1624. After his capture by the Pamukey chiefdom of the Powhatan Confederacy,
Smith wrote:
He [Smith] demanded for their Captaine, they shewed him Opechankanough,
King of the Pamaunkee, to whom he gave a round Ivory double compass Dyall.
Much they marvailed at the playing of the Fly and Needle, which they could see
so plainly, and yet not touch it, because of the glasse that covered them. But when
he demonstrated by that Globe-like Jewell, the roundnesse of the earth, and skies,
the speare of the Sunne, Moone, and Starrs, and how the Sunne did chase the
night round about the world continually; the greatness of the Land and Sea, the
diversitie of Nations, variete of complexions, and how we were to them
Antipodes, and many other such like matters, they all stood amazed with
admiration.9
Smith’s descriptive “admiration” is perhaps his own gloating (a rhetorical tool he
commanded); perhaps the Pamukey were interested in an object they had never before
encountered. This “admiration,” then, might more accurately be defined as surprise or
curiosity. Regardless, Smith’s use of this word casts Native people in a subservient and
technologically ignorant role. Smith’s statement also suggests that technology is a purely
Western innovation.
Indeed, European use of Western technological innovation has had a profound
effect on Native peoples. As Vine Deloria, Jr., writes in Red Earth, White Lies, “For
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John Smith, Captain John Smith: A Select Edition of His Writings, ed. Karen Ordahl Kepperman (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1988), 60.
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much of the first four hundred years of contact, technology dealt Indians the hardest
blows. Mechanical devices from the musket to the iron kettle to the railroad made it
certain that Indians would lose the military battle to maintain their independence.”10 To
many Americans, Native peoples remain intimately connected with—if not a part of—
nature.11 And to many American Indians alive during the nineteenth century, Western
technology assisted colonial violence and removal. Much of the violence lobbed against
Native peoples as Americans intruded the West was dependent upon such technology: the
gun, the railroad, the wagon, the axe, and later the telegraph. The removal period—which
occurred between the 1820s (when the concept was officially espoused by President
Monroe) and the late 1860s (when President Grant introduced his paradoxical Peace
Policy, marked by the Plains Indian Wars)—was further marred by Americans’ refusal to
provide Indian peoples the tools necessary to adjust to a sedentary life. Intimately tied to
this refusal was the non-Native assumption that tribes across the United States wanted to
follow this American yeomanry system to begin with. It was again the selective and
innovative use of land, available resources, and technology that allowed Natives to adjust
to what to many was a new lifestyle.12 Later, during the assimilation period, Natives at

10 Vine Deloria, Jr., Red Earth, White Lies: Native Americans and Scientific Fact (New York: Scribner,
1995), 16.
11 This assumption arises primarily from frontier history. Not only is this a commonly applied stereotype—
seen through the popularity of misunderstood and misrepresented texts such as Black Elk Speaks and The
Education of Little Tree—but it is also commonly recognized in scholarship. Native scholars such as N.
Scott Momaday, Elizabeth Cook-Lynn, and Vine Deloria, Jr., question the ill-perceived social chasm that
associates Natives with wilderness and non-Natives with settlement. The field of Western history also
analyzes these assumptions (scholars such as Robert Berkhofer, Roy Harvey Pearce, and Richard Slotkin
led this movement). For further discussion, see Philip J. Deloria, “Historiography,” in A Companion to
American Indian History, ed. Philip J. Deloria and Neal Salisbury (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers,
2002), 6-21.
12 For a comprehensive discussion on Indian survival during and after Removal, see Francis Paul Prucha,
The Great Father: The United States Government and American Indians (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 1986), esp. chaps. 4, 5, and 6.

244

boarding schools were taught outmoded industrial skills with outdated tools.13 By
limiting Native peoples’ access to many elements of American technology, U.S. citizens
proved and reproved their early-twentieth-century hypothesis: American Indians are
uncivilized and unable to cope with an increasingly industrialized world. These
contentions implied that tribal peoples would likely die out in the next few decades.
This is not only a Native American issue, but one applied to most non-Westerners
by American citizens. In Machines as the Measure of Men, Michael Adas examines the
ways the industrial revolutions molded European (and European American) perceptions
of non-Western people around the world. Machines (which have, by and large, come
from Asia and Western Europe) have come to indicate social uplift and function as the
primary definition of “civilized.” In this context, then, a lack of mechanical knowledge
signifies limited cognitive ability. Such conjectures are clearly indicated through the
history of American-Native interactions. As Vine Deloria, Jr., states, “By wrapping
cultural evolution so tightly, with a foreordained conclusion laudatory of Western
accomplishments, tribal peoples were given a marginal status as human beings.”14 The
clash between these Western tools and Native peoples seems—on the surface—apparent.
However, this issue of “cultural evolution” is central to understanding what
Rayvon Fouche calls (in regard to African Americans) “technology as material
oppression.”15 Cultural assumptions undergirding the definition of technology itself
creates problematic notions of Native people as untechnological. Though the term is
often employed to reference consumer mechanisms associated with and following the
13

The harsh day-to-day routines of boarding schools were often balanced by resistant efforts on the part of
its students. See K. Tsianina Lomawaima, “‘You’re a Woman, You’re Going to Be a Wife,’” and “‘Hm!
White Boy! You Got No Business Here!’” in They Called It Prairie Light: The Story of Chilocco Indian
School (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1994), 81-100 and 129-168.
14 Deloria, Red Earth, White Lies, 65.
15 Rayvon Fouché, “Say It Loud, I’m Black and I’m Proud: African Americans, American Artifactual
Culture, and Black Vernacular Technological Creativity,” American Quarterly 58, no. 3 (2006): 640.
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industrial revolution, it is Ruth Schwartz Cowan’s broad definition of technology as
“something created by human artifice in order to alter the environment so as to achieve
human goals” that is used here.16 Still, this definitional difficulty—between common
assumptions about technology and broader scholarly definitions of it—plague Native
technicians over time. As Daniel Wildcat recently argued, “The problem we face today is
that the measure of technological progress is often thought of as the extent to which
humankind can control and mitigate the so-called forces of nature.”17 Examining the
cultural effects of this limited definition of technology reveals its role in solidifying not
only economic access to such materials, but also stereotypes, prejudicial historical
representation, and social (often institutional) discrimination. More space must be open
for an analysis of technological creativity and subversion by those groups kept outside
the confines of the “technologically savvy.” Such an analytic approach reflects how
marginalized people “see, view, feel, understand, and interact with technology from their
own perspective.”18
Native people did not merely receive American technological innovation thirstily;
they did so as keen consumers, incorporating that which fit into their tribal systems. In a
recent essay, Clara Sue Kidwell counters popular notions of Native technological
entrapment: “They [Native Americans] often adapted by analogy, adopting new goods
when they recognized similarities to things that they already used.”19 At its base, the
selective and culturally specific acquisition of technology consists of instruments that

16 Ruth Schwartz Cowan, A Social History of American Technology (New York: Oxford University Press,
1997), 301.
17 Barbara Wakshul, “A Native Perspective on Contemporary Technology: An Interview with Daniel
Wildcat,” Winds of Change (Summer 2005), 41.
18 Fouché, “Say It Loud,” 650.
19 Clara Sue Kidwell, “Native American Systems of Knowledge,” in A Companion to American Indian
History, ed. Philip J. Deloria and Neal Salisbury (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2002), 89.
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their users feels assists them in living their lives with the most ease.20 Some forms of
material innovation do not accomplish this particular mission (though, in most cases, this
is the argument behind their creation). In other words, all people advance technologically
according to their needs and worldviews. In her study of the Lynx Lake Ojibwe
community of northern Ontario, for example, Lisa Philips Valentine describes
technological usage by the tribal community:
Often they [the Lynx Lake community] accept outside influences, occasionally
they reject them outright, but the choice is always their own. In the midst of
enormous changes, there is no indication that they feel they are losing their Native
identity or even that they necessarily have or need to produce a “Native” identity;
rather, they are actively incorporating change into their lives.21
Technological discretion and employment, in other words, does not correlate to a
compromised Indianness; rather, it points out flaws in non-Native assumptions about
contemporary Native life, custom, and tradition.
Rogers was like his tribal forebears in his innovative use of technology. Indeed, it
is likely that the Cherokees, along with the other Five Tribes, were marked with the
adjective “civilized” due in part to their Western-style technologies.22 The tribe was
agricultural at the time of European contact. This trait alone, because it adhered to their
own lives, led European settlers to associate the Cherokees—and other tribes in the
area—with some level of technological advancement. Like Europeans, their lives were
made easier through creative technological tools. “Young boys employed river-cane
blowguns armed with hardwood darts fletched with thistledown to protest ripening
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This sentiment is echoed by David Nye, who suggests that “Technologies, which include all of material
culture, are social constructions with political and social implications” (David E. Nye, “Technology and the
Production of Difference,” American Quarterly 53, no. 3 [2006]: 597).
21 Lisa Philips Valentine, Making It Their Own: Severn Ojibwe Communicative Practices (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1995), 18.
22 Interracial marriage with whites also contributed to the use of the word “civilized” to describe the
Cherokees and other tribes in the Southeast (see Theda Perdue, “Mixed Blood” Indians: Racial
Construction in the Early South [Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2003]).
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cornfields from scavenging birds and rodents.” Fishing was made easier through the use
of “weirs made from woven river cane or twigs and either used alone as basket traps or
attached to permanent stone abutments; and the temporary damming of streams together
with the use of asphysixiating fish poisons made from powdered buckeyes..., black
walnut hulls, or devil’s shoestrings.”23 Anthropological details such as these are typical in
detailing contact-era Native America, but fewer encyclopedic entries understand early
U.S. settlers in such a light. Ruth Cowen, in A Social History of Technology, suggests
that, though the tools were different, they all met the needs of the particular peoples using
them:
One of the technological systems that had developed in Europe and Asia (but not
in North America) in those prehistoric centuries was the use of mineral ores—
copper, tin, lead, iron—to create metal tools—knives, axes, plowshares, swords,
guns…. The technological systems they [Native Americans] had perfected were
not capable of profoundly or permanently disturbing the environments in which
they were living.24
Because of their more symbiotic relationship with the land, Native peoples continue to be
cast as close to nature. While this assessment may echo elements of the New Age
movement, Daniel Wildcat cautions against such assumptions: “The notion that in the life
system of planet earth we are all connected and related is hardly romantic. Rather, this
connectedness is a fair representation of Native realism… [which sees] the natural world
as full of our relatives. Think about it: you better not treat your relatives like resources.”25
Living symbiotically with the natural environment does not mean technological inability;
indeed, perhaps it indicates the opposite.

23 Raymond D. Fogelson, “Cherokees in the East,” in The Southeast, ed. Raymond D. Fogelson, vol. 14,
Handbook of North American Indians, ed. William Sturtevant (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution
Press, 2004), 343.
24 Cowan, Social History of American Technology, 10.
25 Wakshul, “A Native Perspective on Contemporary Technology,” 42.
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In the early nineteenth century, the Cherokee would write a constitution, pass
laws, practice Christianity, participate in ranching, and create their own educational
institutions. They were, according to most outsiders (and some insiders) more “civilized”
than other tribal peoples in North America. But as Theda Perdue argues, “the Cherokees’
cultural transformation [during the early nineteenth century] may best be understood as a
syncretic process in which they borrowed from Anglo-Americans while retaining
elements of their own culture in order to create new ways of organizing their lives and
understanding the world.”26 They did not sacrifice tribal culture for Western ways.
There is perhaps no innovation as influential in Americans labeling the Cherokees
technologically (and thus socially) more “civilized” than their tribal counterparts as that
of Sequoyah’s syllabary, a set of written syllabic characters representing the Cherokee
language. The inventor, who did not read English, was born in 1790 and began work on
his syllabary in 1809, a transitional period for the Cherokees, who were already being
pushed to remove west of the Mississippi. He and many other Cherokees fought
alongside Andrew Jackson in the War of 1812 and the Red Stick War of 1813 and 1814,
a war that ended with Cherokee lands (among others) being ceded to the United States.27
In 1818, because of land encroachments and treaty cessations, Sequoyah and hundreds
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Theda Perdue, “The Sequoyah Syllabary and Cultural Revitalization,” in Perspectives on the Southeast:
Linguistics, Archeology, and Ethnohistory, Southern Anthropological Society Proceedings, No. 27, ed.
Patricia B. Kwachka (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1992), 119.
27 The Creek War began as a civil war within the tribe, though it is often considered part of the War of
1812 because of American military involvement. The Red Stick Creek fought against those Creeks living
with the assimilationist policies pursued by the U.S. government. Because the Red Sticks were also allied
with the British in the War of 1812—and, no doubt, because they rejected American lifeways—they soon
came to the attention of the U.S. government. The first battle between Americans and the Red Sticks
occurred in early 1813 when American soldiers stopped the Red Sticks, who were crossing the border from
Florida, where they had received ammunition from the Spanish. The Creek War ended with the signing of
the Treaty of Fort Jackson, administered by Andrew Jackson himself. The military leader made no
distinction between the Creek groups and forced the nation to cede 23 million acres of their tribal lands. In
addition, almost 2 million acres belonging to the Cherokee Nation, who allied themselves with the U.S.,
were passed to American control. For a description of the Cherokees’ role in these wars, see Robert
Conley, The Cherokee Nation: A History (Norman: University of Oklahoma, 2005), chapters 12 and 13.
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more Cherokee removed to what is now Arkansas. Once settled, he turned once again to
his creation and completed it in 1821. He spread it throughout this new Western
Cherokee Nation and then traveled East to introduce it to the remaining tribal majority.28
In 1825, soon after official tribal recognition of the syllabary, Thomas L.
McKenney of the Office of Indian Affairs wrote to tribal member Charles Hicks,
expressing his surprise and pleasure at the innovative syllabary:
I thank you for the enclosure of Guess’s [George Guess, as Sequoyah was also
known] extraordinary discovery. It is doubtless an invention of no ordinary genius
and entitles its author to the respect and distinction of all men, but especially of
those to whom he has given such an invulnerable instrument for the interchange
of mind with mind; and who, but for this gift must have been doomed (I refer to
the old Indians) to that limited intercourse that is carried on when friend meets
friend face to face.29
McKenney’s suggestion that Cherokees would lose connection with their oral traditions
(implied in his reference to the “doomed … old Indians”) was misled; the syllabary
would be used to perpetuate tradition and retain language. Still, the letter reveals a
common sentiment among whites: by embracing the written word, Cherokees were
accepted by the colonizers not as equals but as a more advanced society than others
across Native America.

30

Because non-Native onlookers typically label oral traditions

unreliable and anecdotal, Sequoyah’s technological innovation seemed all the more
“civlized.”
28

For detailed discussions of Sequoyah’s life, see Grant Foreman, Sequoyah (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1959); and Theda Perdue, “The Sequoyah Syllabary and Cultural Revitalization.”
29 Qtd. in Grant Foreman, Sequoyah (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1938), 9.
30 Myriad texts by scholars and popular intellectuals alike challenge mainstream American rejection of
Native oral traditions. For one of the earliest challenges to Americans’ rejection of Indian histories, which
require an acceptance of oral traditions, see the final chapter of Luther Standing Bear, Land of the Spotted
Eagle (1933; Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1978). Within academia, Devon Mihesuah’s edited
collection Natives and Academics challenges the purity of the written word throughout. In it, Mihesuah
writes, “They [white academics] refuse to use informants, believing modern Indians’ versions of their
tribes’ histories are ‘fantasies.’ But are not some written records fantasy? Are not some writings of some
army officers, missionaries, explorers, and pioneers who encountered Indians exaggerated and biased?”
(Devon A. Mihesuah, ed., Natives and Academics: Researching and Writing About American Indians
[Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1998], 2).
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That American praise for the syllabary did not recognize the Cherokees’ varied
uses of the written language leaves out an important part of this story. Sequoyah hoped to
make his tribal nation literate in their own tongue, allowing citizens to communicate in
new ways over many miles. Indeed, language survival helped insure the survival of
Cherokee cultural identities in the face of colonial intrustion.31 As Creek poet and dialect
writer Alexander Posey describes in “Ode to Sequoyah,”
The people’s language cannot parish—nay,
When from the face of this great continent
Inevitable doom hath swept away
The last memorial—the last fragment
Of tribes,—some scholar learned shall pore [sic]
Over thy letters, seeking lore
Some bard shall life his voice in praise of thee….32
Indeed, Posey’s ode speaks to Sequoyah’s nearly spiritual standing among many tribes
originating from the Southeast. As for Sequoyah’s own tribe, “Many Cherokees seem to
have regarded Sequoyah as a kind of prophet, a person with unusual spiritual power, and
a nativistic rather than an imitative impulse may have prompted their acceptance of his
syllabary. Such a reinterpretation places Cherokee literacy within the context of other
early nineteenth-century native revitalization movements.”33 The syllabary was not, then,
a mere imitation of white traditions, but an exercise in resistance and survival. It was a
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The Cherokees were able to create and maintain their own educational institutions during the second half
of the nineteenth century, when many Native children were sent to harsh boarding schools. Since the aim of
these boarding schools was to strip these children of their tribal heritage, instructors forbade the use of
indigenous languages on campus. Meanwhile, the Cherokee language was taught to students at some
Cherokee-run schools (see Devon Mihesuah, Cultivating the Rosebuds: The Education of Women at the
Cherokee Female Seminary, 1851-1909 [Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1997]).
32 Qtd. in Foreman, Sequoyah, vi.
33 Perdue, “The Sequoyah Syllabary and Cultural Revitalization,” 116.
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convergence of Cherokee and American, not a shunning of tribal lifestyles.34 When
Sequoyah presented his syllabary to the Cherokee Council in 1821, it took a surprisingly
short time—some suggest only a few months—for most Cherokee children and adults to
become literate in the written version of their tribal tongue. Soon after, parts of the Bible
were translated into Cherokee by missionaries hoping to incorporate the language into
their work. In addition, the Cherokee constitution and tribal publications such as The
Cherokee Phoenix and Indian Advocate were printed in both English and Cherokee.35 On
the other hand, many tribal leaders “actively promoted this view and took great care to
distance themselves from other native peoples.”36 In the end, the invention was a
groundbreaking and culturally significant technological event, regardless of one’s tribal
politics.
Unlike tribes strategically and thoughtfully refusing—or scantily employing—
written texts as a powerful form of resistance, the Cherokee used their distinct syllabary
in defiance of growing pressures from the United States, pressures that would eventually
force the relocation of most tribal members. Once separated into eastern and western
nations, the language allowed long-distance communication and marked an individual’s
tribal belonging. Margaret Bender describes Cherokee literacy not as an act of
conforming but as the production of a counter literacy that challenged the white status
quo.37 It is perhaps for this reason that the linguistic creation continues to symbolize
cultural independence amongst many Cherokee: “The syllabary has a continuing
34

Of course, not all Cherokees were convinced that Sequoyah’s work was helpful to cultural survival. It
took him twelve years to complete his syllabary, largely because his workshop and notes were burned down
by tribal skeptics.
35 These groundbreaking bilingual newspapers were also central in casting the Cherokee as technologically
advanced. These newspapers are discussed in more depth in chapter four.
36 Perdue, “The Sequoyah Syllabary and Cultural Revitalization,” 116.
37 Margaret Bender, Signs of Cherokee Life: Sequoyah’s Syllabary in Eastern Cherokee Life (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2002). Bender’s impressive book describes the history of the syllabary
and its modern uses by the Eastern Cherokee Nation.
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association not only with Christianity, progress, and written law, but with medicine,
animals and nature, and Cherokee place names.”38 Sequoyah’s invention evidences the
ways Will Rogers’s tribe often used—and continue to use—Western methods,
specifically curtailed to meet tribal needs, to distinguish themselves, generate
community, and exclude outsiders. When Rogers discussed being Cherokee over the
radio, he was signifying this syncretic tradition: he observed the radio skeptically, as both
outsider and insider, friend and foe. Thus, Rogers’s use of the radio must be seen as a part
of this historical tradition; while he used a modern American technology, his frequent
references to Cherokee and Indian cultural and political issues—and his cautious
commentary on technological “progress”—staked a Cherokee claim on the airwaves.
“Keep off the radio till you got something to say”39: Radio Politics
The popularization of radio was part of the increasingly centralized establishment
of the mass consumption of information and entertainment in the 1920s. During Rogers’s
radio heyday—from the mid-1920s into the early 1930s—people began to read the same
news, hear the same voices on the radio, and watch the same plots unfold on the movie
screen. Still, as Susan Douglas points out in Listening In: Radio and the American
Imagination, early radio did not necessarily lead to cultural accord but pointed to the
nation’s cultural differences, distinctions that citizens shared and experienced through
listening:
while it has become a commonplace to assert that radio built national unity in the
1930s and beyond, we must remember that what radio really did ... was allow
listeners to experience at the same time multiple identities—national, regional,
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Will Rogers, “Telegram to Governor Roosevelt Dated November 25, 1932,” Franklin D. Roosevelt
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local—some of them completely allied with the country’s prevailing cultural and
political ideologies, others of them suspicious of or at odds with official culture.40
The awe with which the radio was received is apparent in contemporary discussions of
the invention. In his 1936 study of radio, for example, German philosopher Rudolf
Arnheim declared, “This is the great miracle of wireless. The omnipresence of what
people are singing or saying anywhere, the overleaping of frontiers, the conquest of
spatial isolation, the importation of culture on the waves of the ether, the same fare for
all, sound in silence.”41 Evidently, though some expressed concern over the flattening
effect these media would have on the nation’s (indeed, the world’s) geographic and
cultural distinctions, others recognized their ability to build a nationwide community,
united despite its differences. Regardless of its mixed effects, radio was pervasive. The
number of radios in U.S. homes doubled between 1929 and 1933, years that overlapped
with those in which Rogers regularly talked into the microphone, a device he claimed
“always put me in mind of an automobile radiator cap and I was afraid the whole thing
was going to bite me all the time or something.”42
Though radio listening during this period was certainly a national experience, it
was also a more private family affair. People from across the nation tuned into the same
shows and families came together to listen to stories broadcast over the air (this is why
Sunday evening—when Rogers’s shows were aired—was considered primetime). As
Douglas describes, “In the 1920s political isolationism seemed to intersect with, and
possibly driven by, the beginning of Americans’ century-long retreat into the private,
domestic sphere, with the help of technologies like radio.”43 The humorous integrity
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Rogers displayed elsewhere in his career—especially as moral counterweight to
Ziegfeld’s cabaret—marked him the perfect entertainer in this milieu.
Rogers’s first radio appearance went out over Pittsburgh’s KDKA in February
1922. The event was historic; it marked the entrance of the first radio network in the
United States, a four-station coalition supported by the American Telephone and
Telegraph Company. Through the early 1920s, Rogers was featured sporadically over the
airwaves. In 1926, for example, Rogers participated in the all-star debut of the National
Broadcasting Company (the event linked a whopping nineteen channels together).44 And,
in 1928, Rogers caused something of an uproar imitating Calvin Coolidge during a
broadcast from his home in Beverly Hills. After announcing (in his own recognizable
voice) that there was a special speaker with him that evening, Rogers pretended to
transfer the microphone to the president. Accustomed to believing what they heard, many
listeners assumed that Coolidge was actually speaking over the radio. According to the
New York Times, “Mr. Rogers did not directly explain that this was a ‘joke,’ and some
persons seemed to have thought the President was speaking in behalf of the new Dodge
car.... Mr. Rogers has been the President’s guest [at the White House] on several
occasions and for that reason his alleged misuse of the President’s name in broadcasting
last night was considered by many as all the more regrettable.”45 In response, the radio
personality wrote Calvin and Grace Coolidge a few days later:
I find that due to my lack of good taste, or utter stupidity, that I have wounded the
feelings of two people who I most admire…. I realize now that radio is not the
stage, wherre [sic] they can see you, and I ... also realize that the class of people
44

On 15 November 1926, the Kansas City Star reported, “The debut of the National Broadcasting
Company (NBC) involved a four-and-a-half-hour entertainment extravaganza over a nationwide linking of
nineteen radio stations. The broadcast reached an estimated 8 million listeners. Rogers, whose first radio
broadcast had occurred in February 1922 over pioneer radio station KDKA in Pittsburgh, shared air time on
15 November with other performers at sites around the country” (Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers, vol.
4, 466 n.1).
45 “Criticize Will Rogers for Joke on Coolidge,” New York Times, 6 January 1928, 26.
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who would come into a Theatre to see you are above the average o[f] some of the
ones who would be listening overa [sic] radio, all this I have learn[ed] to my
sorrow.46

Despite this shaky episode (or perhaps because of its sensation), Rogers signed with
Squibbs in 1930 and, a few years later, with Gulf. The majority of Rogers’s shows were
broadcast over NBC.
Coolidge was not the only political bigwig affected by Rogers’s radio acts. He
had on-air run-ins (both good and bad) with three presidents. In October 1931, Rogers
made what is perhaps his best-known radio speech, which is often referred to as the
“Bacons, Beans, and Limousines” speech.47 The talk came during a national broadcast for
Herbert Hoover’s Organization for Unemployment Relief. This program worked to deal
with the Depression locally by gathering private funds to offer local welfare to needy
citizens. The organization was a failure and lasted until June 1932.48 The radio show—
broadcast over 150 stations across the nation—ran for one hour and included musical
contributions from the John Phillip Sousa and the U.S. Marine bands, as well as several
others. According to the New York Times the following day, Rogers’s speech was the
most surprising of the evening. The coverage included the entire transcript of Rogers’s
talk, the only transcript provided of the event: “Will Rogers Makes Unique
Contribution,” the secondary headline read.49 That influence was reiterated by a telegram
sent to Rogers a few days later by Stuart M. Crocker, a General Electric executive: “WE
HAVE RECEIVED HUNDREDS OF REQUESTS FOR COPIES OF YOUR SPEECH
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Rogers, Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 4, 519, 520.
The title of the address was given to the speech by The Survey magazine, which reprinted it in October
of that year (see Rogers, Radio Broadcasts of Will Rogers, 185-186).
48 For more on Hoover’s plan, see Jeff Singleton, The American Dole: Unemployment Relief and the
Welfare State in the Great Depression (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2000).
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AND STILL THEY COME….”50 The speech foreshadowed those given by Roosevelt,
who often exuded positive thinking in his Fireside Chats from the mid-1930s to the mid1940s. Rogers began with jokes—“So now I expect you won’t hear any more of ‘Amos
and Andy’; it will just be Hoover and Rogers from now on”—but soon became quite
serious. In fact, while he was supposed to be there supporting Hoover’s policies, some of
his comments might be interpreted otherwise:
There’s not really but one problem before the whole country at this time…. The
only problem that confronts this country today is at least 7,000,000 people are out
of work…. [We must] see that every man that wants to is able to work, is allowed
to find a place to go to work, and also to arrange some way of getting more equal
distribution of the wealth in the country….
So here we are in a country with more wheat and more corn and more money in
the bank, more cotton, more everything in the world…— and yet we’ve got
people starving. We’ll hold the distinction of being the only nation in the history
of the world that ever went to the poor house in an automobile….
You know, there’s not a one of us has anything that these people that are without
it now haven’t contributed to what we’ve got. I don’t suppose there is the most
unemployed or the hungriest man in America has contributed in some way to the
wealth of every millionaire in America….
Doggone it, people are liberal. Americans—I don’t know about America being
fundamentally sound and all that after-dinner hooey, but I do know that America
is fundamentally liberal.51
Such socialist-infused rhetoric might have put Rogers in jail (or on a watch list) had he
employed it a few decades later. The notion that there should be a more equal distribution
of wealth was not a rare one during this period, but it was not a stance espoused by the
Hoover White House. Throughout the early years of the Depression, Hoover sought to
solve economic manners without federal intervention, a move that would have forced a
broader distribution of wealth. The result of Hoover’s Depression-era policies led directly
50
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to his 1932 defeat. That the president was bearing a good deal of public criticism meant
that Rogers’s comments came from a knowledgeable place; it also means his voice
reached informed listeners. Rogers’s argumentative suggestion that the country must
“arrange some way of getting more equal distribution of the wealth in the country,”
combined with his contention that “America is fundamentally liberal,” meant that he was
likely challenging Hoover’s policies—just before Hoover spoke on the air.
Long before Hoover’s presidential defeat, Rogers and Franklin Delano Roosevelt
were personal friends.52 In fact, Rogers announced FDR’s presidential candidacy over the
air in 1932 (see fig. 5.2). The two would also become radio buddies. Roosevelt’s first
Fireside Chat—on March 12, 1933—was preceded by Rogers’s Good Gulf Show. In fact,
Rogers opened for at least four of the seven Fireside Chats aired while Rogers was alive.
Though many recordings of these shows are unavailable, some transcripts are. In
Rogers’s May 7, 1933, show, for example, Rogers introduced FDR this way:
Mr. Roosevelt and I tonight are both going to speak to you on Depression. I will
take it up first, and if there is any loose ends left, he can pick it up where I left off.
52 This friendship began when both were in New York and continued until Rogers’s death in 1935. On 25
November 1932, Rogers sent FDR a lengthy telegram congratulating the newly elected president on his win
and offering some tips for healthy leadership: “A SMILE IN THE WHITE HOUSE AGAIN[.] WHY THE
LAST ONE WAS TAFTS[….] IF NICARAGUA IS HOLDING AN ELECTION SEND EM YOUR BEST
WISHES BUT DONT SEND THE MARINES[.] DONT WORRY YOUR LIFE AWAY OVER EUROPE
DISARMING[.] THEY ARE NOT WORRYING ABOUT IT SO WHY SHOULD YOU[.] DISARM
WITH THEM BUT NOT WITHOUT THEM[….] WHY GOVERNOR YOU CAN GO IN THERE AND
HAVE A GOOD TIME[.] WE WANT OUR PRESIDENTS TO HAVE SOME FUN[.] TOO MANY
MISTAKE THEIR ELECTION AS GOING TO A VATICAN AND NOT TO JUST A WHITE
HOUSE[….] NOW ABOUT PEOPLE WANTING JOBS[.] JUST PASS EM ON DOWN TO THE NEXT
IN LINE[.] THERE IS SO MANY WORKING FOR THE GOVERNMENT THAT BY THE TIME THE
JOB SEEKER REACHES THE LOWEST OF THE GOVERNMENT EMPLOYEE WHY THE
APPLICANT WILL BE TOO OLD TO HOLD A GOVERNMENT JOB.... SO GO IN THERE AND
HANDLE THIS THING LIKE IT WAS JUST ANOTHER JOB[.] WORK IT SO THAT WHEN WE SEE
YOU IN PERSON OR ON THE SCREEN WE WILL SMILE WITH YOU AND BE GLAD WITH
YOU[.] WE DONT WANT TO KILL OUR PRESIDENTS BUT THEY JUST SEEM TO WANT TO DIE
FOR US[….] IF WE ARE GOING TO BLOW UP AS A COUNTRY LETS BE GOOD SPORTS AND
BLOW UP SMILING[….] IF YOU DONT LIKE THESE RULES I CAN SEND YOU SOME MORE
BUT THE NEXT BUNCH WILL BE COLLECTS [sic]” (Will Rogers, “Telegram to Governor Roosevelt
Dated November 25, 1932,” Franklin D. Roosevelt Papers, Papers as the Governor of New York, “Rogers,
Will” file. Franklin D. Roosevelt Library and Museum [Hyde Park, NY]).
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Figure 5.2. Rogers addressing the Democratic National Convention in Chicago, June
1932 (photo courtesy of the Will Rogers Memorial Museum).
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I am going to explain depression to you in such a way that he will have
practically nothing to say when he comes on, outside of just coinciding
with my opinion. You know what I mean. Of course, he can be wrong if
he wants to and not agree with me.53
The White House demanded an immediate transcript of the show to see what Rogers had
said about the newly elected leader.54 The delivery of the Fireside Chats are described by
Jason Loviglio, author of Radio’s Intimate Public, as “carefully wrought but disarmingly
folksy,” a description that easily matches Rogers’s style. When the two performed backto-back, they created a carefully timed stylistic and political bridge: “The early Fireside
Chats are remarkable in their ability to combine intimate gestures (‘you and I know,’ ‘my
friends,’ etc.) with often highly sophisticated and involved discussions of monetary
policy, agricultural price controls, the history of the British welfare system, and so on.”55
Rogers often talked in the same way.
All these political dealings prove that this Cherokee radio personality influenced
the way politics sounded—literally. Even recently, the characteristic appearance and
speech of Lyndon Johnson, Ronald Reagan, and George W. Bush reflect Rogers’s
continued influence on the political-image war in the United States. In these cases,
Rogers’s influence is both physical (these presidents cast themselves as cowboys) and
aural. The roots of this auditory influence lie in these radio shows. His successful—if
alarming—imitation of Calvin Coolidge; his direct questioning of Herbert Hoover’s
Depression-era policies; and his stylistic influence over the Fireside Chats occurred
53 Will Rogers, “Transcript of Radio Broadcast, Gulf Headliners, 7 May 1933, New York, N.Y.,” in The
Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 5, 399.
54 There is a typewritten note at the bottom of this transcript—made by “NBC Expert Stenotypists”—that
reads, “NOTE TO EDITORS: The White House telephoned … a few minutes after Will Rogers had
concluded his broadcast tonight and request a copy of the cowboy humorist’s talk. The transcript was read
over long distance telephone and taken down at the White House…. It was explained that President
Roosevelt wished to see the text of Rogers’s talk before making his own radio talk over combined NBC
networks” (see Rogers, Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 5, 402).
55 Jason Loviglio, Radio’s Intimate Public: Network Broadcasting and Mass-Mediated Democracy
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005), xiv and 9.
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through sound. His neighborly talk, sent out on the airwaves during its most influential
period, affected the way politicians spoke to their constituents.
An inverse of Sequoyah’s syllabary, which increased Cherokee literacy rates,
radio relied on orality, forcing fans to interpret a speaker aurally. Professor Janet Rankin
Aiken pronounced in a 1929 North American Review article, “Radio has completed the
job of making the American public ‘pronunciation conscious.’”56 Through his
meandering style and peculiar dialect (at least for urban listeners), Rogers brought a form
of oral tradition to Americans, one that North American tribes have relied on for
hundreds of years.57 The storytelling style of radio continues to appeal to tribes, as Lisa
Philips Valentine describes: “Through community radio, younger people continue to
learn from the stories told by elders, which earlier were narrated to the younger people
lying around the fire ... in the evenings on the traplines. The stories themselves are often
unchanged, but the channel of communication has been greatly altered, providing even a
wider audience for such narratives than before.”58 Rogers’s on-air confidence and
storytelling method—rife with “um”s, “you know”s, and lengthy silences—reflected a
storytelling tradition still alive in Indian Country and still kicking in American politics at
large.
An on-air voice signified distinct economic, racial, ethnic, and political leanings.
To insure a sense of listener belonging, both NBC and CBS required advertisers and
announcers to abide by a standard pronunciation key by the early 1930s.59 And because
Rogers was as much a news announcer as he was a comedian, he broke these sanitary
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linguistic rules by speaking with an accent, one that surely led some listeners to peg him
as merely a crackerjack philosopher. Others, however, considered him a learned friend.
Rogers’s twang marked him as outside the bounds of proper political and artistic
U.S. cultures, which generally developed along the nation’s coastlines. Indeed, it marked
him an amalgam of the prototypical resident of the South Midland, a sub-geographic area
of the larger Midwest whose dialect Charles Bohberg describes as “southern-sounding
speech.”60 His voice is easily associated with a ruralism that seems to separate the
southern middle states from those surrounding it. In fact, Rogers’s voice conveyed an
idea as much as it did a place.61 Though Tol Foster details the literary elements of
Rogers’s regionalist writing, there are clear parallels between these written turns of
phrase and the regional sound of Rogers’s voice:
Though officially dissolved, Rogers maintained the rhetorical perspective of the
Indian Territory, even as he expanded its range and impact, so that his local
affiliation overlapped with a form of regionalism, Americanism, and
internationalism, so that over time his regional and particular roots got lost in the
tracing of the influence of his other routes.62
By maintaining his accent throughout his life, Rogers’s radio shows communicated to
people not often represented on the air. Aurally, Rogers’s distinct accent carried with it a
nasal quality, though in Rogers it was smoothed by a southern drawl.63
60 Chalres Bohberg, “Pronounciation,” in The American Midwest: An Interpretive Encyclopedia, ed.
Richard Sisson, Christian K. Zacher, Andrew Robert Lee Cayton (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
2007), 287.
61 As James Shortridge suggests, the Midwest is more a concept than a place: “The region [the Midwest]
has come to stand as a symbol for this important aspect of American culture and thereby has derived a
measure of prestige. Concurrently, however, the fitting of a simplified, anachronistic image to an
increasingly complex region has produced a host of contradictions, distortions, and misunderstandings”
(James R. Shortridge, The Middle West: Its Meaning in American Culture [Lawrence: University Press of
Kansas, 1989], 1).
62 Tol Foster, “Dividing Canaan: Oklahoma Writers and the Multicultural Frontier” (Ph.D. diss., University
of Wisconsin, 2006), 36.
63 Shortridge places portions of northern Oklahoma in the Midwest. The Census Bureau demarks it part of
the South, though it lies just south of Kansas, which is considered Midwestern (see United States Census
Bureau, “Census Regions and Divisions of the United States,” www.census.gov/geo/www/us_regdiv.pdf,
accessed August 2007).
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But simpleminded cowboys and, during this period, farmers were of a particular
shade during the period of Rogers’s radio shows. While his accent certainly connoted
something rural, modern Americans may be surprised that this accent—now signifying
any number of vague “Heartland” values—may well have related to a rural radicalism
that had developed since the turn of the twentieth century. As James R. Green describes
in Grass-Roots Socialism, “Oklahomans built the strongest Socialist state organization in
the nation; their party claimed more dues-paying members than New York state and in
1914 the Sooner Socialists reported twelve thousand dues-paying ‘red-card members’ in
961 locals and saw over one hundred of their comrades elected to county and township
offices along with six to the state legislature.”64 These people—whose combination of
twang and politics was represented perhaps most effectively by Woody Guthrie—
organized to fight the industrial capitalism that was excluding them. Through the political
leadership of Eugene Debs and myriad local representatives, the Midwest and states just
to the south of it, Oklahoma, Texas, and Arkansas (what Green calls “the new South in
the West”) were certainly more vocally left-leaning than they are today. Green writes,
“By the 1910s the Indians of Oklahoma were poor prospects for the Socialist party,
because few were interested in partisan politics outside of tribal circles, and they were
also poor prospects for the Renters’ Union because those who did farm usually worked
the land differently than the white tenant.”65 Though the movement did not appeal to
most Natives living in the region, national radio audiences likely heard this populistladen voice in Rogers’s Sunday-night addresses.
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It is also likely that Rogers, being raised among bilingual Cherokee speakers
throughout his youth, spoke a version of what William Leap calls “Indian English,”
which Leap describes broadly:
The community-specific ties between Indian English and ancestral language
grammar help account for these conditions [the general differences between
Standard American English and Indian English]. Given that there are at least 200
Indian languages still spoken in the United States, it is likely that there are at least
200 different Indian Englishes as well.66
Because language is socially acquired and constructed, as Leap and other linguists assert,
it is likely that Rogers’s dialect reflected the one employed in the Cherokee Nation of his
youth. While not fluent in his tribe’s language, Rogers did know several Cherokee words
that he sometimes tossed into his journalistic work. And simply because Rogers did not
speak Cherokee on the air did not preclude him from sounding Cherokee to learned
listeners. As Margaret Bender argues, culture is often exhibited in English by way of a
dialect: “Something that is sometimes less than obvious when we set our scholarly focus
on language shift or language loss is that there are culturally specific ways of using
language (and, hence, forms of social action) that do not require the speaking of a group’s
traditional language or dialect.”67 Whether he used a Midwestern or Southern accent,
Rogers likely spoke in a Western Cherokee dialect. Most American listeners had no
awareness of Rogers’s linguistic origins, but listeners close to the Oklahoma Cherokee
Nation certainly recognized the talk as coming from an insider. The Oklahoma-based and
Native-run magazine The American Indian, for example, reported that “Oklahomans
seem to be very much in demand over eastern radios.... Miss Isabel Rogers, Osage
Princess and American Legion Queen, went to Philadelphia a short time ago, made a talk
over the radio.... It is needless to say that Bill Rogers, the Oklahoma Cherokee, is always
66
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a big favorite over the radio.”68 Rogers’s inclusion among other Native radio
personalities in this Native- and Oklahoma-centered magazine substantiates his
importance to Oklahoma Indian culture during the period.
“Now I Hope My Cherokee Blood Is Not Making Me Prejudiced”69: Radio-Free
Rogers
It was not only the linguistic sound of Rogers’s shows that made them Cherokee;
it was also their content. He would frequently mention, in what seemed to be an aside, the
Cherokees in particular or Indian peoples more generally. While on several shows he
would merely mention that he was Native—“You know I am an Indian”—on others, he
moved deeper into a particular issue that bothered him or caught his attention in the
news.70 On May 19, 1935, for example, Rogers couched his political anger in humor. In
response to a California law allowing Indians to buy liquor (a practice typically forbidden
until the early twentieth century), he said,
There’s nothing wrong with the morals of the bill for the poor Indian hasn’t got
enough to buy any anyhow, but it did raise the Indian’s social standing up to the
white man’s…. The Indian can get out and get drunk according to law now, where
he couldn’t do it before. The Indian used to be the ward of the government, but
now we all are. Everybody’s an Indian.71
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These last two lines, pronounced during the Great Depression, make a poignant
connection between non-Native people receiving financial assistance from the U.S.
government and American Indians, commonly considered “wards” during this period. By
casting himself as an Indian, the celebrity places himself among these Californian
Natives who have been forbidden to drink alcohol because of centuries-long stereotypes.
Further, his last remark that “Everybody’s an Indian” may be a reminder—grim, to
some—that Indian peoples are a part of everyday culture and a part of the American
cultural landscape. Some, such as Rogers, actually affect the workings of popular culture.
This type of quip—with a sharp edge—was typical when Rogers was covering an Indian
issue. By bringing attention to this act, which was likely not covered in most newspapers
of the day, Rogers proves his continued awareness of Native issues. Further, by bringing
them to the microphone, he forces his listeners to pay attention to these events.
In June 1935, during a show that would be one of his last, Rogers mentioned a
woman from his hometown: Roberta Campbell Lawson. She was a friend of Rogers’s
sister Sallie Rogers McSpadden and was running for presidency of the General
Federation of Women’s Clubs.72 The election would be held in Detroit on June 10, eight
days after this show aired. While Lawson won the election, there was controversy
surrounding her qualifications:
Oh, and say, before I forget it, this week the Women’s Federation of Clubs is
meeting in Detroit, and I wrote a thing [in one of his syndicated columns] the
other day about an Indian, a Cherokee Indian lady from my home who is running,
and she’s the first vice president of the club. But there’s some objection to her
because she’s an Indian, you know…. And, of course, I hate to see her kicked out
because she’s an Indian, because she’s a wonderful woman. And so, any of you

72 According to the Chronicles of Oklahoma, “She [McSpadden] played an important part in the election of
the late Mrs. Roberta Campbell Lawson, of Tulsa, to the presidency of the National Federation of Women’s
Clubs and served as National Secretary of Bible Literature during Mrs. Lawson’s term” (Eula Fullerton,
“Necrology: Sallie Rogers Mcspadden,” Chronicles of Oklahoma 22 [1944]: 127).
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women who are going to Detroit next week don’t you vote my Indian out, or I’ll
be on you from now on, I’m telling you.73
That Rogers used his celebrity to support this candidate speaks to his ties to home as well
as his insistence on fair treatment for Indians running for public office.
Many shows, however, move deeper into Native issues and politics than the above
examples offer. In one show aired in April 1930, for example, Rogers dedicated his entire
show to Charles Curtis, Republican vice-president under Herbert Hoover. The show
provides an interesting example of Rogers’s personal and artistic complexity for a few
reasons. First, it was rare for Rogers to espouse a Republican, especially one who was the
author of the Curtis Act of 1898, which dealt what seemed the final blow to Indian
Territory tribal sovereignty: “By abolishing tribal courts, by instituting civil government
for Indian Territory, by requiring that tribal individuals submit to allotment regardless of
the consequences, and by providing the guidelines for political union with the state of
Oklahoma, the act was far more radical than the one that the Dawes people envisaged
prior to 1898.”74 The act was met with a good deal of hostility in the Territory, especially
since Curtis was part Kaw. Political stabs by an insider cut deeper than others. In August
of 1898, for example, the Vinita Indian Chieftain, a Cherokee newspaper local to
Rogers’s home, printed, “D. W. C. Duncan, writing under the pseudonym Too-qua-stee,
predicted that with Curtis’s help, Indian Territory eventually would be pocked with ‘oil
leases, asphalt leases, stone leases, marble leases, granite leases, air leases, and possibly
the very blessed sunlight of the sun (should it prove capitalizable) may be captured and
monopolized by some shrewd speculator under one of Charley Curtis’s wonderful leasetraps.’”75
73

Rogers, “Good Gulf Show,” 2 June 1935, in Rogers, Radio Broadcasts of Will Rogers, 163-164.
William E. Unrau, Mixed-Bloods and Tribal Dissolution: Charles Curtis and the Quest for Indian
Identity (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1989), 122.
75 Qtd. in Unrau, Mixed-Bloods and Tribal Dissolution, 119.
74

267

There are a number of possibilities that explain Rogers’s advocacy for the
conservative politician. Because allotment worked out well for his father Clem, it is
possible Rogers supported the controversial act. Another possibility—though a less likely
one—is that Rogers did not know the details of Cherokee allotment. When the act passed,
he was only twenty years old; he was traveling the world, received his allotment through
the mail, and soon after his return entered vaudeville. It is also possible that Rogers saw a
bit of himself in this position: a mixed-blood Indian man with an assimilative message. In
fact, if there is any defense of Curtis’s position regarding allotment, it is that the rolls
generated by the federal government placed blood-quantum requirements on tribal
belonging, a challenge to inclusion that someone like Curtis may have found personally
insulting. “The Dawes Commission,” according to Navajo legal analyst Paul Spruhan,
“created separate rolls for ‘Indians by blood,’ intermarried white citizens, and freedmen
to determine allotment eligibility…. With each group accounted for, Congress moved to
make lands alienable based on the race and blood quantum of the allottees.”76
It is possible, too, that Rogers overlooked Curtis’s legislative faults in lieu of the
obvious importance of the Kaw vice-president: he was an Indian sitting in the executive
branch of the U.S. government. If we trust Rogers’s own words, his unabashed advocacy
of the Kaw vice-president may be explained quite simply: “He is an Indian, you know.”77
Throughout the show, Rogers throws in elements of intertribal humor—“She [Curtis’s
mother] is a Kaw Indian. It really means Kansas Indian, but they couldn’t spell Kansas, I
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guess, and they called it Kaw”—and jokes about Native-white history, which were
underscored by an angry tone.
Every man in our history that killed the most Indians has got a statue built for
him. The only difference between the Roman gladiators and the Pilgrims was that
the Romans used a lion to cut down their native population, and the Pilgrims had
a gun…. The Government, by statistics, shows they have got 456 treaties that they
have broken with the Indians. That is why the Indians get a kick out of reading the
Government’s usual remark when some big affair comes up, “Our honor is at
stake.”78
Rogers’s ease with numbers—that he knew the number of broken treaties between the
federal government and American Indian tribes—and his ability to cast aside
misunderstandings by non-Native listeners who would likely misunderstand his
intertribal humor—speaks to his intimate knowledge of Indian affairs and the comfort he
felt poking fun at another tribe.79 It also evidences the betrayal he felt toward American
Indian policies enacted by the United States. This show reveals Rogers’s humor as more
radical than is typically described.
A stylistic interpretation reveals Rogers’s ability to balance his reactions to U.S.
colonialism with a classic American humor. For example, in closing, Rogers said: “If
Charlie were president, I would run for Vice-President under him…. So good luck to you,
Charlie, old Injun, and I hope you are elected President some day and we will run the
White House out of this country. That is what we will do.”80 This type of statement must
have made some listeners squirm, for on its own, it is anything but comedic. There is a
passage that divided these comments, focusing on the uselessness of the vice-president,
which I removed from the above quote using ellipses: “Here are some of my
qualifications if I were Vice-President. I could go to all the dinners when the President
78
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couldn’t come; if a speaker got up he would say, ‘We are very sorry the President
couldn’t come. He got a better offer, that is why he didn’t come. But we have with us the
Vice-President,’ and he tries to think of the name….”81 His tirade continues for some
time before he gets to what becomes almost an aside: his assertion that he and Curtis
would kick the whites out of the United States. The wandering narration softens the
blows of Rogers’s less-than-subtle political statements. That these moments of radicalism
often take place while he is discussing U.S. tribal peoples points to his anger at his place
in American culture. Though he was a highly successful comedian—the “cowboy who
walked with kings,” as one book describes him—he retained the right to voice protest.
Indeed, it is perhaps because of his success that many typical Americans first considered
the injustices done to the tribes surrounding them.82
As a political humorist, Rogers often walked the line between the tolerable and
the objectionable. He had to take care not to offend. It is perhaps for this reason that
Rogers requested and received a live audience in the recording studio; the nonreactionary solitude made him nervous (see fig. 5.3). Thankfully, there are a number of
surviving recorded shows that allow for consideration of not only Rogers’s style of
relating his ties to Indian peoples in general, but also his largely non-Native audience’s
responses. When he took on a serious issue, there were often moments of audience
silence or quiet laughter after what it seems Rogers thought would get a big laugh.
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Figure 5.3. Rogers performing his NBC radio show—the Good Gulf Show—before an
audience, 1934 (photo courtesy of the Will Rogers Memorial Museum).
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Sometimes he laughed at his own jokes, cluing listeners in to what he thought was most
funny—even if his audience did not readily agree.
In mid-April 1935, Rogers responded to a then-current debate over whether
Provincetown might be the original landing site of the Pilgrims. After discussing the
Pilgrims in a previous show, in which he located them in Plymouth, he received
responses informing him of his supposed historical mistake. Since Rogers points out in
this show that his previous comments had little to do with the Pilgrims in the first place, it
is worthwhile to note what he did say over the air the previous week:
I bet you when the Pilgrims landed at Plymouth Rock and they had the whole of
the American continent, you know for themselves … and all they had to do to get
an extra hundred and sixty acres was shoot another Indian, you know. Well, I bet
you anything they kicked on the price of ammunition. I bet they said, “What’s this
country coming to!” … Of course, they got the lead back after they dissected the
Indian.83
The subsequent show, quoted at length below, testifies to the occasional cross-purposes
between Rogers and his audience. This transcription is accompanied by my bracketed
descriptions of Rogers’s and the audience’s laughter:
Well, now, anyhow, on last Sabbath evening, I referred to the Pilgrims—our
Pilgrims landing on Plymouth Rock. Well, boy, you ought to wait ‘til I heard
from New England. I split New England just wide open. It seems there’s a town
up there called Provincetown, and they have adopted the slogan which says,
“Don’t be misled by history or any other unreliable source. Here’s the place
where the Pilgrims landed. This is by unanimous vote of the Chamber of
Commerce of Provincetown. Provincetown has been made the official landing
place of the Pilgrim. Any Pilgrim landing in any other place was not official.” If
he landed on Plymouth Rock, well, it just served him right, that’s all. [Rogers and
audience laugh]
Now in the first place, I don’t think that this argument I have created up there—
you know, it’s so terribly important. The argument that New England has got to
settle in order to pacify the rest of America is, “Why were they allowed to land
83
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anywhere?” That’s what—[Rogers’s laughs] that’s what we want to know, as a
race there has never been any comparison between a Pilgrim and an Indian. [Loud
audience laughter] Now I hope my Cherokee blood is not making me prejudiced.
I want to be broadminded, but I am sure that it was only the extreme generosity of
the Indians that allowed the Pilgrims to land. [Rogers laughs—subdued laughter
from audience] Suppose we reversed the case. Do you reckon the Pilgrims would
have ever let the Indians land? Yeah, what a chance! What a chance! [Rogers
laughs] The Pilgrims wouldn’t even allow the Indians to live after the Indians
went to the trouble of letting ‘em land. [audience laughter]
Well, anyhow, the Provincetown officials, they sent me a lot of official data, that
when the Pilgrims landed they found some corn that the Indians had stored and
that the Pilgrims were about starved and that they eat the Indians’ corn. And they
claim that the corn was stored at Provincetown. You see, the minute the Pilgrims
landed they got full of the corn and then they shot the Indians, perhaps because
they hadn’t stored more corn. I don’t know. [Rogers and the audience laugh]
Of course—but they’d always pray. That’s one thing about a Pilgrim. He would
pray, mostly for more Indian corn. [Rogers laughs] You’ve never in your life
seen a picture—I bet any one of you—have never seen a picture of one of the old
Pilgrims praying when he didn’t have a gun right by the side of him. That was to
see that he got what he was praying for. [Rogers and audience laugh]84
There are several spots in which Rogers breaks out laughing, and in general, the audience
laughs along with him. This is especially true during the early part of the performance.
Once he moves to the colonization of New England, however, there are moments when
audience and speaker become uncomfortable with each other. Somewhat surprisingly, the
audience laughs loudly, though hesitantly, after he says, “as a race there has never been
any comparison between a Pilgrim and an Indian.” Rogers does not laugh at all. Then, as
if to correct any suggestion that the Pilgrims were superior to the Indians, he says,
laughing, “Now I hope my Cherokee blood is not making me prejudiced. I want to be
broadminded….” While he laughs here, the audience response remains subdued. Rogers
again laughs loudly after saying, “Do you reckon the Pilgrims would have ever let the
Indians land?” The audience laughs only after Rogers cues them with his own laughter. It
84 Rogers, “Good Gulf Show,” 14 April 1935, in Radio Broadcasts, 119. An audio version is also available:
Will Rogers: America’s Legendary Humorist (Narbeth, PA: Collectibles Records Corporation, 2006).
Because of Rogers’s meandering style, I have quoted him at length here.
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seems as if the audience is confused—perhaps uncomfortable. He follows with an ironic
statement: “The Pilgrims wouldn’t even allow the Indians to live after the Indians went to
the trouble of letting ‘em land.” This time, Rogers’s reaction is subdued while the
audience laughs.
What I’m pointing to through these details is Rogers’s humorous style, which is
presented through a sort of topical circumnavigation. He starts at one end of a story—the
controversy over the Pilgrim’s landing spot—and meanders into what might seem to
some a tangential point about colonialism and violence. This “tangent,” however, is the
meat of the story. He suggests early on that the Pilgrim debate is not important. Instead,
he goes on to argue, there are more pressing problems in American history that call for
debate. He doesn’t make this leap head on; no good humorist would. He wanders through
it, pushing the boundaries just enough to make the audience nervous and then backs off to
let them take a breath.
In the end, Rogers’s radio style is not as surprising as its content. Like more
modern comics, especially Richard Pryor, whose “subject matter was even more
threatening to whites than his styles were,” Rogers used a generally acceptable style and
filled it with occasional shocking commentary.85 This particular homespun style, which
has been associated with Mark Twain and Bret Harte, overshadowed Rogers’s radical
commentary on the colonial history of the United States. Further, the dissimilarity
between Rogers’s and his audience’s reactions reflects uneasiness among his largely
white in-studio listeners. Regarding Pryor, Siva Vaidhyanathan contends that “For white
audiences in the 1970s, this glimpse into African-American humor through Richard Pryor
made them feel they were being accepted uneasily into the community of knowers.”86
85 Siva Vaidhyanathan, “Now’s the Time: The Richard Pryor Phenomenon and the Triumph of Black
Culture,” in New Directions in American Humor, ed. David E. E. Sloane (Tuscaloosa: University of
Alabama Press, 1998), 42.
86 Vaidhyanathan, “Now’s the Time,” 48.
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Rogers’s humor offered a similar—and equally uneasy—entrée into Native experience.
Rogers’s inclusion of shocking punch-lines and commentary, not amenable to all
listeners, represents what I call the unfunny in standup comedy: a particular moment in
comedic performance when a joke is intended to fail. The joke is told in a typical
format—set up, exposition, punchline—but the punchline is simply not funny to certain
audiences. It might cause uncomfortable or nervous laughter, but not full-on guffaws.
Thus, the unfunny is not a joke that flops; to the comic, in fact, it succeeds in challenging
audience’s prejudices and cultural assumptions. Decades before other, more obvious
examples, such as Pryor, Lenny Bruce, Margaret Cho, Bill Maher, Bill Hicks, or Dave
Chappelle, Rogers used the unfunny to confront his listeners’ fears and anxieties.
“That is a word you rarely hear over the radio”87: Echoes of the Cherokee
Confederacy
While Rogers’s impromptu style and distinct accent worked for him most days, it
failed on January 21, 1934. While discussing various cowboy songs, Rogers contended
that “the tune of that last round-up is a nigger spiritual.” He continued to use the
offensive word three more times during the show. Immediately after, the NAACP
organized a protest against Rogers, NBC, and Gulf, the show’s sponsor. Black
newspapers also picked up the story. In the New York Amsterdam News, for example, the
front-page headline read “NBC Mum on Rogers’ Slur: Protests Flood Office after
Comedian Uses ‘Nigger’ in Speech.”88 The next week, aware of the complaints, Rogers
used the term darky, a borderline offensive term during this period, instead of offering an
on-air apology, which is what his dissenters demanded: “Darkies raised me…. I wasn’t
87 Aline E. Butler to Walter White, 22 January 1934, Library of Congress, National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People, Administrative Files, Box C-280, Folder 6.
88 “NBC Mum on Rogers’ Slur: Protests Flood Office after Comedian Uses ‘Nigger’ in Speech,” New York
Amsterdam News 24 January 1934, 1.

275

only raised among darkies, down in the Indian territory [sic], but I was raised by
them….”89 The Atlanta Daily World ran a front-page article after Rogers failed to
apologize, which read in part, “A boycott of all products made by the Gulf Refining Co.
has been threatened by Negroes if no public apology was made on the same program
which produced the insult.”90
The behind-the-scenes communication between the NAACP and NBC—
especially their representative law firm Cecil, Warwick, and Cecil—reveals the civilrights organization’s efforts to combat the offense. Rogers’s responses reveal a deeply
conflicted (or confused) Cherokee who tended to marginalize African Americans and
Afro-Cherokees throughout his youth. In one letter between Assistant Secretary Roy
Wilkins and James Cecil, Wilkins sardonically wrote, “It may not be generally known,
but the words ‘nigger’, ‘coon’, ‘pickaninny’ and similar references to the Negro race over
the air are deeply resented by colored people and their friends, but the greatest resentment
of all is felt over the word ‘nigger’, which Mr. Rogers used repeatedly on his program
last night.”91 In another letter, dated the same, Wilkins wrote to NBC in response to their
defense of Rogers as a man who “was simply using a term which was common
throughout the South and West”:
This excuse is not sufficient for your [sic] to permit it to be used over your
network. Besides, it is not true. It may be true in Claremore, Oklahoma, where
Mr. Rogers had his beginning and, if so, simply mirrors the contempt which
Claremore whites forced upon the helpless Negro minority. Is the local standard
of an Oklahoma town of 3,720 inhabitants to become the standard of a national
broadcasting network?92
89 Rogers, “Good Gulf Show,” 28 January 1934 (Will Rogers Memorial and Library, Claremore,
Oklahoma, Radio Transcripts File).
90 “Will Rogers Substitutes ‘Darky’ for ‘Nigger’ on Air,” Atlanta Daily World 30 January 1934, 1.
91 Assistant Secretary Roy Wilkins to James M. Cecil, 22 January 1934 (Library of Congress, National
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92 Assistant Secretary Roy Wilkins to National Broadcasting Corporation, 22 January 1934 (Library of
Congress, National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, Administrative Files Box C-280
Folder 6). Both quotes come from this document.
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That Claremore, Oklahoma, housed not only whites but Cherokees who owned slaves and
discriminated against local Black citizens, is a significant point. Rogers’s familial
connections to slavery and his early life with these former slaves did indeed “become the
standard of a national broadcasting network.”
Letters from concerned American citizens were sent to Walter White, then the
executive secretary of the NAACP. One of the letters stated, “While Funk and Wagnall’s
[publishers of The Standard Dictionary of the English Language] define the word
‘nigger’ as ‘Negro: now vulgar,’ why doesn’t some one or organization of influence
among the Negro race enter a protest with the N.B.C. in regards to Will Rogers using the
word ‘nigger’ over the air.”93 In a move that only rubbed salt in the wound, NBC
censored all mention of race, segregation, and lynching from a show (which ran a mere
two weeks later) commemorating the twenty-fifth anniversary of the NAACP.94
Rogers received numerous letters regarding his word choice. In one, Carita Roane
stated simply, “The term ‘darkey’ used in your last night’s broadcast is just as
objectionable as is the term ‘nigger’. There are two acceptable words to designate
Americans of African descent; names: ‘colored’ or ‘Negro’. Please note that Negro is
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capitalized just as is Indian, Italian, etc.”95 Whether she was aware of Rogers’s
Indianness is unclear, but that she mentioned the term certainly stung Rogers when he
read it. Chas. D. Washington, a concerned “Tuskegee man,” tried to be as respectful of
Rogers as possible while chastising his use of the word: “Candidly and frankly I donot
[sic] believe you would intentionally and maliciously insult a group of people because of
the color of their skin. But permit me to remind you Mr. Rogers that you are a public
character, and a very popular one, and must be very careful for you are an Emissary of
either good will or bad will.”96 Washington was likely right about Rogers’s lack of
malicious intent. In fact, prior to this show, Rogers visited Tuskegee on at least two
occasions and, while lecturing on a Depression relief tour, he spoke in front of several
African-American audiences, promising that over half the proceeds (from all his lectures)
would go solely to African Americans (see fig. 5.4).97
Rogers responded to some of these protest letters. In one, to Channing Heggie
Tobias, a civil rights leader and lecturer, Rogers wrote,
IF THE COLORED RACE HAS A MORE SYMPATHETIC FRIEND … I
DONT KNOW WHO IT IS…. IN MY ENTHUSIASM OF TALKING ABOUT
IT [Spirituals], I REVERTED TO THE WORD THAT I HAD USED SINCE
CHILDHOOD.…98
Why he didn’t say this on air remains unclear; perhaps he did not want to violate white
listeners by discussing a topic that, at the time, was particularly heated. Perhaps he felt
defensive, as the letter’s tone suggests. That this happened on radio may have further
swayed his decision. When Rogers lectured throughout the country, he catered each talk

95
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Figure 5.4. Will Rogers poses with Robert R. Moton, president of Tuskegee Normal and
Industrial Institute from 1919-1935, on one of his visits to the campus
(photo courtesy of the Will Rogers Memorial Museum).
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to his audience; he gathered the details of local politics before he walked on stage. On the
radio, however, his listening audience was amorphous and could not be identified by any
specific social, geographic, or racial markers.
Regardless, his letter to Tobias works hard to weaken the blow of his linguistic
misstep: “A COLORED COWPUNCHER TAUGHT ME HOW TO ROPE,” he wrote.
“AND I CONTRIBUTED TO HIM AND HIS WIFE, AND WENT AWAY OUT OF
MY WAY TO DRIVE BY AND SEE THEM EVER [sic] TIME I WENT TO MY OLD
HOME IN OKLA, UP TO THE TIME OF THEIR DEATH, HE NEVER WORKED
FOR A SOUL DURING HIS WHOLE LONG [L]IFETIME BUT US.”99 The man to
whom Rogers referred was Dan Walker, a Black cowboy who came to the work at the
Rogers ranch after the Civil War as one of his father’s key ranch hands. He settled in the
region because he married the daughter of a former Rogers family slave.
Instead of damning or dismissing Rogers’s for his use of the derogatory word, it is
more helpful to probe the event to deepen our understanding of his family’s place within
the Cherokee Nation. Rogers’s family history is rife with Cherokee political involvement
and radical attempts to maintain tribal sovereignty in the face of colonial aggression. It is
also full of slave-holders. This brief reference to his childhood connects Rogers to an
important history of—and current debate over—some Southeastern Native families’
relationship to slavery, as Circe Sturm, Claudio Saunt, and Tiya Miles have discussed in
depth.100 As Tol Foster suggests in his dissertation, “to place Rogers’ antipathy solely in
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2005).

280

the context of this American and Southern narrative is … to lose sight of the Cherokee
and Indian Territory particularities that created multiple fields of contention between
Afro-Natives and other tribal peoples.” Indeed, as Foster argues throughout this portion
of his work, some Cherokees, including Rogers and his family, separated themselves
from both whites and blacks in a stance of radical sovereignty: “becoming white [for the
Cherokees] was for them a maneuver to avoid being controlled and constrained by the
white state, as blacks were. For the Cherokees, creating a difference of space between
themselves and blacks protected their own space.”101 For Rogers, there was perhaps an
element of this in his comment—and his subsequent refusal to apologize. His childhood
experiences with African-Americans and Afro-Cherokees, combined with his experiences
with race in the larger United States left him with an air of superiority that, despite his
otherwise good intentions, reflected the confines of his life experiences.
But did Rogers’s childhood experiences differ from that of a white Southerner? I
suggest that they did. The Cherokees’ history with slavery arose from early experiences
of colonization. Cherokee (and other Southeastern Indian) enslavement from the
seventeenth century to the mid-eighteenth century was part of these colonial efforts; so,
too, was the eventual enslavement of Africans by Cherokees.102 Recognizing the racial
ladder being placed in front of them, some Cherokees chose to climb toward the top rung
ladder to retain their cultural and land rights. Part of that climb included the adoption of
chattel slavery. “African slavery,” Circe Sturm contends in Blood Politics, “is the most
extreme example of the influence of Euroamerican racism on Cherokee attitudes and
101
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practices.”103 What this means is that Cherokees, including those whose family lines are
mixed with non-Cherokee whites, are affected by racism through a complex
amalgamation of their own worldviews with colonial experiences.
Slavery among Cherokees experienced its most pronounced increase during the
nineteenth century. Clearly, the Cherokee constitution of 1827, which included slave
codes and made the keeping of slaves by tribespeople legal, increased the number of
slaveholders as well as intratribal class and moral tensions which would eventually be
worked out through violence during the Indian Territory’s largely insular Civil War. In
1809, 5 percent of Cherokees owned slaves; by 1835, 8 percent were slaveowners; and by
1860, the percentage had risen to nearly 10 percent.104
After the Civil War, Reconstruction treaties with the federal government further
exacerbated what Sturm calls “a painful history of racial irresolution.” The signers of the
treaty did so hesitantly, in part because it demanded the inclusion of all Cherokee
Freedpeople in the tribe. And while most readers would agree that the Cherokee
Freedpeople should be brought into the Cherokee Nations, the treaty clearly overstepped
its bounds in defining membership in the nation itself. The treaty stifled a debate and
generated hostility. To many tribespeople, slavery became the centerpiece of this affront
to their sovereignty.105
Current stubbornness on the part of those Cherokee members who wish to exclude
former slaves and people of mixed African and Cherokee ancestry seems largely a matter
of pride. Of course, to those excluded from tribal membership based on their race and
their history with the nation, the insult represents much more. In the 1980s, Cherokee
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Freedpeople were refused voting rights by tribal representatives on the grounds that they
were not Cherokee by blood. However, in mid-2006, the Judicial Appeals Tribunal, the
highest law-making body in the Cherokee Nation, ruled that descendants of Cherokee
Freedpeople were to be guaranteed membership rights. Again the tide changed and, in
March 2007, the nation approved an amendment to their Constitution that would kick all
Cherokee Freedpeople out of the nation. Supporters of the amendment claim that the
constitutional change is about repudiating the coercive Reconstruction treaty of 1866,
which was an affront to self-determination. Marilyn Vann, president of the Descendants
of Freedmen of the Five Civilized Tribes, told the New York Times something different:
“‘There are Freedmen who can prove they have a full-blooded Cherokee grandfather who
won’t be members, and there are blond people who are 1/1000th Cherokee who are
members.”106 Continued debate supports Sturm’s well-worded warning: “If they [the
Cherokee Nation] formally choose to exclude the freedmen, then their own blood policies
might be turned against them at some future date, giving the Cherokee Nation a painful
lesson in racial politics—the same one they have been teaching the freedmen for over a
century.”107
Will Rogers had a complicated relationship and the former slaves he grew up
with. As Rogers attested on the air, he was indeed raised among Blacks. Yet there
remained an air of superiority beneath much of Rogers’s relationships with Blacks in
general. This sentiment took a sometimes pedagogical role. At the close of his letter to
Tobias, Rogers said, “YOU MUST ALSO USE TOLERANCE TOWARD MILLIONS
OF FINE WHITE PEOPLE, WHO USE THE WORD, BUT WHO AT HEART ARE …
REAL FRIENDS TO YOUR PEOPLE.”108
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If this radio controversy has anything to offer current scholarly and political
debates over the Cherokee Freedpeople’s roles in the tribe, it is that there is a deep
codependence between Cherokee racism and white American racism. Rogers’s radio
show allows modern scholars to see the ways Cherokee racism crossed into—or ran
into—American racial politics. The issue remains as raw as it was then. While the
Reconstruction treaty on which this argument turns may have been an assault to the
political and geographic sovereignty of the Cherokee Nation, current members are giving
up their cultural sovereignty by adhering to centuries-old racial assumptions and by
abiding by a blood-quantum requirement steeped in colonial ideology. Rogers did the
same in 1934.
“I can’t figure whether we made any progress in the last hundred years or not”109:
Rogers and Technological Notions of Native America
Assumptions regarding Native peoples’ misuse (or lack of use) of technology
contributes to Rogers’s unrecognized tribal ties. His Native contemporaries also struggled
with this misunderstanding, which was steeped in outsider interpretation. As Philip
Deloria describes, for example, automobility allowed Native people to communicate
across spaces heretofore denied them by reservation restrictions and federal regulation.110
Still, many Americans believed that “automobile purchase (for Indians, at least) was
irrational waste. Buying a car inverted, in current terms, the selling of Manhattan Island
for twenty-four dollars in beads and trinkets…. [T]hey had always been attracted to
109 Rogers, “The Good Gulf Show,” 14 May 1933, Will Rogers Memorial Museum, Claremore, Oklahoma,
Radio Transcripts File.
110 Deloria writes, “Automotive mobility helped Indian people evade supervision and take possession of
the landscape, helping make reservations into distinctly tribal spaces…. Such long-distance travel—and
especially such travel between reservations—allowed Native people to imagine an even broader vision of
Indian country, one that transcended individual tribes and places and helped create new expressions of the
pan-Indian and the intertribal. It is no coincidence that the rise of an intertribal powwow circuit began at the
same moment as Indian people were acquiring and using automobiles” (Philip J. Deloria, Indians in
Unexpected Places [Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2004], 153).
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‘bright and shiny trinkets,’ of which automobiles were simply the latest fashion.”111 The
broader issue of technology has become, over time, a non-Native barometer for
measuring degrees of cultural belonging, ignorance, and exoticism among Indian peoples.
For tribes, however, the interpretation is much different. Selective integration of
technology represents what Lisa Philips Valentine calls the “indigenization of ‘Western’
technology.” If the technology makes communication among tribal members easier, it
may well be accepted:
The [Lynx Lake] radio station fulfills many communicative functions in the
community. It is used to inform the community of Band business affairs, and of
community events such as feasts, rummage sales, meetings, and church activities.
Community members use the radio to announce the deaths and births in the
village and across villages of the Severn region. The radio station is used as a
phone-call referral service, to send messages to those with no phones, to call
children home in the evening.... Aside from these rather serious functions, the
radio station also provides an outlet for entertainment through the airing of jokes,
stories and legends, and music of all kinds. Community-wide Bingo games are a
regular weekend feature, tuned in by participants and non-participants alike.112
Though Indians may have been geographically removed from non-Native settlement does
not mean that tribes are removed from technological forces that offer communicative
ease. Further, the use of such technology among tribes has given rise to some pan-Indian
events, such as powwow.113 Even today, tribes are in need of effective inter-tribal
communication devices, as Tom Giago, publisher of the Lakota Journal, points out: “The
lack of communication on Indian reservations, as well as between the tribes nationwide,
is a devastating problem.... It’s a tautology that in order to understand our problems and
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begin to solve them, we must be able to communicate. In order to communicate, we must
have the means of communication.”114
Ironically, Rogers often used the radio to question technological advancement.
These reflections might be more effectively read as a critique of a country obsessed with
cultural betterment. Notions of technological advancement are a symptom of Americans’
preoccupation with cultural binaries, such as civilized and savage, progressive and
stagnant. By lumping together the teleological concepts of technology, progress, and
civilization, Rogers connected modern technological unease with an American past that
created hierarchies to order themselves. While discussing the 1933 Chicago World’s Fair,
for example, Rogers said,
They call it [the 1933-1934 fair] the Century of Progress, shows the progress that
was made. That is the only thing that is wrong about it. It is misnamed. I don’t
know how we—I can’t figure whether we made any progress in the last hundred
years or not. I think they ought to call it “What the Last One Hundred Years Has
Done to Us.”115
By proposing an alternative title for the World’s Fair, Rogers suggests a rethinking of
American advancement based on mechanical inventions and increased access to media.
His ambivalence is neither mere fence-sitting nor rejection; rather, it is a challenge to
interpretations of technology that rely on the concept of progress.
Rogers did not throw the words technology, progress, and civilization around
because he saw them as the same; he did, however, see their shared roots, which he
interpreted through the lens of the colonized. In one of his syndicated weekly articles,
Rogers wrote, “If we see anything we want, we take it. The more so-called civilized we
get the more we kill and take.” In another feature, he added, “Indians and primitive races

114 Tim A. Giago, “The Broadcast Media: Can the Indian Get In?” Wassaja: The Indian Historian (March
1980): 12.
115 Rogers, “The Good Gulf Show,” 14 May 1933, Will Rogers Memorial Museum, Claremore, Oklahoma,
Radio Transcripts File.
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were the highest civilized because they were more satisfied and they depended less on
each other and took less from each other. We couldent live a day without depending on
everybody. So our civilization has given us no liberty or independence.”116 Through his
critiques, Rogers attempted to unravel the three concepts that seemed akin to most
Americans. By rethinking the popular definition of civilization, Rogers suggested a more
liberal interpretation, perhaps one with more cultural sensitivity.
One significant example of Native peoples’ technological agency is tribal uses of
radio. In the years since Rogers’s early on-air performances, tribal radio has become an
important technological tool in Native America. While there are only thirty-three public
radio stations across Indian Country, they play a crucial role in their communities.117 In
his recent testimony before Congress describing the need for airwave funding on tribal
lands, Geoffrey C. Blackwell, strategic relations and minority business developer for
Chickasaw Nation Industries, Inc., said, “For Native people across the country, media is
not about having access to Big Media—it’s about having access to any media.”118
Because tribal lands are often located beyond the reach of most radio signals—and
because many people have limited access to other media—they employ radio to
communicate with each other and keep up with tribal and world news. Furthermore, the
fact that only three-tenths of 1 percent of those working in television broadcast news is
Native underscores another need for tribal radio: these stations allow most listeners not
only to tune into tribal (or inter-tribal) music, but also to hear their own people
interpreting and discussing issues pertinent to their lives.119 These “talking hogans,” one
116
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elder’s term for radio stations, also provide a traditional continuity for Native peoples. As
Susan Shown Harjo points out, radio is a “natural transition of Indian oral history and
storytelling traditions.”120
Indian Country radio initiated soon after the equipment spread across the United
States and was often accompanied by political purpose. “Indians for Indians Hour,” for
example, was an Oklahoma-based show that ran from 1941 to 1950. “Each half-hour
program presented Oklahoma Indian music, the latest Indian news, and current powwow
calendar. It was estimated in 1946 that about seventy-five thousand Indians listened to the
program each week throughout the state of Oklahoma.”121 Kesh-Ke-Kosh (Don
Whistler), the show’s host and then-chief of the Sac and Fox tribes, excluded any whites
from speaking on the show (unless they were a member of the Indian Service). Radio
continues to contribute to tribal unity and cultural education. On the Hopi Reservation
“KUTI broadcasts a children’s program every morning while the children are riding the
bus to school. [The program] Shooting Stars was produced at the request of these
students and engages community members, including elders, to read children’s stories in
both the Hopi and English languages.”122 Near the Hopi Reservation, the Navajo sustain
the commercially supported Navajo-language radio station. As Leighton Craig Peterson
details “KTNN [AM 660, Window Rock, Arizona] has become recognized as the primary
source for news and information affecting the Navajo people and is consistently one of
120
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the most popular stations within its broadcast area.” And when the Western Cherokee
Nation’s Sequoyah High School girls’ and boys’ basketball teams competed for the state
championship this year, the games were broadcast over the radio in the Cherokee
language.123 Finally, it is important to mention the recent rise of AIROS (American
Indian Radio on Satellite) since it offers intertribal radio programming online and through
satellite. AIROS offers several shows including “Native America Calling,” a popular
call-in hour. Attesting to its interest in pleasing its listeners, the station restricts
storytelling to the winter months.124
It is likely that Geoffrey Blackwell’s recent testimony, quoted above, pulled at
some congressional members’ heartstrings; those poor people, they may have thought,
they can’t even afford televisions. In this chapter, I have suggested a different
interpretation, one that understands Native radio not only as a tool of subversion, but also
as a path to interpreting a particular Native use of Western technology that calls on tribal
oral traditions. Rogers led this movement and he also created changes that reverberated
throughout the American landscape. Much like FDR, who worked to communicate
complicated governmental events through intimate conversation, Rogers threw complex
Native issues over the air at sudden moments, catching his audience off-guard. Among
the many results of Rogers’s technological offerings to radio, perhaps the most important
is the recognition that he was part of a long-overlooked Cherokee technological tradition.
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Conclusion: Tribal Genealogies

This dissertation has shown the myriad ways Will Rogers employed his Cherokee
lineage—as artistic inspiration, as personal support, as justification for racial bias—to
become one of the United States’ best-known celebrities. By examining some of his most
groundbreaking work in vaudeville, film, journalism, and radio, I have shown the ways
Rogers employed his experiences in the Cherokee Nation (and his lifelong ties to it) to
bolster his own popularity and bring awareness to American Indian events and debates
happening largely outside mainstream U.S. consciousness. Taken more broadly, I
contend that tribal cultures and artistries affect larger American popular culture, an
important stance that insists on the study of tribal history, even when studying someone
who was also a cosmopolitan American
These tribal connections were balanced by Rogers’s wide-reaching influence in
American popular and political cultures, influence that at various times gave rise to
adoration, mimicry, or outrage. Rogers’s radio commentary and personable on-stage style
influenced Franklin Roosevelt and, arguably, later presidents such as Lyndon Johnson,
Ronald Reagan, and George W. Bush, whose rhetoric follows the wise-fool political
speak used by Rogers.1 His references to African Americans sparked the ire of the
NAACP and perhaps led, through meandering paths, to outtakes of his films being used
in Spike Lee’s 2000 film Bamboozled. And his style was mimicked by the likes of people
as far-flung as Roy Rogers, Woody Guthrie, and Kinky Friedman.
1

This influence is seen perhaps most clearly in Ronald Reagan, who was at first slated to play Will Rogers
in the 1952 fictionalized film biography The Story of Will Rogers, in which Rogers’s eldest son, Will
Rogers, Jr., ended up playing the role of his father. As biographer Ben Yagoda writes, “[Reagan] managed
a pretty impressive Rogers impersonation in the White House” (Ben Yagoda, Will Rogers: A Biography
[Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993], xiv). Oddly, Will Rogers, Jr., played opposite Jane
Wyman—Reagan’s first wife—who played the role of Betty Rogers.
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Roy Rogers met Will Rogers in June 1935, just before his death. The two
performed at a Salvation Army benefit. Roy Rogers, then known by his real name
Leonard Slye, according to Ben Yagoda, “was so taken with Will that when, two years
later, he was signed to a contract to make movie westerns, he took the name ‘Rogers.’
‘Leroy’ was suggested for a first name, but he didn’t think it was manly enough, so he
settled on ‘Roy.’”2 The second of this odd trio, Woody Guthrie, wrote songs about Will
Rogers’s influence (“Will Rogers Highway,” for example), named his first child Will
Rogers Guthrie, and imitated Rogers’s writing style in his column, titled “Woody Sez,”
for the communist newspaper People’s World.3 The third in this collection, Kinky
Friedman, who ran for Texas governor in 2006, wrote in his recent book detailing his
experience on the campaign trail:
Early on in the campaign, I came out strongly against wussification, which is the
weakening of fibers, be they physical, moral, or spiritual.... Many mocked my
anti-wussification efforts and believed it all had to be a joke. I usually responded
by asking, “WWWRD” What Would Will Rogers Do?4
Finally, in yet another odd showing of Rogers’s influence since his death, the TonyAward-winning musical The Will Rogers Follies was released in 1991 and traces his life

2

Yagoda, Will Rogers, 324.
The song “Will Rogers Highway” is available on Woody Guthrie, Library of Congress Recordings:
Woody Guthrie, vol. 3, recorded by Alan Lomax, © 1992, 1964 by the U.S. Library of Congress. Mary
Katherine Aldin, “Way Down Yonder in the Indian Nation: Woody Guthrie, an American Troubadour,” in
Hard Travelin’: The Life and Legacy of Woody Guthrie, ed. Robert Santelli (Hanover: Wesleyan
University Press, 1999), 3-13. As Aldin states, “His contribution [to People’s World] was called ‘Woody
Sez,’ and his homespun philosophizing was often accompanied by one of his own cartoons.... Woody’s
writing style was ... idiosyncratic. He never had much use for the rules of grammar and punctuation, and
the capital letters were either overused or missing altogether” (8). In an essay about Guthrie, Pete Seeger
wrote that Guthrie would “stand with his guitar slung on his back, spinning out stories like Will Rogers,
with a faint, wry grin” (Pete Seeger, “So Long, Woody, It’s Been Good to Know Ya,” foreword to Woody
Guthrie, Bound for Glory: The Hard-Driving, Truth-Telling Autobiography of America’s Great Poet-Folk
Singer, ed. Woody Guthrie (1943; New York: Plume, 1983), vii.
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through song and story, showing the enduring interest in Rogers’s life, however
transmuted.5
Such far-flung influence reflects his profound role in the early-twentieth-century
United States. In essence, he made the cultural and economic fluxuations that occurred
between 1904 (when he entered vaudeville) and 1935 manageable for the nation—he
even made the international seem not so far away during a period marked by stalwart
isolationism. As Warren Susman states, “[the people of the 1920s] frankly hungered for
all kinds of knowledge and yet found itself unable to cope easily with the vast quantities
and differing kinds of knowledge with which it was presented.”6 Rogers also eased what
many worried was an increasing chasm between the coasts and Middle America. Through
Rogers, the United States remained a neighborhood, technologically saavy and culturally
diverse.
Though such influence has been established throughout the bulk of this
dissertation, two important questions remain. First, what legacies—what tribal
genealogies—did Will Rogers leave behind in Native America specifically? Second,
what are this project’s larger implications for the study of American and American Indian
cultural histories? In the end, I hope that a study such as this, grounded in specific tribal
history, makes way for further—and, I argue, more productive and accurate—research on
American Indians working in the popular realm of the United States.

5 This musical is in many ways problematic and reflects the troublesome ways Rogers is depicted in
popular culture. As Jace Weaver describes it, “The first image of the play ... is of the ‘Indian Sun Goddess,’
a topless Ziegfeld girl in Indian regalia descending a staircase. This is followed by a male ‘Indian of the
Dawn’ doing a stomp dance.... Then a chorus line of beauteous chorines in various states of Plains Indian
dishabille exhibits itself for audience appropriation” (Jace Weaver, “Ethnic Cleansing, Homestyle,” Wicazo
Sa Review 10, no. 1 [1994]: 36-37).
6 Warren Susman, “Culture and Civilization: The Nineteen-Twenties,” in Culture as History: The
Transformation of American Society in the Twentieth Century (1973; New York: Pantheon Books, 1984),
106.
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Cherokee Genealogies
While I have shown the ways Rogers called on those Cherokees preceding him
and those of his generation throughout this dissertation, it is only right to show, in the
end, the ways he passed that lineage on to future generations. I want to use this
dissertation’s subtitle, “the tribal genealogies of American Indian celebrity,” to explore
the ways Rogers impacted Native leaders whose came after him. And there is no better
place to start than with his eldest son.
William Vann Rogers (1911-1993), also known as Will, Jr., or Bill, became a
stalwart advocate for American Indians across the country for decades after his father’s
death. Much of his professional life shadowed his father’s career. After graduating from
Stanford University in 1935, Will Rogers, Jr., became a journalist, publishing the leftleaning Beverly Hills Citizen and covering the Spanish Civil War for the McNaught
Syndicate. While in Europe, Rogers, Jr., became aware of the rise in Japanese aggression
throughout the world, a concern that led him into politics.7 In 1942, Will Rogers’s son
won a congressional seat in the U.S. House of Representatives, representing California’s
sixteenth district. As a representative, he not only advocated the abolishment of the
House on Un-American Activities (HUAC), but also advocated, earlier than most, aid for
Jews living in Nazi Germany and Eastern Europe.8 Two years after his election, however,
the younger Rogers left his governmental post and served as a World War II platoon
leader. Bill returned a first lieutenant, receiving the Bronze Star for his participation in
7 Much of this biographical information is culled from Will Rogers, The Papers of Will Rogers, vol. 3, ed.
Arthur Frank Wertheim and Barbara Bair (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2001), 438-447.
8 In fact, a 1942 letter from the publicity director of the Jewish Forum, an organization based in New York
City that advocated for Jewish human rights, reads in part, “You [Will Rogers, Jr.] as an American liberal
and a friend to the Jewish people will use your influence and your voice in the House of the Congress,
whenever an opportunity offers to defend the Jews.... If the liberal Nations of the World want to solve the
Jewish Problem, there is only one way to do it and that is, to grant Palestine to the Jewish people as a
National Homeland” (letter from Charles Schweager [sp?] to Will Rogers, Jr., 24 September 1942, Will
Rogers, Jr., papers, Will Rogers Memorial Museum, Claremore, Oklahoma).
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the Battle of the Bulge and a Purple Heart for wounds he received in action. In 1946, he
ran for a U.S. Senate seat in California, a campaign he lost due largely to his refusal to
denounce communists or communist sympathizers.9
It was also during this time that he turned toward American Indian activism. In
1944, in reaction to the initial stirrings of the federal government’s termination policy
against American Indians, various tribal leaders founded the National Congress of
American Indians (NCAI).10 Will Rogers’s son was one of NCAI’s foundational
members.11 In a keynote speech given at the Sixth Annual Convention of the NCAI,
Rogers, Jr., called for a reworking of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, advocating for more
Native American participation in the bureau:
Congressmen know that through this organization, the American Indian speaks
for himself. This is not someone else speaking for him, saying what should be
done about the Indian or the Indian problem. This Congress is the voice of the
Indians themselves.... But I still feel that in Indian Affairs, the Bureau still tends
to become a law unto itself. It consults white experts, white lawyers and its own
personnel, and very seldom consults the Indian who is most affected by their
regulations.12

9 In another move that mirrored his father’s career, Will, Jr., worked in film for a short time, starring in The
Story of Will Rogers in 1952. See note 1 of this chapter for more information.
10 Thomas Cowger, in his history of the organization’s early years, describes termination policy’s
encroachment on American Indian self-determination: “In its broadest sense, termination signified a final
drive to assimilate the Indians once and for all into the dominant society. In its narrowest sense, termination
represented a legal means to abrogate the federal government’s trust obligations to tribes” (Thomas W.
Cowger, The National Congress of American Indians: The Founding Years [Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1999], xiii). The termination era in American Indian history is generally considered to run
through the 1950s and ’60s, though the policy was in the works by the early 1940s. In addition to Cowger’s
study, other examinations of the termination period include Kenneth R. Philip, Termination Revisited:
American Indians on the Trail to Self-Determination, 1933-1953 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
2002); Donald Fixico, Termination and Relocation: Federal Indian Policy, 1945-1960 (Albuquerque:
University of New Mexico Press, 1986); Francis Paul Prucha, The Great Father: The United States
Government and the American Indians (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1986); and Larry W. Burt,
Tribalism in Crisis: Federal Indian Policy, 1953-1961 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press,
1982).
11 Philip, Termination Revisited, xiii.
12 Will Rogers, Jr., undated transcript (1950?) of keynote speech before the Sixth Annual Convention of
the National Congress of American Indians, Will Rogers, Jr., papers, Will Rogers Memorial Museum,
Claremore, Oklahoma.
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He reiterated this sentiment several times throughout his career in Indian affairs, which
was substantial, evidenced in part by the NCAI’s endorsement of him for U.S.
Commissioner on Indian Affairs in 1949, a position he was not awarded.
During the organization’s foundational years, Rogers, Jr., led or founded a variety
of organizations to assist American Indians throughout the United States. He founded, for
example, the American Citizens League in Los Angeles just after returning from war to
assist urban Indians living in Southern California. In 1948, he organized and became
president of ARROW (American Restitution and Righting of Old Wrongs), which,
according to a pamphlet supporting the organization, “is [an] ... affiliate of NCAI,
organized in 1948 by a group concerned with the dilemma of the 450,000 Indians of the
United States, who felt that the low living standards of Indians in this country must be
attacked with the same determination shown in sending foreign aid to foreign
countries.”13 The younger Rogers’s strong advocating for American Indian selfdetermination duplicated his father’s consistent references to the mistreatment of tribal
nations and their daily struggles to gain economic and social equality.
Rogers, Jr., also focused on specific tribal initiatives throughout his career as an
Indian rights advocate. In particular, the Navajo Nation, whose citizens were facing
extreme poverty in the 1940s and 1950s, drew his attention. He became chairman of the
Save the Children Federation’s “Aid to the Navajo” campaign, a NCAI-affiliated
organization. In a 1953 press release, he described the tribe’s dire living conditions:

13 The American Indian Finds a Way: A Program of Self Help, pamphlet published by the National
Congress of American Indians, ARROW, Incorporated, Washington, D.C., n.d., Will Rogers, Jr., Papers,
Will Rogers Memorial Museum, Claremore, Oklahoma. In his description of ARROW, Philip notes that
“Rogers received support from a bipartisan sponsoring committee that worked to provide Indians with
equality of opportunity. Well-known members of this committee were Patrick Hurley, Eddie Cantor,
Senator Paul H. Douglas, Oscar Hammerstein, Senator Hubert Humphrey, Lewis Mumford, Walter P.
Reuther, and Franklin D. Roosevelt, Jr. This committee helped ARROW raise money to fund Indian
scholarships and assist impoverished Navajos” (Philip, Termination Revisited, 87).
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One Navajo child in every four dies before the age of 5. Here are the highest
infant and T.B. death rates in the United States.... The standard of living is so low
for the Navajo Indians on their eroded Reservations that they are unable to
provide adequately for their children. The average caloric intake is less than the
accepted minimum for Europe’s displaced persons.14
Again, Rogers, Jr., echoes his father’s frequent comparisons between the mistreatment of
American Indians in the United States and the oppression of various nations and
people—“displaced persons,” as the younger puts it—beyond U.S. borders.
At long last, in 1967, Rogers, Jr., received a federal appointment: he was named
special assistant to Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall, a position from which he
resigned in 1969 with the election of Richard Nixon to the White House, though he
continued work as a consultant for the Bureau for several years. Upon leaving his
position, he expressed his frustrations in a letter to Harrison Loesch, Assistant Secretary
of the Interior Department:
The present administrative structure has always been wrong. It was built to
protect paternalism.... The Bureau badly needs restructuring.... It also needs some
Indians. Bureau hiring practices should be opened, contracting should be started,
tribal authority should be revitalized.15
The younger Rogers’s insistence that the BIA incorporate Native viewpoints was a bit
ahead of its time. It would not be until 1988 that the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission (EEOC) declared that preferential hiring would be enacted within the
Bureau of Indian Affairs.16
Also like his father, Rogers, Jr., participated in many behind-the-scenes efforts on
behalf of American Indians. In 1950, for example, he received a letter from Louise C.
Jolliff of the Omaha Nation requesting that he use his political clout to stop the execution
14 Will Rogers, Jr., press release for “Save the Children Federation,” undated [circa 1953], Will Rogers, Jr.,
Papers, Will Rogers Memorial Museum, Claremore, Oklahoma.
15 Will Rogers, Jr., to Hon. Harrison Loesch, Assistant Secretary, Department of the Interior, 14 June 1969,
Will Rogers, Jr., Papers, Will Rogers Memorial Museum, Claremore, Oklahoma.
16 United States Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, “Policy Statement on Indian Preference,”
http://www.eeoc.gov/policy/docs/indian_preference.html, accessed 11 January 2009.
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of a nineteen-year-old Cherokee man sentenced to death in Sing Sing Correctional
Facility. Jolliff closed her letter with the question, “With all our educational programs
etc. we have tried to teach our Indians how to live (from the crumbs that fall from the
white man’s table) but have we taught him how to die?”17 Rogers, Jr., immediately wrote
Thomas Dewey, governor of New York, on behalf of the Cherokee prisoner:
While I know nothing of this particular case, it is unfortunately true that most
Indians have received far less education than the average white person. Being
brought up by parents who themselves have not made a complete adjustment to
the white world, and living a young life surrounded by prejudice, bad
environment and low income, many young Indians have had no fair chance
toward becoming decent, respectable citizens.18
The written exchange reflects his father’s personal interactions with and on behalf of a
variety of Native figures—Cherokee and not. Despite Bill’s efforts, the prisoner, Harley
G. LaMarr, died in Sing Sing’s electric chair in January 1951.
Later, while serving in the Department of Interior, Rogers, Jr., wrote a letter to the
National Review in response to an article published in early 1969. The article in
question—anthropologist John Greenway’s “Will the Indian Get Whitey?”—discredits a
variety of then-recent history texts written by “the strangest class of intellectuals any
nation has ever been damned with.... America’s professional thinkers have been anomic
dropouts from their own culture, burning the American spirit as their bearded acolytes
burn the American flag.”19 Greenway describes American Indians for the “lay reader”
with the same “eloquence” he describes his fellow academics:
The lay reader should know what the real Indian was like before exposing his raw
conscience to books like these. He should know that the real Indian was ferocious,
cruel, aggressive, stoic, violent, ultra-masculine, treacherous and warlike.... As for
17 Mrs. Louise C. Jolliff, Omaha Tribe, to Will Rogers, Jr., 1 May 1950, Will Rogers, Jr., Papers, Will
Rogers Memorial Museum, Claremore, Oklahoma.
18 Will Rogers, Jr., to Honorable Thomas E. Dewey, governor of New York, 4 May 1950, Will Rogers, Jr.,
Papers, Will Rogers Memorial Museum, Claremore, Oklahoma.
19 John Greenway, “Will the Indian Get Whitey?” National Review 11 March 1969: 223.
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Our Treatment of the Indians, never in the entire history of the inevitable
displacement of hunting tribes by advanced agriculturists in the 39,000
generations of mankind has a native people been treated with more consideration,
decency, and kindness.20
In his response, Rogers, Jr., rises above merely chastising Greenway’s ignorant
misrepresentation of American Indian history to state several important points that the
article’s author overlooks or assumes to be true: “The reason John Greenway is able to
set up the Indians and then knock them over is because we have ignored the Indian as a
continuing presence in American history,” Rogers, Jr., begins.
Oh, the Indian is in the school books, all right. He is there in full regalia and
usually in full color. He jumps out from behind a tree to sign a treaty with
William Penn, then he vanishes to reappear 200 pages later shooting at a
stagecoach. He is a cardboard figure with no continuity and no understanding of
his relationship to the sweep of events....
Only cardboard Indians are cruel, ferocious, and aggressive. In real history, some
were and some weren’t, and they often changed from time to time as outside
influences were impinged. Some tribes were democratic, some decidedly not.21
Will Rogers’s son, in this letter, eloquently articulates not only the problematic use of
Indians as mere props in American history, but also the diversity of Native America, a
fact Greenway ignores throughout his tirade.
Though the younger Will Rogers’s life was much more varied than is detailed
here, I focus on his dedication to American Indian rights to show the ways his father’s
example—the elder’s insistence on modern Indian life; his interest in connecting
international issues to domestic U.S.-Indian relations; his work on behalf of the health of
local tribal communities—undoubtedly influenced his son’s participation in the NCAI
and later the BIA. Will Rogers, a man not often associated with his own tribal nation,

20

Greenway, “Will the Indian Get Whitey?” 224.
Transcript of letter from Will Rogers, Jr., to the editor of the National Review, 7 April 1969, Will
Rogers, Jr., Papers, Will Rogers Memorial Museum, Claremore, Oklahoma. The letter was published in the
magazine on 22 April 1969.
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planted in his son a legacy that would lead to involvement in Indian affairs throughout
the second half of the twentieth century. These tribal genealogies—those detailed familial
and intellectual connections—have been overlooked by excluding Will Rogers from
larger discussions of American Indian cultural history.
Of course, Rogers’s first son was not the only twentieth-century Cherokee to call
on Rogers as a man with strong but overlooked ties to his tribe. Political leader Wilma
Mankiller, for example, mentions him in her autobiography, written with Michael Wallis.
She uses some of Rogers’s more charged lines about allotment and Cherokee removal
from the Southeast to bolster her claim that “Oklahoma statehood was a very dark page,
not only in Cherokee history but in the history of the United States.”22 And Cherokee
author Robert Conley also called on Will Rogers to explain splits between those he calls
traditionalist and progressives during the allotment era, terms he prefers over mixedblood and full-blood, a problematic dichotomy used to represent those in favor of
allotment and those opposed:
There are some mixed-blood people who would have preferred to keep things the
way they were [during the Allotment Era], and there were some full-bloods who
were progressive, if you will.... A good example of that oversimplification is
found in Clem Rogers and son, Will Rogers. Clem Rogers was definitely
progressive, and became an Oklahoma state politician. Will Rogers, in a seldomquoted Will Rogers statement, said, “We had the greatest territory in the world,
and they ruined it when they made a state.” The difference of opinion in that
political issue is probably the real source of friction between Will Rogers and his
father, even though all the Will Rogers biographies say it was because Will
wouldn’t settle down, split loose of his daddy, and be serious.23

22 Wilma Mankiller and Michael Wallis, Mankiller: A Chief and Her People (New York: Macmillan,
2000), 166-167.
23 Sean Teuton and Robert J. Conley, “Writing Home: An Interview with Robert Conley,” Wicazo Sa
Review 16, no. 2 (2001): 118-119. Conley is a well-known and prolific Cherokee fiction and nonfiction
writer. Some of his work includes novels such as Mountain Windsong: A Novel of the Trail of Tears
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1995); The Dark Island (Thorndike, Maine: Center Point
Publishers, 2003); and War Woman: A Novel of the Real People (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997). His
nonfiction work includes The Cherokee Nation: A History (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press,
2005) and Cherokee Medicine Man: The Life and Work of a Modern-Day Healer (Norman: University of
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Here Conley suggests, accurately I think, that Rogers became, at least in retrospect,
opposed to allotment practices, especially as they became increasingly exploitative in the
1920s and 1930s. That Conley considers Rogers to be a traditional Cherokee, while
working in the popular realm of the surrounding United States, is striking in that it
reveals a perspective on Rogers’s Cherokeeness that is quite different than that
represented in most popular accounts of his life.
Beyond the reaches of the Cherokee Nation, other Native authors and intellectuals
have called on Rogers, pointing out that he was, indeed a Cherokee (not a part-Cherokee,
as many non-Native authors claim). In Timothy Petete and Craig Womack’s analysis of
and interview with Muscogee writer Thomas E. Moore, they quote at length a poem
Moore wrote on Rogers’s death, reflective of the Indian Territory’s dialect-writing
traditions. In part, the poem reads:
Happiest fell ever see,
Make everybody happy try to be;
If you all time feel like mad,
Will Roger’ make you laugh all over glad!
He’s Indian fella, Cherokee,
Belongs to tribe all time like you an’ me;
He was had allotment land
In Cherokee hills where whole lot rock an’ sand.24
Even beyond the connections between Rogers’s and Moore’s dialect writing, Petete and
Womack call Rogers Moore’s “hero,” backing the claim up with their interview with
Oklahoma Press, 2007). He is the recipient of the 2009 American Indian Festival or Words Award and the
1997 Wordcraft Circle’s Wordcrafter of the Year Award.
24 Qtd. in Timothy Petete and Craig Womack, “Thomas E. Moore’s Sour Sofkee in the Tradition of
Muscogee Dialect Writers,” SAIL: Studies in American Indian Literature 18, no. 4 (2006): 17.
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Moore, in which he describes several anecdotes he witnessed and recalled about Rogers’s
life. These connections lead to the interviews’ claim that “the Rogers influence is much
evident in the expanded scope of Moore’s writings, which use Muskogee Creek life as a
springboard for American and international issues.”25
Intellectual leader Vine Deloria, Jr., also references Rogers in his groundbreaking
1969 work Custer Died for Your Sins. He explains that after the end of the Plains Indian
Wars, “Indians seemed to drift into a timeless mist. There appeared to be no leaders with
which the general public could identify.”26 Soon after the turn of the twentieth century,
however, Deloria writes that,
Jim Thorpe almost overnight changed the image of the Indian in the mind of the
public. Suddenly the Indian as the superathlete dominated the scene. This concept
was soon replaced by the Indian as a show business personality with the rise to
popularity of Will Rogers, a Cherokee humorist.... After the Indian had been
accepted as a humorous, athletic, subspecies of [the] white man, historians and
popular writers revisited the past and carved out a role for the Indian that
overlooked the centuries of bloodshed between white and red, effectively
neutralizing historical betrayals of the Indian by the government.27
Again, there is recognition that popular depictions of Rogers and, in this case, Sac and
Fox athlete Jim Thorpe, are inaccurate or, at least, incomplete. Deloria goes further than
others in suggesting that these men were used to normalize the preceding centuries of
intense colonization and warfare between Americans and American Indians, what Renato
Rosaldo calls imperialist nostalgia. In Culture and Truth, Rosaldo explains, “Nostalgia is
a particularly appropriate emotion to invoke in attempting to establish one’s innocence
and at the same time talk about what one has destroyed.”28 In terms of popular culture, a
realm in which non-Natives claim Rogers as one of their own, this imperialist nostalgia
25

Petete and Womack, “Thomas E. Moore’s Sour Sofkee,” 18.
Vine Deloria, Jr., Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto (New York: MacMillan, 1969), 199.
27 Deloria, Jr., Custer Died for Your Sins, 199-200.
28 Renato Rosaldo, Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis (New York: Beacon Press, 1993),
70.
26
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meets domination in that it “uses compelling tenderness to draw attention away from the
relation’s fundamental inequality.... [I]deological discourses work more through selective
attention than outright suppression.”29 Though not describing this process in the same
theoretical terms employed by Rosaldo, Deloria, Jr., points out here that popular figures
such as Rogers were used, primarily by white Americans, as a way of generating a
nostalgia that largely suppressed the past, compacting it into Wild West shows, Western
films, sporting events, and the like.

American History’s Tribal Genealogies
Will Rogers’s multifarious roles in American culture during the first three
decades of the twentieth century are most profound in relation to the liminal space
between the United States and the Cherokee Nation. His vaudevillian routines drew on
Cherokee ranching history; his films, often reflective of his tribal ties, challenged
stereotypes of American Indians; his journalism employed not only the ideology of a
colonized subject but also reflected Indian Territory literary styles; and his radio shows
echoed, in part, his ties to the Cherokee Confederacy. Though, in their own rite, such
contributions were crucial to the goings-on in the United States during his lifetime, they
are made more profound when tied to the particular history of the Cherokee Nation. And
these ties greatly contributed to his success in the broader cultures of the United States.
That these tribal ties have largely gone dismissed or unnoticed marks the ways
scholarship in cultural studies, broadly defined, continues to rely on and employ
stereotypes of American Indians and their respective tribes to generate analyses of Native
peoples’ roles in the United States. By foregrounding Rogers’s Cherokeeness, I have
29

Rosaldo, Culture and Truth, 87. For a discussion of these popular representations, see this dissertation’s
introduction.
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suggested throughout this dissertation that, first, he should indeed be considered under
the umbrella of “American Indian celebrity” and that, second, he provides an alternative
type of American Indian celebrity than is generally recognized and accepted in academic
discourse. In many ways, despite his wealth and influence, Rogers’s life exemplifies that
of actual, everyday Indians—those people who live(d) their lives with little regard for
outsider expectation—more than many other Indian intellectual leaders of his day. Rogers
defied easy ethnic categorization yet demanded and pronounced tribal recognition,
suggesting that it is not only in the “unexpected places” that we should be situating
American Indians, but also in the unexpectedness of Native identity itself, which is a
fluid and complex. As Alexandra Harmon suggests in her essay “Wanted: More Histories
of Indian Identity,”
every history of American Indians is an implicit study of Indian identity....
[Scholars must go] in search of Indians who have the full range of human
attributes, including the capacity to modify their own societies. By asking how
Indian people have defined and redefined themselves, historians can explain
Indians’ power to change without forfeiting a collective existence.30
Thus, if we accept Rogers as a Cherokee, we must broaden scholarly understandings of
American Indian celebrity at large to explore the ways these peoples reflected the lived
realities of the diverse peoples of Native America.
By overlooking (in this case) the history, cultures, and traditions of the Cherokee
Nation as distinct from the many hundreds of tribes located within the United States, we
have, by and large, missed Will Rogers’s introduction of tribal traditions to a U.S.
audience. How many other opportunities have been missed? Indeed, the cultural,
political, and social histories of the United States, from the colonial period to the present
day, carry within them a vast array of tribal traditions, as expressed by leaders from

30

Alexandra Harmon, “Wanted: More Histories of Indian Identity,” in A Companion to American Indian
History, ed. Philip J. Deloria and Neal Salisbury (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2002), 248, 249.
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Samson Occum to Winona LaDuke. These contributions, considered singularly, reveal
ways particular leaders expressed themselves using a lens steeped in tribal experience.
Taken holistically, they reveal a kaleidoscope of tribal influences on American popular
culture that have, more often than not, been left untouched or ill-considered. These tribal
genealogies of American history not only make the history of the United States richer,
but also empower the cultural sovereignty of tribal nations, showing that each contributes
to the workings of American culture at large.
This dissertation, I hope, has offered one example of the many American Indian
public intellectuals who, empowered and influenced by their tribal histories, changed
American history. Rogers, in other words, represents only one of innumerable Native
people who call (or called) on tribal traditions to influence popular culture in the United
States in ways both large and small. Examining the distinct tribal cultures of many of the
nation’s best-known Native public figures—Carlos Montezuma, Jay Silverheels,
Gertrude Bonnin, Luther Standing Bear, Vine Deloria, Jr., N. Scott Momaday, and
Sherman Alexie, to name a few—may further elucidate the power of specific tribal
traditions in influencing American history. Examinations of these figures and others
would further connect these people to both their tribal nations and thus these nations’
roles in U.S. popular cultures. When examined this way, such people become less free
agents working in the public sphere and more active tribal citizens working to represent
themselves using tribally-based artistic formulas and histories that affect their
contributions to the larger United States.
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