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T homas W i l d cat Alf ord w as b o rn a S haw n ee an d 
d i e d  a w hi t e  m a n . W h i l e  a n  o v er s imp l i f i c a t i on, 
t h i s  i s  n o t  a n  u n f a i r  summ ary o f  hi s m em o i r, " t o ld 
t o" F lo r e n c e  D r a ke. A r e p r i n t  o f  t h e 19 36 e d i t i o n , 
t h e  b oo k  h a s  a b r i ef p r e f ac e  by aut ho r A ngi e D eb o  
(wh i c h, h owever, h as l i t tl e  i n f o rnl a t i o n) . 

A lf o rd w as bo r n  i n  I nd ia n  T e r r i t o r y  i n  1860, a 

m emb e r  o f  t he Ab s e n t ee S h aw n e e s  w h o  h ad com e  t o  
re s t  i n  w hat be cam e Okl ahom a . Du r i ng h i s chi ldh ood, 
Sh awn e e  l i f e w as l i t t l e  i n flu e n ced by w h i t e s oc i e ty. 
O n e  i n t ru s i o n  w as w el c om ed by hi s f a t h e r, how e v e r; 
t h i s  w a s  a s c h o o l  ope r at ed by mis s i on a r i es of the 
Soc i e ty o f  F r i e nd s n ea r  t h e i r  hom e . Young Thom as 
sp e n t f ou r  y ea r s  i n  t h is s c ho o l , l e a r n i ng t o  read 
and w r i t e  E n g l i sh and a cqu i r ing a d e s i r e  t o  lea r n  
t h e  w ay s  o f  " c i v i l iz a t i on . "  A s  h e  pu t i t, "d a i ly 
t h e  c o n v i c t i o n  g r ew u p o n  m e  t h a t  t h e r e  w a s  a b e t t er 

w ay t o  l i v e  t ha n  my p eo p l e  k n ew . " 

Hi s c h a n c e  t o  b e c om e  " c i v i.l i ze d" d ep e n d ed, 
how ev e r , on a d e c i s i o n  by h i s t r ib e  t o  edu c ate tw o 
o f  thei r  young m en so t h a t  t he t r ibe co u l d  d e a l  
� o r e  ad eq u at e ly w i t h  t h e f ed e r al g ov e r nmen t and the 
su r r o u n d i n g  whi t es. Alf o r d  a n d  a n o t h e r  y o u ng m a n  
w e re s e l e c t ed t o  go E a st t o  s c h oo l . Th ey w e r e  p r om­
i se d  by t he t r ad i t i o n a l  c h i ef s  t h at t h e y  wou ld b e  
l e ade r s  o f  t he t r ib e  w he n  t h ey r etu r n ed a nd w ou ld 

ev en tu al ly b ec om e  chie f s  th em se lv es. How eve r ,  a l l 
of t h i s  w as exp l i c i t ly con t i nge nt upon t h e i r n o t  
ab and o n i ng S h aw n ee r e l ig i on f o r  Ch r i sti a n i ty . T h e  
b o y s  " s o l em n ly pl ed g ed" t o  pr e s e r v e  t h e i r  f a i t h  a n d  
w e n t  o f f  t o  s ev e r a l  y e a r s  o f  s choo l a t  Ham p t o n  
I nstit u t e  i n  V ir� i n i a. 

As A l f o rd d e s c r ib e s  i t, f r om t h e  b e g i n n i n g t h e  
b oys w er e  e a g e r  t o  l e a r n  an d a cq u i r e  t h e  w ay s  o f  
w h a t  t hey a s s um ed t o  b e  a s up e r i o r  so c i et y . lie d id 
n o t  m e n t i on home s i ck n e s s  a nd i nd i c at ed t h at t h ey 
l i ke d  a l l  a s p e c t s o f  t he i r  n ew e n v i r o n m e n t . A l f o rd 

d i d r e p o r t  agon i z i n g  o v e r  h i s a c ce p t a n ce of 
C hr i s t i a n i ty, r ea l iz i ng t h at t h i s  m e an t  g i v i ng up 
h i s  �r.b i ti o n  t o  b e  a l ead e r  o f  h i s p e o pl e . 

N ev e r t h e l e s s, h e  ex p e r i e n c e d  "b i t t er d i s­
ap po i n t m e n t" w he n he ret u r n ed hom e an d f o u n d  t ha t  
h i s  peo p l e  r ejec t e d  h im a n d r ef u s ed t o  a c ce p t  h i s  
l eade r s hi p . H e  m a n a g e d  to s ec u r e  emp l oym e n t  a s  a 
t e ac her f o r  six y ea r s  and t h e n  i n  v ar ious o t h e r  
I nd i an S e r v i ce or l o c a l g ov e r nm en t pos i t i o n s . H e  



persist ed i n  t r y i ng to "c i v i l ize" other S hawnees, 
and s t r on g l y  support ed the a l lotment syst em, whi ch 
aim e d  t o  mak e indiv idua l l an d-own i ng farmers of 
Indians . (In f act , h e  r ec i t ed wi t h  p r i de how h e  
managed t o  s ecure a tr ib a l  ro l l  by sec ret m e thods 
so t hat even those Absen t ee Sh awnees who had refuse d 
to a c c ept a l lotments cou l d  nev e r t hel ess be "g iv en "  
them . )  H e  a lso d i d  his b est t o  keep Ind i ans from 
losi ng t h eir a l lotment s t o  non-Ind i ans and t o  p re­
v en t  exp l oit a t iv e  l eases f rom b e i ng ne got i at ed . H e  
was prou d  o f  his part i n  f r ust r at i n g  a mass i v e  l an d  
fraud sche�e which h e  s aid succeeded for a t ime i n  
m islead i ng t h e  t ra d i tion a l  leaders of h is t r ib e. 

In 1893, e l e v e n  y ears a f ter h is return from 
school ,  A l f ord was appOin ted a member of a S hawnee 
Busine ss Commit t ee set up by t he nat iona l governmen t 
as a kind of government for t he Absent ee S h awnees. 
When t his Commi t t ee e l ect e d  him i t s  cha i rman, he be­
c am e  "in rea l it y  at l ast . . .  t h e  chief or p r i n c i ­
p a l  adviser o f  my p eop l e , recogn i zed a s  su ch by t h e  
gov ernment at  Washington . " T h e  Fede r a l  gover nment 
succ e eded in imposing his l eade rshi p  a l t hough h is 
t r ibe had refu s e d  it . 

Mr . Al ford saw a f ew v i r t ue s  i n  S h awnee l i f e. 
H e  t r a n s l a t e d  t h e  Bib l e  into S hawn ee, p r imar i ly in 
order to p r e s e r v e  t he "purit y and beaut y "  of t he 
l a nguage. Nev e r t h e l ess , he wi l l ing l y  abandoned t h e  
essen t i a l  e l emen ts of Sh awne e cu l t ure. It is nota­
b l e  t hat his examp l e was not fol lowed by m a n y  mem­
bers of his t rib e. This account is i nt erest i n g , 
but we n e e d  wider t heories to exp l ain why and when 
and u nder wh at condit ions t h e  c u l t u r e  i nto wh i c h  one 
is born is ab an doned for anot her . 

Mr . A l ford emer g es f rom h i s  memoir as an 
appea l i ng pe rson-- honest , upr ight,  a good husb an d  
a n d  fat h er, a man who was doing wh at h e  t hought 
wou l d  benef i t  his peop le. There are p hotograp hs , 
b u t  no in dex or b ib liography. A f ew footnotes , pre­
sumab l y  b y  Ms. Dr ake, add some detai l s  t o  th e story. 
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