








The story of Hannali Innominee takes the reader from
his birth in Mississippi to the Civil War battles fought in
Oklahoma with Indians on both sides and to the brink of
Oklahoma statehood. Hannali’s dialogue is written in a
stream-of-consciousness style which, the narrator claims,
reflects the way Choctaws talk. Hannali Innominee likes to
talk and likes to have the last word. He is a practical man
and a man of action, larger than life and large in life, and —
as a literary character — has been compared to Paul
Bunyan. The drama of the story is the role played by the
Choctaws in the Civili War — the schism between the
wealthy mixed-blood slave-owning Choctaws and those like
Hannali Innominee who were against slavery.

Mean Spirit by Linda Hogan (1990)

Chickasaw author Linda Hogan’s novel, Mean Spirit, is
the second most recent book in the series, having been
published in 1990. (Pigs in Heaven was published in 1993.)
In order of historical setting, Mean Spirit should be
discussed before House Made of Dawn. In terms of
American Indian characterization, however, Mean Spirit
shows us characters who are neither noble savages nor
marginal men, but who are very complex, interesting, and
real. The strangest character in the novel, John Stink, is
taken from real life. The real-life Stink was “buried” alive
due to an epileptic condition which produced a death-like
coma. Coming out of his coma, Stink was able to escape
from his grave (due to an Indian practice of interring
corpses in a sitting position with a small opening for a
window) and spent the rest of his life as a ghost (both in his
own and others’ perceptions).

The “mean spirit” of Hogan’s novel is greed, and both
Indian and non-Indian characters are subject to it or
victimized by it. The period depicted in the novel, the early
1920’s, is the most infamous period in Oklahoma history;
Hogan draws on the outrageous but true stories
surrounding the stealing of Osage allotments after the
discovery of oil in eastern Oklahoma. The novel’s focus is
on the Graycloud family — its white and Indian members —
and their determination to escape the machinations of those
who would steal their land. They are able to survive due to
their own generous spirits and help of the ‘“Hill People,”
traditional Indians who seem to exist in a parallel universe
in the magical world of Mean Spirit.

House Made of Dawn by N. Scott Momaday

N. Scott Momaday’s Pulitzer Prize winning novel,
House Made of Dawn, is one of the first to depict an
American Indian character as the “marginal man” unable
to function fully in either the white or traditional Indian
worlds. The novel is exceedingly complex and subject to
radically different interpretations. The protagonist, Abel,
returning to his pueblo after his service in World War II,
resists his grandfather’s advice and orderly traditional
lifestyle, but murders the “white man’’ (an albino Indian)
out of some sort of superstitious dread and fear for his
grandfather’s life.

After he is released from prison, Abel moves to Los
Angeles where he meets the Priest of the Sun, a Kiowa
Indian (like Momaday) who has invented his own religion
loosely based on several different American Indian tribal

beliefs. Despite the sermons of the Priest of the Sun and the
support and love of his Navajo friend Ben and the white
women, Angela and Millie, Abel remains isolated. He
cannot adjust to the white world, cannot hold a job,
succumbs to alcohol, and is finally badly beaten by a hostile
policeman. In the last chapter, Able again returns to his
pueblo. His fate there is subject to the reader’s
interpretation.

Pigs in Heaven by Barbara Kingsolver (1993)

In Barbara Kingsolver’s first novel, The Bean Trees,
the heroine decides to leave the small Kentucky town in
which she grew up, thus escaping inevitable and
imprisoning marriage and premature motherhood, and to
change her name. She decides her new name will be
determined in the place where her car first runs out of gas,
which is Taylorville, Illinois; hence, Marietta becomes
Taylor Greer. However, she doesn’t escape motherhood. In
the parking lot of a bar in Oklahoma, Taylor is presented
with a two-year-old Indian girl by its dead mother’s sister.
Taylor protests, “If I wanted a baby I would have stayed in
Kentucky . ..I could have had babies coming out of my
ears by now.” But by the time they arrive in Arizona,
Taylor is determined to keep and protect the child, whom
she has named Turtle due to her tendency to hold on tight.
Much of The Bean Trees revolves around Taylor’s efforts to
adopt turtle, which she finally achieves with the help of a
Guatemalan refugee couple posing as Turtle’s Cherokee
parents.

Nothing is legal about Turtle’s adoption except for the
paperwork. In the sequel to The Bean Trees, Pigs in Heaven,
Taylor and Turtle’s security is shattered. Turtle insists she
has seen a man fall into a concrete spillway at Hoover Dam,
and Taylor knows that Turtle never lies. The subsequent
rescue of Lucky makes Turtle a celebrity; she is invited to
appear on Oprah for a program called ““Children Who Have
Saved Lives.” Annawake Fourkiller, a young Cherokee
lawyer, accidentally sees Turtle on television, recognizes
her as an Indian child, and decides to undo what must be an
illegal adoption under the Indian Child Welfare Act.

Annawake travels from Tahlequah to Tucson to urge
Taylor to return Turtle to the Cherokees. This begins
Taylor and Turtle’s flight — first to Las Vegas where they
meet the larcenous Barbie, who also recognizes Turtle from
Oprah, and then to Seattle. But all of the main characters in
Pigs in Heaven are inevitably moving toward Heaven,
Oklahoma, a small Cherokee town near Tahlequah once
made famous by a photograph in Life magazine of Taylor’s
mother’s distant cousin, Sugar Hornbuckle, “with a pop
bottle raised to her lips and a crown of daisies in her hair,
leaning against the WELCOME TO HEAVEN sign.” By
the end of the novel, the sign is gone, but Taylor’s mother
Alice, Cash Stillwater, Annawake Fourkiller, and Taylor
and Turtle find their welcome in Heaven.

Kingsolver’s American Indian characters are fully
developed alongside the other characters, and she shows all
of the characters to have similar needs. Although Taylor
and her mother have a Cherokee ancestor, they do not see
themselves as Indians. Annawake’s boss, Franklin Turnbo,
describes himself as “a born-again Indian.”” Even Taylor’s
boyfriend Jax (named after the beer) and his German



landlady Gundi discuss the seeming conflict between
belonging to a tribe and being an individual:
‘But how can you belong to a tribe, and be your own
person, at the same time? You can’t. If you're verifiably
one, you're not the other.’
‘Can’t you alternate? Be an individual most of the time,
and merge with others once in a while?’
But the Cherokee residents of Heaven — Uncle Ledger,
Cash, Sugar, and the rest — seem to thrive as individuals
because of their sense of connection to an extended family
which is also their tribe.

For Further Reading
About Images of American Indians:

William Bradford’s Of Plymouth Plantation and captivity
narratives, such as Mary Rowlandson’s quoted above,
can be found in many standard anthologies of early
American literature.

The Voyage of Christopher Columbus: Columbus’ Own
Journal of Discovery. Newly restored and translated by
John Cummins. New York: St. Martin’s, 1992.

Leslie Fiedler. Love and Death in the American Novel. 1966;
New York: Doubleday, 1992.

Nicholas J. Karolides. The Pioneer in The American Novel
1900-1950. Norman: University of Oklahoma, 1967.
Albert Keiser. The Indian in American Literature. 1933;
New York: Gordon Press, 1972. In 1933, Keiser
suggested that new novels with American Indian
characters would cease to be written, as American

Indian culture would disappear.

Charles R. Larsen. American Indian Fiction. Albuquerque:
University of New Mexico, 1978.

William W. Savage, Jr., ed. Indian Life: Transforming an
American Myth. Norman: University of Oklahoma, 1977.

More Novels:

Michael Dorris. A Yellow Raft in Blue Water. New York:
Henry Holt, 1987.

Michail Dorris and Louise Erdrich. The Crown of Columbus.
New York: Harper, 1991.

Louise Erdrich. Love Medicine. New York: Holt, Rinehart,

1984.

Tony Hillerman’s detective novels featuring Navajo
policemen Jim Chee and Joe Leaphorn.

John Joseph Mathews. Sundown. 1934: Norman, University
of Oklahoma, 1988.

Leslie Silko. Ceremony. New York: Viking, 1977.

James Welch. The Indian Lawyer. New York: Norton,
1990.

Materials for “Many Trails, Many Tribes: Images of American Indians in
Fiction” were developed, written and designed by Dr. Jennifer Kidney,
director of “Let’s Talk About It, Oklahoma.” This “Let’s Talk About It,
Oklahoma” theme was made possible by a grant from the National
Endowment for the Humanities. “Let’s Talk About It, Oklahoma” is a
project of the Oklahoma Library Association.
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