
REVIEW ARTICLE

PEOPLE AND HISTORY: AUTOBIOGRAPHIES
OF THREE NATIVE AMERICAN MEN

Gerald T. Conaty
Glenbow Museum
130 - 9th Avenue S. E.
Calgary, Alberta
Canada, T2G OP3

Dempsey, Hugh A.: Red Crow: Warrior Chief. 2nd Edition. Saskatoon,
Saskatchewan: Fifth House, 1995, ISBN 1-895618-61-4 Paper CDN
$12.95.

Hagan, William T.: Quanah Parker, Comanche Chief Norman: University
of Oklahoma Press, 1993, ISBN 0-8061-2772-4 Paper USA $9.95.

Hittman, Michael: Corbett Mack: The Life of a Northern Paiute. Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1996, ISBN 0-8032-2376-5 Cloth USA
$45.00; 0-8032-7290-1 Paper USA $18.00.

Introduction

The popularity of life histories of Native American individuals remains
high among historians, anthropologists, and the general public. Brumble
(1988) has discussed in detail some of the problems of these works and
the difficulties inherent in analyzing them. Although they are often called
"autobiographies", most were actually written by non-Native scholars. In
most cases the First Nations person who was the subject of the book could
not write English and in many cases could not even speak English fluently.
Consequently, important nuances ofthe Native language-nuances which
may have had an important bearing on how a story or a life history is
developed-are filtered through one, two, or more non-Native people.
Demaille (1993) illustrated this in his discussion of the "surrender" to the
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U.S. Army of Crazy Horse and his Oglala band. A knowledge of Lakota
oratory style and kin relationships leads him to a very different under
standing of the situation from that which one usually finds in the history
books.

A second issue concerning First Nations autobiographies is that of the
role of the editor. As Brumble (1988:6) points out, the biography which
appears between the covers of a book may well have been carefully crafted
by an editor who was at least partially concerned with the marketability of
the story. One aspect of the editor's role is to produce a product with which
the audience is familiar and comfortable. The European autobiographical
model will, generally, lead the reader from the protagonist's formative years
of childhood and youth, through adulthood, and into old age. At some point
there will be a climatic turning point in the light of which all subsequent
actions can be explained (Brumble 1988:15). This pattern has become so
accepted that we often look for such moments in our own lives. It must be
remembered, however, that this is a post-Enlightenment model and a
European concept. People in other cultures may not understand their lives
as being connected this way and may not need revelatory moments to
explain their actions. Whereas non-Aboriginal people seek unity in a life
history, others may be quite content with ambiguity and contradictions.

How then does one evaluate a Native person's autobiography, given
the amount of "distortion" between the source and the final product? Clearly,
there can be significant problems concerning the "objectivity" or "accuracy"
of the printed page. Perhaps we must look for other things we might learn.
I have asked four questions regarding the books considered in this review:
1) what do we learn about the historic context of an individual? 2) what
insights do we gain into the cultural context of an individual? 3) what do we
learn about the individual that might be applied more widely? and, 4) how
is the cultural paradox of recounting a Native American life within the
European story-telling tradition resolved?

Red Crow: Warrior Chief

Red Crow grew up in the warrior tradition ofthe Kainai (Blood), a nation
ofthe Blackfoot confederacy who lived on the plains ofwhat is now southern
Alberta and Montana. Although he remained a warrior for most of his adult
life, by 1877 he had come to be recognized as a judicious leader by his own
people and as Head Chief of the Kainai by the Canadian government. He
was one of the signatories to Treaty Seven. With the disappearance of the
bison by 1880, Red Crow led the Kainai in their efforts to adjust to sedentary
life on the Reserve as he recognized the inevitability of change and the
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futility of holding onto a disappearing lifestyle. His foresight remains an
inspiration to the Kainai.1

Hugh Dempsey, Red Crow's biographer, is a non-Native who has had
a long association with the Indian communities ofAlberta. As archivist (now
Chief Archivist emeritus) at the Glenbow Museum, he formed the largest
non-governmental, public archives in Canada, with a significant focus on
Aboriginal material. He has written historical biographies of Senator James
Gladstone, Canada's first Native Senator (1986), ChiefCrowfoot (1976) and
Charcoal (1978). Dempsey's close association with the Kainai facilitated
interviews in the early 1950s with people who, as children, had known Red
Crow or whose parents had been contemporaries of the Chief. A second
source of information is the papers of R.N. Wilson, a member of the
Northwest Mounted Police in southern Alberta in the late 1800s. Wilson's
interviews with Red Crow were edited by Philip Godsell, a former Hudson's
Bay Company trader and Glenbow employee.

Following an initial chapter which establishes an historical and social
setting for the book, Dempsey provides a linear account of Red Crow's life,
from youth (c. 1840s) to his death in 1900. The early part ofthe book focuses
on Red Crow's war achievements and the growing wealth and esteem that
accrued from his successes. As he became leader of his Band, and as
relations with non-Natives became more formalized, the emphasis in the
book shifts to leadership abilities and Red Crow's struggle with other Band
leaders for political control and influence with the government agents. It is
never quite clear if his control is asserted over the Kainai people or over
government officials who continually seek one individual whom they might
identify as Head Chief. This is an important point, for it bears on the
differences between Kanai and Euro-Canadian systems of government.

Dempsey's main question throughout the book concerns the motivation
of Red Crow to turn away from warfare and raiding and adapt to farming so
readily. This was a major shift in culture and perception, one which many
other Kainai had trouble following. Along with this change Red Crow seems
to have had very little concern for the land which had been promised in the
treaty, but which had been subsequently sold (perhaps illegally). Dempsey
seems to be looking for the quintessential "climatic moment" which
reshaped Red Crow's life and led him in a new direction. Our European
sensibilities lead us to expect singular causes for such dramatic changes.
But we don't seem to find a clear turning point in Red Craw's life or, if such
existed, it is not revealed in the sources consulted by Dempsey. It may be,
as Brumble (1988:37; 85) discusses, that such reflection is not a part of
traditional Aboriginal cultural perceptions. There is no dramatic change in
direction in the autobiography because Red Crow did not feel he was
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changing direction. His role was to provide food and shelter for his followers
and he did the best he could with whatever was at hand.

While Dempsey's book is an entertaining and insightful look at Red
Crow as an individual, it is less helpful in leading the reader to understand
the cultural context within which Red Crow lived. There is no discussion,
for example, of the important sacred bundles and men's societies and the
roles these played in the governance ofthe Kainai. While Dempsey's (1973)
account of Crowfoot emphasizes that the Siksika leader did not belong to
many societies, there is no mention of Red Crow's affiliations. Recently,
members ofthe Blackfoot have described the bundles as the nexus of their
political and social structures. Understanding Red Crow's interaction with
the bundle owners and their advisors may have added an important
dimension to the Head Chiefs struggle with otherwould-be political leaders.
The government appointment of Head Chiefs, Minor Chiefs, and Headmen
was superimposed on the traditional model of leadership. A discussion of
the tension between these systems of govemance would have been
illuminating in light of current issues surrounding self-govemment. Still,
Dempsey provides an account of an important figure in westem Canadian
history. Without this contribution, the First Nations of Canada would remain
in further obscurity.

Quanah Parker, Comanche Chief

Quanah was the son of Cynthia Anne Parker and Peta Nocossa. His
mother. had been taken captive by the Comanche during a raid on Fort
Parker in 1836. Although the date of Quanah's birth is unclear, by 1875 he
had begun to rise in prominence. As the primary political leader on the
Comanche and Kiowa Reservation, Quanah was pressured both by the
United States govemment and Texas cattlemen to cede land and lease
increasingly large tracts for grazing. At the same time, he was struggling to
find meaningful work and consistent income forthe Comanche. Throughout
his life, Quanah balanced a "progressive" economic view with a need to
maintain aspects of his traditional way of life.

William T. Hagan is an historian who has written previously about the
Comanche (Hagan, 1990). In this book he has used a variety of secondary
sources about Quanah's life, about the military operations which forced the
Comanche onto the Reservation, and about their life thereafter. Kiowa
Agency files and other Indian Affairs documents were consulted to build an
understanding of Reservation life and the political pressures faced by
Quanah. Traditional aspects of his life include the use of peyote and his
insistence on maintaining more than one wife. Hagan has turned to the
anthropological literature (Stewart, 1987; LaBarre, 1969) for an analysis of
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peyotism and the meaning it might have held for Quanah. There is no
discussion of the cultural significance of polygamy, other than to contrast
this traditional practice with the belief in monogamy held by church and
government officials.

Like Dempsey, Hagan provides a linear portrayal of Quanah's life. The
first chapter provides an overview of Comanche culture and history prior to
the Reservation Era and includes a speculative biography of Quanah's early
years. The absence of any documentation of this period of his life leaves
the author no choice but to assume that Quanah had a ''typical'' upbringing.
The following chapters chronicle Quanah's growing importance as a leader,
his negotiations to maintain Reservation land, and his confrontations with
other political leaders, both fellow Comanches and non-Natives. Hagan
identifies an important paradox between Quanah's progressive attitudes
toward economic development on the Reservation and his staunch main
tenance of such traditions as the peyote religion and polygamy. This is a
contradiction which irritated Indian Agents and other officials at the time and
one which Hagan cannot resolve. As well, there is Quanah's search for his
White relatives, his use oftheir name, and his attempts at reconciliation with
these distant kin. But, perhaps there is less contradiction than we might
believe.

Unfortunately, little is said about Comanche culture, so it is difficult to
evaluate Quanah's behavior from an emic perspective. For example,
Quanah seems to have made a personal profit from grazing arrangements
worked out with Texas cattlemen. Are we to assume that he was profiteer
ing, or was it expected that, as Chief, he would benefit from his position?
Furthermore, was this wealth redistributed and, if so, how? The use of
peyote is dismissed as drug-taking escapism (Hagan, 1993:52) by a
depressed people rather than as a source of power and understanding.
Membership in the peyote religion would have also increased Quanah's
network of relations, thereby enhancing his body ofsupport in other arenas,
such as politics and economics. Similarly, polygamy is not put in the context
of extended kinship, nor is there any discussion of how his wives were
obtained orwhat their roles were. It may well be that kinship networks which
were extended and reinforced through marriage also served political ends.
As a result, Quanah's political struggles are discussed solely as political
actions without any sense of how Comanche culture might have integrated
the political, economic, and social realms differently from Western society.
Quanah becomes another figure in American history rather than a figure in
Comanche history.
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Corbett Mack: The Life of a Northern Paiute

Review Article

The third biography considered here is of Corbett Mack, a Nuumuu
(Northern Paiute) who was born in 1893 and died in 1974. Unlike Red Crow
and Quanah Parker, Corbett Mack was never a powerful leader. In fact, he
was from the other end of the political, social, and economic scale, having
spent most of his life as a farm labourer with disturbing addictions to opium
and alcohol. Throughout his life, Mack kept a strong sense of identity as a
Nuumuu and held onto his traditional beliefs and understanding of how the
world works.

Michael Hittman, an anthropologist who has a long-held association
with the Nuumuu, is acutely aware of the issues surrounding Native
autobiographies. Over the course of eight years, Hittman tape recorded his
conversations with Mack on a wide range of topics. He has subsequently
edited the tapes and arranged the transcripts into a chronology of Mack's
life. It is a chronology that is artificial insofar as the order of events in the
book is not necessarily the order in which Mack related them. Hittman
recognizes that another editor may have produced a very different version
and included other details; his hand as author/editor is very much present.
The narrative of Mack's life as it emerges in the book is not the narrative of
his life stories as they emerged from Mack, himself.

This book, like the others discussed here, is a chronological life history
which takes us from Mack's birth to his death. Corbett Mack's life was rife
with contradictions. However, unlike the life histories of Red Crow and
Quanah Parker, Mack's autobiography does not attempt to reconcile these
inconsistencies. Rather, they are understood as integral parts of his life.
Hittman, in fact, accentuates many of them by extensive footnoting which
reveals some of the events of Mack's life from such other perspectives as
mainstream Nevada society, other Nuumuu accounts, and even other
members of his own family. What often emerges is more of a cubist view
of history. The notes and appendices almost comprise a second book which
not only verifies incidents and events related by Mack, but also situates
these events within a broader historical context and provides a Nuumuu
cultural dimension to the life history.

The biographers of Red Crow and Quanah Parker each identified a
single, significant question about their subject's lives. As readers, we are
led to feel that by answering these questions we will gain an important
insight to the life history of western North America. There are no such
"important" questions in Corbett Mack's life. Rather, his autobiography
illustrates, largely through his own words, what it was like to be one Nuumuu
living through the 20th century.
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The autobiography of Corbett Mack also situates its subject within his
culture and kinship network better than do the life histories of Red Crow and
Quanah Parker. Dempsey does take time to explain Kainai social structure,
and Red Crow's relations do enter the story as sources of influence and
strategic alliance (or competition). However, Hittman's use of Mack's own
voice throughout the book is a more effective means of illustrating the
pervasiveness of kin ties. When individuals are mentioned there is often a
discussion in which their identity is established. It becomes clear that these
are not digressions from the topic, but are integral to a discursive style which
requires that people be identified and events verified through the identifica
tion of the actors. While this may be an idiosyncracy of Mack, it is my
experience that the practice is widespread among Native Americans and
Canadians and is indicative of the importance of social relationships.

Discussion

To conclude, I will return to the four questions I asked at the beginning
of this review. What do we learn about the historical context of the individ
ual? Each of the biographies provides good historical context for its subject.
The biographies of Red Crow and Quanah Parker develop a European
context, emphasizing events which the dominant society has deemed to be
important. These individuals were important leaders and their lives directly
intersected with the Euro-American/Canadian settlement of western North
America. As well, Dempsey and especially Hagan relied on historical
documents which, since these were produced by non-Natives, embody
non-Native views of history. As the autobiography of Corbett Mack is much
more personal, so too is its historical context. We find Mack less affected
by the major events and more concerned with the mundane tasks of
everyday life.

What insights do we gain into the cultural context of the individual?
Dempsey and Hagan, being historical biographers, seem much less con
cerned with cultural context than does Hittman, an anthropologist. Granted,
Hittman has had the advantage of working with a living person. Still,
questions concerning the traditional roles of "chiefs" and how these
changed after the Reserves and Reservations were established are impor
tant ifwe are to really understand Red Crow and Quanah Parker. Similarly,
the ways in which social and political alliances were formed are important
to our understanding of how these leaders maintained their authority.
Corbett Mack's autobiography offers us more of this, although we are still
left asking if his life experiences were commonplace or marginal to Nuumuu
in 20th-century Nevada.
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What do we learn about the individual that might be applied more
broadly? Biographies of societal leaders have the potential for explicating
historical events-showing us why things unfolded as they did. In most
histories of westem North America, circumstances generated by non
Natives overtake Native people, who are then placed in entirely reactive
positions. This, indeed, may well have been the case as disease, alcohol,
and the disappearance ofthe bison wrought havoc among the First Nations.
The works of Dempsey and Hagan do not move beyond this perspective,
although each illustrates how their subjects made efforts at self-determina
tion for their people. In neither book has much effort been made to
demonstrate how these effects were thwarted by unforgivable policies and
intransigent agents of the government. In Mack's autobiography we see the
consequences of this repression as it is expressed in the life on an individual
who was not of the social elite.

How is there a resolution to the cultural paradox ofrecounting a Native
life within the European story-telling tradition? Neither Dempsey nor Hagan
are concerned with this issue. In fact, both use Western biographical models
and look for climactic moments or turning points in the lives of Red Crow
and Quanah Parker. Hittman, on the other hand, explicitly acknowledges
that his editorial hand altered and shaped the life history of Corbett Mack
as it appears on the page. Hittman does not seek order and meaning from
Mack's experiences but, rather, events are presented as discrete, and
connections are either drawn by Mack himself, or by the reader.

All of these books are important, for each will make the public more
aware of the First Nations of North America and their histories. I have
argued here that we must be wary of the editorial influence, an influence
which does have an important role and cannot be easily dismissed. Red
Crow has been republished as a second edition and Quanah Parker was
named "Oklahoma History Book of the Year" by the Oklahoma Historical
Society. Corbett Mack, on the other hand, is likely to re'ach a much smaller
audience. It is up to the historian and the anthropologist to balance the
public's demand for a good story with an accurate and meaningful account
of Native cultures and histories.

Note

1. G. Conaty interview with Francis First Charger, Manager of the Blood
Tribe Irrigation Project, October, 1995
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