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On developing an interest in poetry: 

When I was about eight years old, my mother asked me what I wanted for my birthday, and I said books. I 

always loved books. She got me Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle books, which were very entertaining. I liked the recipes for 

curing terrible children—sort of like a very sweet, nice predecessor to [Ronald Doll?]. She also got me Louis 

Untermeyer’s Golden Treasure of Poetry. The book is about this thick. I have a recent edition of it I just bought 

for my grandchildren. I love that book. It’s poetry, and what I found in the poems was that they were little 

escape places. I found great joy in repetition, in sound, and in the places the poems would take me. I’m a 

traveler and I am traveling constantly. I’m on the road often, but I also like to travel in my dreams. What I like 

about art, and various forms of art, including poetry, is that in a poem, you’re dealing with time in a way . . . you 

go into a different kind of time in poems, and that’s what I found. The poems could be little islands of time and 

sense that were exquisite and gave happiness almost as much as ice cream or sliced watermelon on a hot day. I 

found I had a great appreciation for that particular art form.  

My mother helped impart that appreciation. She wrote song lyrics, and she loved poetry. We didn’t have books 

of poetry in our home, though. The only book we had was The Bible, and that was about it except for what I first 

brought home. Then my sister was a reader, too. My brother’s not. They see a car, different kinds of cars, and I 

realize that it’s just different, that it’s another vocabulary, another kind of appreciation—for different kinds of 

models and engines and innovations of cars. I would be considered below Kindergarten in that world.  

I first came to poetry through music, and lyrics with music, but what I liked about reading the poems is that I 

could have them right there. I was the person that liked to hide them places, and one of them was my closet, in 

which I drew murals and other things. I liked to hide, and it was something I could keep for myself. I read aloud 

to myself and I would also organize plays in the neighborhood, usually taken from things I had heard and seen, 

which was very entertaining to our audiences, which were often the mothers. They’d think it was funny but 

sometimes they’d be horrified with what we would reveal in our plays. 

My mother loved Blake. One of the first poems that she ever recited to me was Blake’s “The Lamb”. She was 

proud of knowing that poem, because she quit school at 8th grade. Even with no books, she just loved the sound. 

And yet on my father’s side, I come from orators and leaders. I’m seven generations from one of our beloved 



leaders, who stood up in the resistance against the U.S. government moving us from our own land. He also met 

with Tecumseh, who was starting to create alliances and that’s where the Red Stick War came out of. It came 

out of that influence. So I’ve always thought it was interesting that seven generations later, my generation, you 

also have indigenous movements stirring again and also the reclamation of our own stories and our own poetry 

and our own songs. 

On Native American identity: 

If you think of a national identity, a national identity in the U.S. usually doesn’t include Native people. Then 

there are mini national identities, because we consider ourselves nations. Although we don’t want to descend 

into nationalism, you know, at one point in my life, I had to think—well where’s the poetry of my people? We 

have Alexander Posey who I’m related to. He’s a distant cousin. He’s a poet and a journalist, who died very 

young from drowning. There are other people who have written poetry and books, but that’s not how most of 

the people know poetry. They know it through ceremonial grounds, through songs there. There have been a lot 

of Christian hymns written and translated, and that’s another whole area that I’m very interested in. Also, there 

are certain types of oratory that you find, certain kind of speeches giving that have a form to it—it’s beautiful to 

hear that. There aren’t many people that do that. I think there are about two or three people in the tribe left 

who do it, but it’s beautiful. To use the form is to be a poet.  

The term “Native American” actually came from the academic realm. Arguments were made—“American 

Indian”—but I guess the term that landed was Native American, and of course that’s problematic, but there’s 

really no such thing as a Native American. We all go by our tribes. There are about 550 different distinct tribes. 

In my tribe, we’re known more widely as the Creeks. At one point, we were about the fifth largest tribe in the 

U.S. We call ourselves the Muscogee. Everybody calls themselves the People. I was at a meeting the other day of 

the traditionals, because I like to go to them. I’ve always liked to be around people, in whatever culture, who 

know things. It’s the traditionals who have kept the culture in what are called the Five Civilized (quote, unquote) 

Tribes. The Muscogees or the Creeks are known for retaining the most traditional knowledge, and have the 

highest percentage of traditional speakers. Even that, it’s just been a struggle to keep that going. At one of these 

meetings, these people were saying, “Actually, we’re not Muscogee. We’re not Creek. We go by our tribal 

towns.” That is our original form of connection, as well as clan relationships. Like I’m of the [ ] clan, the Tiger 

clan. So anybody of that clan in the Muscogee people, I’m related to, so that sets up another set of relationships 

with responsibility. You can’t marry someone of your own, or you’re not supposed to. The tribe, or if it’s called 

the Muscogee Creek Nation, is actually a political entity that was created to deal with, first the Spanish, and then 

the French, and then Britain, and then the Americans. We’re still dealing with the Americans. In fact, I’m trying 



to help set up an international desk at the tribe. If you think of yourselves as a sovereign nation, and I think 

some of the Iroquois people have done this with their own passports, then why not act as a sovereign nation? 

That way, you can work as an international force. 

On her experience with the Iowa Writers Workshop: 

Iowa was difficult. I came to the Iowa Writers Workshop in 1976. I started the MFA program and I came there 

from the University of New Mexico. It was quite a switch for me. It was a whole new way of thinking. I had great 

teachers. I had Gene Frumkin as my teacher at University of New Mexico-- wonderful teacher. I think he’s got 

associations in Buffalo. David Johnson was my first poetry teacher. So I came from there, and you know, it was a 

small town. There was a lot of support. There were a lot of writers. I mean, Robert Creeley was in that area. 

Leslie Silko had just published Ceremony, and all of that was going on, and she was a friend. Simon Ortiz. There 

were a lot of people coming through, and I got to be part of a very exciting multi-cultural movement. Then I 

landed at Iowa. That’s what it was. I could never put my finger on it quite right until just now. It wasn’t just that I 

was coming from the Southwest and a different sort of landscape. It had a lot to do with coming from a view of 

poetry, or American literature, that was inclusive. It said, yes, there are many traditions. There are writers from 

different traditions. We had a lot of Irish writers in Texas. We saw ourselves as a community and a very lively 

community. There was this rich, multicultural, social, diverse group of people. Then I went to Iowa. It was a 

different landscape, for one. I remember they asked for our suggestions for readers, but none of mine were 

taken seriously. It was just another way of thinking about writing, about the writer’s life, which was different. I 

mean, now I realize, the people I went to school with, a lot of them were feeling the same way—not about the 

multiculturalism but I’ve noticed that any young writer going into any MFA program goes through a kind of 

baptism. It’s kind of a shock. In Iowa, you get thrown in with sharks. You get thrown in off the deep end. 

I went to my first workshop. Sandra [ ] was in my first writing workshop. I won’t mention the instructor’s name. 

It’s not anyone who was mentioned here in this room yet, but she’s a very well-known poet and I admire her 

poetry, but she would not put Sandra’s or my poems on the worksheet. We were the only two people in the 

classroom. So we went to see her. I said, well, we should go together and talk to her to see what’s going on, 

because it was a big deal. Worksheets came out and everybody went to see whose poems were on the 

worksheet. She freaked out when she saw us coming and she looked like she was trying to hide in her office, so I 

said, okay, let’s not go. Then our work started appearing with everyone else’s. That was the introduction. That’s 

what started that semester. 



 I tried to write my perception of what I was hearing people do, the people who were getting the kudos in class. I 

thought, there must be something wrong with what I’m doing, because what I’m doing is not working here. 

Then when you go against your own spirit . . . I mean, you can always learn, and I think at the Writer’s Workshop 

I did learn, and the experience helped me hone my craft, but I also left myself for a while, and there’s a cost for 

that. Then I started finding my way back. William Matthews taught there. He was a good teacher. He was a 

wonderful teacher. Donald Justice even was helpful, even though my work was nothing like his work. I found 

him to be very helpful. I loved Richard Hugo, and I should have gone to Montana. Iowa was the only place that 

offered me nothing. The Tribe, at that time, didn’t give money for graduate school, but I was able to get a little 

money pooled together. Then I got a teaching job through Ethnic Studies in Native Literature, so I started 

teaching that, and I learned. I was offered one in Montana. I was offered one at University of Arizona. New 

Mexico State offered me something. Those are the places I applied. Iowa offered me nothing. So I went to Iowa. 

I decided that if it was the best place in the country, and I got in . . . even if I didn’t get anything, then I’m going 

to go there . . . even though I’d rather go to Montana, New Mexico, and Arizona as far as a place. It was a 

struggle to go there for a lot of reasons. It was not my landscape. Sometimes those places are the ones that 

teach you the most.  

 


