RUBY HANSEN MURRAY

An Osage Looks at the Pioneer Woman

Osage Ways
ne February we held a traditional meal at Wakon Iron, the metal
O community building forlorn in the midst of dull winter ground. It
was a tender time. We were starting a dance to support and cel-
ebrate Osage women and girls, made more relevant by the untimely death
of a talented young Osage. February is itself a tender month. The old Osage
called it “Don’t let it fool you.”

Everyone was sitting at long tables, yellow napkins on white tablecloths
that coordinated with a stylized yellow lily printed on the menu, written in
Wah Zha Zhe ie. Bowls were tilted down on the edge of our plates, where
an apple, a tangerine, and a chocolate bar sat with a stick of bison jerky.
After we prayed, everyone picked up the new paper sack lying beneath their
plate, and the room was filled with crackling and rustling as we the opened
the bags to stash our onthashke, the food we’d been given to see us home.

The day was cold enough for oil heaters around the arbor. I danced in
the blanket that Warm Springs artist Lillian Pitt designed, Coyote and the
Huckleberry Sisters. We moved close to the drum where the men usually
are, the beat and song vibrating through us. We floated in the spiral we
made, holding our loved ones close, around and around.

Osage cooks are respected, their skills and recipes developed and passed
down. We give groceries—we still call them rations—to the singers at the
I'n lon schka, the plastic baskets filled with goods carried out and placed
behind the chairs around the drum in the center of the arbor.

We pray as we prepare food. I remember sitting at camp beside Hominy
Creek cutting meat, wasps drawn to the beef, with Paula showing me how
to identify the grain, the direction we needed to cut, which I couldn’t see,
or would see briefly, and then quickly lose.

We say it makes you feel good inside to know that people are going to get
a blessing from the food you make, they’ll think good thoughts, and those
blessings come back on you.

Pioneer Women

In early October 2018, my husband and I drove to Pawhuska from the
Northwest, watching fir trees and green give way to the prairies of Kansas
and northeastern Oklahoma. I read at the Osage Museum on a Friday,
standing before the oil portraits of the chiefs. The next day, Saturday,
Osages gathered for the National Indian Taco Championship. We parked
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on Seventh, near Johnson Funeral Home, a two-story building with a long
white-railed gallery on the second floor. When the big oil money began to
flow in the nineteen-twenties, the government and the public were uneasy
with rich Indians. The government established a system in which most
full-blood Osages were deemed incompetent. Local bankers and lawyers
were appointed guardians. The building of worn brick still exudes evil from
the days when morticians, cabinetmakers, sheriffs, lawyers, bankers, and
guardians colluded here to murder Osages for their oil money.

I've actually been inside the funeral home to see my great-grandmother’s
records. I remember the beige carpet, high ceilings, and a man retrieving
the old ledgers, the tan lines and a fountain pen’s script recording the cost
of the funeral and the cause of death. Julia lived into old age, thankfully,
but her children and grandchildren were less fortunate.

I hear the funeral directors still have Osage prices. In the twenties, they
charged Osages ten or twenty times what white people paid. Guardians,
upstanding community members and Christians, paid the bills without
question.

We start west on Seventh, then turn onto Kihekah and head the few
blocks downtown. We pass the small octagonal tiles that mark the entrance
to JC Penney’s, leading not into a shuttered store front like others on
Kihekah, but to an empty space, a dirt lot. The five-story Triangle building
that once housed over a hundred lawyers, most guardians for the Osage
during the oil boom, looming over downtown.

East of the Triangle, a three-story brick building built for the trade with
the Osage now holds Ree Drummond’s restaurant, bakery, and store, The
Pioneer Woman Mercantile. Ann Marie “Ree” Smith was a doctor’s daugh-
ter who lived along a fairway in Bartlesville, Oklahoma. She was visiting
her parents between college graduation in Southern California and a career
in Chicago when she met and married Ladd Drummond, son of a wealthy
ranching family rooted in the Osage.

The Pioneer Woman blog began in 2006 with Ree Drummond’s folksy
self-deprecating tone. She focused on ranch life “in the middle of nowhere,”
as she called it, featuring recipes and photographs of men on horseback
on the rolling swells of the prairie. The photos captured the scale of
Drummond landholdings for city dwellers and romanticized ranch life in
the glow of sunrise and sunset. Mom jokes combined with contests to draw
a large and devoted following. She offered giveaways that drew thirty to
forty thousand entries for Nikons, iPads, and KitchenAid mixers. By 2011,
she’d leveraged photos of cattle, her children, and cowboys working stock
into revenue of a million a year. The pictures began to include trucks and
cattle trailers, the machinery used to power a large modern cattle ranch.
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In 2012, Ree Drummond, now an internet chef and author, bought the
building east of the Triangle and began remodeling. Since The Mercantile
opened in late 2017, white, middle-class, middle-aged women have waited
in line for hours to eat. Traveling from across the country, they’ve doubled
and tripled Pawhuska’s population of thirty-five hundred most days in
spring, summer, and fall.

I ate at The Merc the spring after it opened—a friend and I taking her
young son for a late supper. Waitstaff wear red and white gingham shirts
to serve American comfort food. It’s a large operation with an industrial
kitchen, a retail space, and electronic devices that connect the serving staff
to the kitchen. Picture a Cracker Barrel restaurant with a gift shop and a
Western theme.

The restaurant itself is a two-story space with brick walls and dark cabi-
netry, and tall windows looking onto the street. An espresso counter boasts
croissants and puff pastry that looked deflated that night. Ladd Drummond,
the Pioneer Woman’s husband—whom she calls Marlboro Man—was eat-
ing at a round table that spring evening, with a group of young teens who
might have been returning from a sports practice.

The Merc serves Ree’s favorite recipes. Hungry man food, chicken fried
steaks, and all kinds of things I can’t eat because of dairy intolerance and
food allergies. Our waitress, a young woman toward the end of her shift,
had no bandwidth for two women who weren’t cooing over the Pioneer
Woman. We ate marinara sauce that tasted like Campbell’s tomato soup
and watched an Osage woman on what looked like a first date. Then we
went home to read what she said about him on social media.

In the years since The Mercantile opened, antique and secondhand shops
have appeared in Pawhuska. Boutiques with high-end ranch clothes and
decor cluster beside The Merc. Osage-owned businesses see more traffic. A
number of homes have been converted to Airbnbs, and rentals are scarce.
The jobs are welcome, and The Merc has become the second-largest employ-
er after the Osage Nation. But Osages are also concerned about a rounded
economic development that preserves quality of life for everyone, and some
of the Pioneer Woman’s workers drive thirty to forty miles each way.

That late summer day in early October, we stand outside the Big Rain Gallery
talking with friends as we make our way toward the Taco Championship.
Thunderstorms are predicted, but the heat isn’t oppressive. Kihekah is
closed to traffic. We visit Osage artists and cruise the crafts vendors lining
the street. The cook tents are close to the Triangle, where white women
wearing T-shirts with a bison logo sell tickets. As friendly as Oklahomans
can be, I feel the divide between white and Osage here, or even between
conservative Christians and me, a West Coast liberal. Tourists waiting for
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The Merc walk up and down the street, mingling with the folks you expect
to see around a powwow. Fry bread has its origins in the commodities the
U.S. government provided after game was depleted, when our traditional
lifeways were curtailed. Golden fry bread piled into a large bowl is still part
of our traditional meals, but we’ve begun to grow more squash and Osage
corn and harvest yonkapins.

In the most Osage part of the day, Randy Tinker Smith’s Dance Maker
Academy performs. Ever since Maria and Marjorie Tallchief became prima
ballerinas, we’ve loved ballet. Young teens dance in filmy beige and mauve
chiffon skirts, their grace and effort shining out.

Rain threatens, but the powwow contest dancers, including some Osages,
gather. They look quiet, not as relaxed as they might be at the I'n lon schka,
where they’d visit with friends for the weekend. They’re incongruent among
the brick buildings with the second-story windows looking down, although
Kihekah has seen parades with Osages and other Indians from the begin-
ning. The imposing Pahsetopah would appear in a long Lakota eagle feather
headdress from time to time, though I've never understood why, since that
isn’t our tradition.

White people watch the dancers move in a circle. The sound of the
drum is lost. The emcee invites everyone to join in, and a white woman
in her early fifties does. She tries to participate, but no one has told her
how women dance. She starts tentatively, and becoming self-conscious,
starts hamming it up with some stereotypical moves, looking increasingly
uncomfortable until she throws herself on the ground. I can’t decide if she’s
mocking us, or if we’re laughing at her. It feels awkward all around.

Dave and I choose Indian tacos from Strike Axe. A Pawnee team wins
first place, but the Osage take second. Frances and Junior Williams joke
that their line was longer than The Merc’s.

Sunday morning we drive south twenty-six miles to Hominy, one of the
three traditional Osage villages still in trust status. This part of the reser-
vation is hillier than the rolling prairie out west of Pawhuska, where Ree
and Ladd have their ranch. Blackjack oaks cover the hills and turn rusty
in fall. People say “Hominy” is a corruption of the Osage word for “Night
Walker,” which marks the place where the Black Dog band lived when they
came from Kansas in 1871, and where some of my relatives still live today.
My father died suddenly at sixty-three. My brother and a sister have died
much younger than that. I don’t take family for granted.

We’re going to the Friends Meeting, where I come to hear Osage prayers
and hymns. We sit in the soft light of the meeting room painted pale green
with arched windows and deep sills. The coordinator is of German heritage
but speaks Osage and has been in the community for years. It’s a respectful
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place, familiar to generations of Osages, and still it has a framed illustration
of Natives walking into a Friends meetinghouse in the East early on, the
frightened faces of the white congregation.

Hominy is a small town with a wide street through downtown, a two-
story brick building that was once the trading post, a Catholic church, a
residential area north of Main, a small stone schoolhouse, and Hominy
Indian Village.

When I write about Osage County, I feel I have to write a legal treatise
to be clear.

All of Osage County is the Osage Reservation, purchased fee simple with
money from the sale of our Kansas lands. There are enclaves of Osages
across the reservation, in addition to those living on trust land. After the
federal government forced us to privatize our reservation in 1907, all the
land was divided among the Osages, except for the three Indian camps
in each district and the townsites saved for settlers—which doesn’t make
sense. It’s like seeding your oat field with deadly nightshade or your pasture
with ranunculus, with buttercup.

Hominy is also where the Pioneer Woman’s in-laws, the Drummonds, got
their start in America. Fred Drummond emigrated from Scotland in 1882
as a teenager and went to Texas to make a fortune trading cattle, where he
failed. He worked his way back to St. Louis where he met a licensed trader
to the Osage and hired on as a clerk in 1886. That was eleven years after
the Osage had purchased the reservation and come down from Kansas.
Drummond family members say they are pioneers who preceded the Osage,
but I don’t see how.

Fred worked in Pawhuska at first and married Addie Gentner, a German
immigrant living in Osage country near Coffeyville, Kansas. A few years later,
they moved to Hominy to trade with the Osages camped near Penn Creek.

This history hangs heavy in the Drummond house on Price, an attractive
two-story Victorian. Light green and cream shingles line the upstairs like
fish scales. And a turret sits centered on the roof like a witch’s hat.

The docent, a slim woman, casual and friendly, meets us after church,
and we step into family life in the early 1900s. There is oak woodwork,
striped wallpaper, and the claustrophobic feeling of houses of that era.
When she arrived in Hominy, Addie Drummond sold eggs, chickens, and
vegetables to the nearby Osages. When Fred wanted to buy into the busi-
ness with another trader in Hominy, Addie brought out her egg money,
which amounted to a thousand dollars, exactly how much he needed.

Our removal from Kansas was a very hard time for our people. White
people hunted out our land in Kansas, and the government didn’t provide
the proceeds of the sale of the Kansas land that was mandated in our treaty.
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The Drummonds met the Osages when we were hungry and devastated by
our losses.

Jack Drummond, youngest son of the original trader, gave extensive
interviews to the Oklahoma Oral History Project, working to ensure that
his story was properly recorded. He remembered old man Black Bird, my
relative Wah Shinka Sape, hunting bison near Hominy. “He’ll buy a heifer,
they never want a cow, they...take him down to this creek there at the Penn
camp where they dressed the buffalo and skin them and quarter them.”

Standing beside the long dining table, the docent explains that Mrs.
Addie Drummond was too frugal to have household help. “You have to
admire that,” she says, but I don’t. Stinginess isn’t an Osage virtue. We
value generosity and hospitality.

The oil boom of the twenties left a legacy of pain and a particular per-
spective. My father always admonished us to buy the best. Osages had
cooks and drivers, white and Black. We employed other Indians. I've heard
an Osage disparage a disrespectful white nurse at Indian Health, saying her
mother worked for mine.

We move upstairs, the docent chattering. In Addie Drummond’s bed-
room, a Victorian hair receiver lay on the dresser, her hair inside. College
and fraternity pennants fill the boys’ rooms. A long sleeping porch is lined
with cots for visiting cousins. The docent is expansive about the furnishings
and the various Drummond family members until I ask about the size of
the Pioneer Woman’s ranch, at which point she becomes quiet.

The patriarch died at forty-nine of appendicitis, but Addie Drummond, his
widow, carried on. Gentner, named for Addie’s family, the second eldest,
who had been at college when his father died, came home and took over
the store. The eldest brother, Cecil, was more interested in ranching.
Gentner learned to speak Osage and made change for Osage payments with
script instead of cash. The Drummonds knew who could read and write,
who spoke English fluently, who didn’t. As Jack Drummond, the young-
est brother, explained, “our family has been very closely linked to the full
blood Osages because the half breeds, they were the big ickeys, they were
the smart aleckeys... They went through their money, most of them did,
but those that didn’t were good businessman.”

Gentner, running the trading company the Osage depended on, became
a guardian. As his brother Jack said, “He was guardian for a lot of Osages,
you know. A lot of money passed through his hands, and a lot stuck to
them.”

Jack was also taking full advantage of Osages himself. The Drummond
ethic seems to be to take as much as you can get. For a while, Jack worked
in the store. He recalls, “I found out what these Indians wanted, then I got
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the merchandise and sold it to them at a tremendous profit. For example,
on a silk shirt, I found a manufacturing outfit that would make silk shirts
for those big Indians up to 52, 54, even 56 sizes. Well an ordinary shirt you
know is about 36, 38, even a 40, 42, but those shirts would cost maybe six
or eight dollars a shirt and I'll get fifty or sixty dollars a shirt,” he said. With
the willing frankness that comes from strained family relations, Jack, who
was reputed to have as many as 105 lawsuits going at any one time, detailed
each of his brother’s character flaws.

Jack and Cecil, the eldest son, started to ranch together when their father
died, but conflict drove Jack to pull out and go his own way. As Jack said of
his brothers, “They would rob me just as quickly as they would a stranger.”

But the first generations of Drummonds acknowledged where they lived
and how they got rich. “These [Osage] Indians were our best friends, and
the reason we got so far so fast in the ranching business was because we
could lease the Indians’ land but nobody else could ever get a lease from
the Indians in competition with us. If we wanted the lease, we got it,” Jack
said. Of Mrs. LaMotte, who leased land from the Osages, he says, “a lot of
times she just took it.” Traders were like cowbirds on the backs of bison.

As we drive back to Pawhuska, I remember Geoffrey Standingbear, our
principal chief, talking about his grandmother, who translated for her
father, Chief Fred Lookout. When Geoff told her the lease rates she was
getting were unfair—OQOsage prices, again—she told him to let it be. I think
about the allotment my own grandmother leased to a rancher, how when
she died, the land was deeded to a name I didn’t know, with no proceeds I
could see. We were in France as a military family then; I don’t know what
my father thought of the transaction, what his sisters said.

Recently, I shuddered to see a black and white photograph of two
Drummond brothers seated on a plaid couch, their white foreheads above
the deeply tanned skin of their cheeks, nose and mouth, their light eyes,
unsmiling, at least in this photo. It looked like a mug shot of the killers
that William Hale paid to murder Osages. I'm not saying Hale and the
Drummonds collaborated, but bankers and guardians did work hand in
hand, the white elite of the county and the state turning a blind eye with a
wink and a nod, all profiting, profiting.

Selling Her Heart Out

On Monday, Dave, my first-generation Norwegian husband, and I take an

Osage language lesson at lunch. Then I meet a friend at the bakery in The

Merc for coffee, while Dave drives out in the Osage mapping the back roads.
I'm uneasy patronizing The Merc. It’s convenient, but no Osage I know

wants to contribute to the Drummonds. Even on a weekday, the store is full.
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Inside, it’s all about presentation. Store clerks must promise to “cham-
pion” products to customers—bowls and pitchers that are import-store
familiar. Drummond sells her own preferred jeans and posters of a 1940s-
era redheaded cowgirl behind a cowboy on a rearing horse, the cover of
her memoir.

Tables and shelves are a jumble of dishes, Drummond Ranch souvenirs,
books, and Charlie the Ranch Dog stuffed animals. I make my way to the
stairs, invisible to the woman who walks into my path.

Drummond’s fans on Instagram, on Facebook, on her blog are faithful.
Thousands of them bring her items into their homes. One woman posts
a photo of a salt and pepper shaker in her apartment. “I'm going to buy
another piece next payday. I love you,” she says.

Drummond published her first cookbook in 2009; three years later the
second became a No. 1 New York Times bestseller. In between, she pub-
lished a memoir and a children’s book. Her fans waited in line for hours
for a signature and a selfie during her book tours. In 2015, she began to sell
a line of housewares at Walmart that would be joined by a clothing line
in December 2020, and single-serve coffee pods in 2021, with Giddy Up,
Saddle Up, and Cinnamon Roll among the blends.

She opened The Merc in 2017 and an eight-bed luxury hotel in 2018,
which stays full year-round. She’s added P-town Pizza and an ice cream
shop as part of her plan to create an entertainment district. Lodging taxes
fund an Osage County Tourism Board and a director who distributes glossy
cowboy copy and Texas-accented charm.

Once upstairs, I join customers queuing up behind velvet ropes before a
glowing case filled with pastry, cupcakes mounded with icing and sparkles,
a long coffee bar. For the women standing in line, it is the Holy Grail.
Diagonally across the street, the Osage Nation’s pale blue flag with its yel-
low shield flies above the old National Bank Building that the Nation now
owns. From the right angle, you can see beyond the Triangle Building up
the hill to the Osage County Courthouse, a site of evil during the twenties.

While I wait for my friend, a child plays with a Ree Drummond Barbie,
a redheaded doll in a dollhouse carrier. Against the brick wall, screens
recycle images of cattle on the range, of Ree Drummond’s young children
on horseback, sunlight splintering around them. Her focus drills down to
details. There are countless pictures of her husband’s rear jean pockets and
the buckle at the back of his chaps. The cowboy trope is nonstop. It’s as
if Osages weren’t here when the Drummonds arrived, as if we’re not here
now. She focuses on the beauty of the range, the integrity of working cattle
from horseback, Stetsons. Details of buckaroo culture that call to mind an
earlier time as if it were Edenic.
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In these high-key photos, everyone is always smiling. I can’t remember
our family ever looking like that; in our photos, someone always looks out
of sorts. Seeing a white woman celebrating her life in the Osage is hard,
because she does look happy. The constant smile, the raft of red hair. Her
slightly nasal intonation, the relentless focus on sticks of butter and blocks
of cheese.

An Osage friend and I toured The Lodge, where Ree Drummond’s televi-
sion shows are filmed. We picked up directions at The Mercantile and drove
the nine miles to the ranch in late afternoon, a golden eagle feather hanging
from her rearview mirror. We passed a buzzard on a telephone pole and
turned off Highway 60. The horizon is one-fourth land, three-fourths sky.
We parked among vans, middle-aged sorority sisters with matching shirts,
and church buses. Families walked to the building overlooking pastures
and a range to the east.

We crossed a wide porch and entered the oversized stone lodge. No one
greeted us; we were like children in the giant’s house, following others
down a hall lined with guest rooms, each bathroom stocked with plush
towels and soaps. Jeans hung in the closets, presumably for sale, all the
same size.

One of the women from a neighboring ranch, a rich woman sculpted to
bone, clumped down the hall in cowboy boots looking worn and tired. We
decided she was likely the greeter on duty.

It felt odd for Ree Drummond to share this space with us Osage so
unselfconsciously. I wondered if the straw cowboy hat on a stand was for
sale, or if it was meant to suggest that someone lived here. In a storeroom,
props for upcoming programs filled metal racks. Industrial refrigerators full
of butter lined the walls. From the rise where this film studio/guest house
was built, you can see miles of gently rolling hills northeast, puffs of oaks
beside the road threading out of sight.

I wish I lived in the Osage. There are reasons I don’t—a job, my marriage,
the cloying culture of the Red State, though none of them are good enough,
really. I'm back and forth to the Osage, to Pawhuska, but you can’t fully
participate if you’re not home. I feel the distance.

No matter how many times I come home, I miss parties, powwows,
book groups, hand games and celebrations, funerals, church meetings, and
driving on the prairie. I miss talking with friends, hearing old stories, gos-
siping, and laughing. I miss consultations on finger weaving and the latest
language class. Living away, I'm one less Osage contributing to the health
of the community, reminding the settlers we’re here.
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We Are Osage
Some years ago, my sister-in-law, Mary, told me she’d read the Pioneer
Woman’s memoir. “You’d like it,” she said, which shows how little she
knows me.
“You mean Black Heels to Tractor Wheels?” 1 asked. It’s about the cattle
ranch in the middle of nowhere, the Black Angus on the snowy range.
“How did you know?” Mary said. She knows I'm Osage, that I travel to
Pawhuska. She’d read the memoir of a woman living ten miles outside of
Pawhuska without learning about the Osage, our Nation, or the reservation
where the Drummond Ranch began.

The jacket cover says the author lives near Pawhuska, but Osages are invis-
ible, except for the mention of a yellow brick home on the Drummond
property, which the newlywed couple plans to remodel and move into.

“Everyone calls it an ‘Indian Home,”” she wrote. “It had been built in
the 1920s by a Native American who'd reaped the windfall of a recent oil
boom.”

We still have red brick Osage houses sprinkled across the reservation,
imposing two-story homes built in the early 1920s. Their front doors face
east, because Osages start the day by going out to greet the sun.

It’s possible that Osages don’t interest the Pioneer Woman. Likely she
heard mean-spirited comments from neighbors. I've heard local people say,
“Osages can’t agree on what time it is.” In her rise to fame, Ree Drummond
took a multifaceted, conflicted community and narrowed it to the silhouette
of a Stetson at sunset, to the innocence of her four blond children.

Although Ree Drummond didn’t acknowledge the Osage who owned this
part of her ranch, I'm certain that her husband, Ladd, can recite a detailed
history of the ranch’s title, when and from whom they acquired each acre,
if not the history of all the parcels in Osage County. That’s the kind of
knowledge ranchers and residents of small communities value, particularly
if they’re major landowners.

Today’s Gentner Drummond, Oklahoma’s current attorney general, is the
great-grandson of the Gentner who took over the Hominy Trading Post
when his father died. Asked about his favorite among the businesses he
owns—a bank begun in the Osage, a large cellular communications com-
pany or his twenty-five-thousand-acre ranch outside Pawhuska—Gentner
Drummond told The Oklahoman, “I covet most the ranch. I'm a fifth-gen-
eration rancher.... My great-great-grandfather migrated from Scotland and
married a German immigrant with the last name of Gentner. He met her
in Missouri and dragged her down to Indian Territory, where he was a mer-
cantile man. He traded among the early settlers and the Native Americans.”
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Origin stories are strategic, especially for folks as calculating and savvy as
these. Fred Drummond was a licensed trader to the Osage Indians, whose
reservation Gentner still lives on. Drummond devised a legal strategy to
attack the Osage mineral estate in 2015 and sued the Bureau of Indian
Affairs. By contrast, Native Americans are amorphous in the popular imag-
ination, undefined, and likely far away, if not relegated to the past tense.
They don’t have land on which you stand.

Ree Drummond has been tight-lipped about her success. Five years after
she began, she told the New Yorker her revenue from the blog was “sol-
idly one million.” Records indicate that the Drummond Land and Cattle
Company brings in $2.5 million a year.

In 1997, the Drummond Land and Cattle Company, which Ladd owns
with his brother Tim, owned 100,000 acres, making them the 79th larg-
est landowner in the United States. By 2016, they owned 433,000 acres in
Oklahoma, the 23rd largest in the nation.

Ree Drummond is a businesswoman who worked hard for her success,
all while also dimpling up and demurring that she wasn’t anything more
than a mom. She presents things that a lot of people can relate to, says she’s
not an expert at anything—except, of course, the media and merchandising
that capitalizes on every aspect of her brand. She has a magazine and now
produces her own cooking show. She’s expert at making money, mozesca
in Wah Zha Zhe ie.

Theoretically, it’s all benign, the blond kids and cowboys working cattle,
except when it isn’t. The distance between idealized phenotypes and eth-
nicities is strong. The good feeling of being with Osages, with other Native
people, with folks from St. Thomas is solid and real, but I still feel the sting
of that idealization of blond girls, beauty queens in the social currency I
grew up with.

The conflation of ranch or farm families with wholesomeness, with
whiteness, is potent. Some Americans want to believe this veneer is the
only version of itself. America has a problem with memory and with the
truth, with rationalization and with clear thinking, with complicity and
expedience.

The Pioneer Woman calls to mind Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Little House on
the Prairie and Michael Landon’s television series of the same name, now a
fixture on the Christian Channel. The Ingalls were illegal intruders into the
Osage Diminished Reservation in Kansas. Charles Ingalls thought we’d be
forced to leave our land soon. An opportunist, he was ready to profit from
our displacement.

Ingalls built a cabin in the path of an Osage trail. The family was
frightened to see Osages walking by. Osage men disgusted Laura, Ingalls
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wrote. Nevertheless, the girls went with Pa to the Osage winter camp and
scrounged glass beads that had fallen into the dirt to make a necklace.

I like Ree best when she is unscripted. I laughed when she posted a video of
a rat running across the floor during a cooking show she was filming. The
family scattered, screaming—her college-age children are filming the show
now—the startle making them all laugh. The daughter’s boyfriend said, “I
thought it was a bunny,” gesturing how large it was.

Ree Drummond perched on a bench with her feet off the floor, and
said, “I can’t tell anybody.” But, of course, a video appeared on Instagram
proclaiming, “I'm the only host on the network that’s had a large pack rat
run through the kitchen.” The post garnered almost one million views and
6,500 comments.

When I see Ree Drummond surreptitiously tugging down a corner of
her blousy shirts in recent episodes, I empathize. She’s just a woman, I tell
myself. But her success parallels the quadrupling of the Drummond land
base in Osage County and Oklahoma, resources that fund a healthy war
chest available for litigation that has been used to abrogate our sovereignty,
to fuel the unbridled gentrification of Osage County that displaces Osages,
and that’s nothing I want to support.

In November 2020, Ree Drummond released a new memoir, Frontier Follies:
Adventures in Marriage and Motherhood in the Middle of Nowhere. The tone is
bright and cheerful. In it she talks about why she homeschooled their chil-
dren—transportation was too difficult—and how it feels to accept that, yes,
she is a celebrity. She talks about a foster son, a young Black man, and the
adjustments the family has made. She admits to procrastinating so long on
the required foster parent classes that she was forced to go to the Osage
Nation, where she met Herman Sleeper, an Osage, and learned about Osage
language and culture.

In 2011, Ree Drummond blogged about making fry bread. She admitted
that it didn’t come out right the first time. It seemed emblematic for her to
be on the Osage reservation and yet have no connection with an Osage who
could show her how it’s done.

This year, after meeting Herman Sleeper, Ree Drummond published
an Osage recipe for fry bread and an interview with Addie Hudgins, the
respected head cook for the Pawhuska I'n lon schka District and director
of the Wahzhazhe Cultural Center. I picture them watching squares of fry
bread bubbling up to the surface of a tub over the fire, the cooks red-faced
in the heat, dipping each piece out with a wire basket.

Ree Drummond said Herman Sleeper invited her to sit at his bench
during the I'n lon schka in June. I don’t know if I should anticipate seeing
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her there or not. One has to be invited to our ceremonial dance; it’s not a
powwow. No photographs are allowed under the arbor. I wouldn’t want to
see Osages appearing like trophies in her photos. Still, she wouldn’t be the
only Drummond who’s connected to the Osage, not counting the ones with
Osage headrights.

There’s a part of me that hopes Herman’s generosity will be the start of
something good. I think of the Isolated Earth People with their foul habits
that the Osage encountered long ago. The old story says it so simply, “they
didn’t know how to live.” Some of the Wah Zha Zhe, the water people,
wanted to invite them to come and learn a new way. But my people, the
Tzi Zho, the sky people, were less sure. Likely, I'd have been standing with
them asking if this was a good idea.

In June 2020, Ree Drummond unveiled a new super-marketing website
that promised inspiration so “anyone can embody the pioneer woman
way of life.” In the same post, she added a “personal note” about George
Floyd’s “tragic, senseless death” and the national conversation over racial
inequality and injustice. She said she wished this year could be the begin-
ning of “real growth, progress, and change,” and added that she wanted to
be part of that change. I assume she was referring specifically to the racial
terror Black people face. I can’t guess whether her paragraph was more or
less sincere than other corporate statements, but I hope she considers the
landowners in Nebraska who gave their land back to the Ponca when she
thinks about what she can do.
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