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The United States’ relationship with Native
Americans has always been complex, which is
why, perhaps, the story of Narcissa Owen — her-
self a complex character, being of Cherokee and
Scots-Irish descent — provides valuable insight
into the experiences of mixed-heritage women at
the turn of the last century. Owen first published
her memoirs in 1907, but that initial, limited
publication has been built upon by American lit-
erature scholar Karen L. Kilcup, who is making
Owen’s story available to a wide audience for the
first time in A Cherokee Womans America:
Memoirs of Narcissa Owen, 1831-1907.

As Kilcup demonstrates in her excellent intro-
ductory essay, to say Narcissa Owen is a complex
character is an understatement. Having lived in
many places, including Jonesborough, Tennessee,
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she was a well-educated socialite and gifted artist
and musician who came from a family of slave-
owning Old Settlers (those Native Americans
who had moved west prior to forced removal in
1838-39). By comparing Owen to her literary
and cultural contemporaries and predecessors,
such as Nancy Ward, Sarah Winnemucca, and
Mary Austin, Kilcup places her in a rich context
that ultimately illuminates her complexity and
“dual perspective” (20).

Kilcup builds upon her previous scholarship
about nineteenth- and twentieth-century women
authors, using three historical contexts to help
readers better understand Owen’s motivations.
She first places Owen in a context of Cherokee
tradition, noting that, as a female, Owen is con-
sciously participating in the practice of passing
down traditional knowledge. As a “cultural inter-
mediary” (9), Owen projects characteristics of
both Euro-American and Cherokee traditions,
such as integrating a traditional Cherokee per-
spective that promotes communalism with a
more mainstream individualistic perspective. This
dual perspective, Kilcup argues, is also evident in
the writings of Owen’s contemporaries, such as
Lucy Lowrey Hoyt Keys, and even male contrib-
utors to the Cherokee literary tradition like
Charles Hicks, Elias Boudinot, and John Ross.

Kilcup’s discussion of Owen’s self-representa-
tion in comparison to earlier Native American
women writers reveals a general resistance to being
limited to a single role or image. Like her con-
temporaries, Owen’s diverse character translates
into a story told through a variety of genres — from
tribal history and traditional story to personal nar-
rative. Owen does not abandon her Cherokee her-
itage in favor of mainstream Euro-American cul-
ture, but instead embraces her background.

Lastly, Kilcup considers Owen in a third con-
text: turn-of-the-century American women writ-
ers. Owen’s memories of her early life in Arkansas
and Indian Territory provide “lively accounts of
regional life,” (36) reflective of western adventure

stories common at the turn-of-the-century.
Heroism and adventure dominate her tales as a
student at Dwight Mission and later as a teacher
at the Cherokee Female Seminary in Talequah,
Indian Territory. Kilcup sees similarities between
Owen’s writing and that of southern regionalist
authors, such as Sarah Barnwell Elliott, whose fic-
tional works contain a theme of the trickster and
share the racial attitudes of the narrator.

An extensive bibliography complete with
valuable website links further enhances the text.
Scholars of many disciplines will benefit from
reading this book, which adds to the growing
body of scholarship about Cherokee history that
includes the works of Theda Perdue, William
McLoughlin, Russell Thornton, and John Finger.
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