Voice 1
Welcome to Spotlight. I’m Liz Waid.

Voice 2
And I’m Ryan Geertsma. Spotlight uses a special English method of broadcasting. It is easier for people to understand - no matter where in the world they live.

Voice 1
In 1981, the town of Bell, Oklahoma was dying. Many of the buildings were old and ruined. There was no running water. People had to carry water from the school to their homes. This made life very difficult. Many people were leaving the town. No one thought they could make a good life in Bell.

Voice 2
Then something changed. A woman named Wilma Mankiller arrived. She encouraged them to work together. The main need in Bell was water. But to get water, the community needed to a build a pipeline. They needed to place long pipes under the ground. The pipes would carry water into Bell. Usually big machines dig and place the pipes. This costs a lot of money.

Voice 1
Instead, Mankiller encouraged people to dig the pipeline themselves. Local people helped to dig. They carried pipes. After eight months they had running water! But they had more than this. They had pride in their community. And they continued to do more community projects. This was just one of Wilma Mankiller’s projects. Wilma Mankiller did many wonderful things in her life. She even became the leader or chief of the Cherokee Nation. Today’s Spotlight is on Chief Wilma Mankiller.

Voice 2
The Cherokee are the largest tribe of Native people in the United States. In 2010, there were over 300,000 Cherokee people in the US. They have their own government called the Cherokee Nation.

Voice 1
Wilma Mankiller’s father was Cherokee. Her mother was from Europe. Wilma was born in 1945. She grew up in Tahlaquah, Oklahoma in the United States. Most of the people who live in this area are Cherokee. The Mankiller family lived here until Wilma was 11 years old.

Voice 2
At that time, the US government had a new program for Native American people. They offered them jobs in the cities. The Mankiller family moved to California. There, Wilma Mankiller got married and had two daughters. But life in California was difficult. The living conditions were not very good. In 1969, Mankiller saw student groups protesting the government. They hoped to change government policies. Her family also got involved. This changed her life. In a speech at Sweet Briar College, Mankiller told how this changed her life:

Voice 3
“From that point on I became very, very interested. I learned skills because I wanted to help my own people. So I learned how to organize things. I learned how to do paralegal work. People encouraged me to go to college.”

Voice 1
Mankiller went back to school. During this time, her marriage ended. And she decided to move back to her home town of Tahlaquah. In Tahlaquah, Mankiller got a job in the Cherokee Nation government offices. Her job was to organize and direct community development projects with Cherokee communities.

Voice 2
The Bell water pipeline was one of Mankiller’s projects. It was one of the many projects that demonstrated her skill for community work. She reminded the people of the Cherokee value of self-help. Mankiller talked to the Native New Network about this. She said that she felt that leadership was an important issue. Many people did not believe that Cherokee people, or poor people, could be strong leaders. She believed that Cherokee people could be their own leaders. And she believed that they could solve their own problems.

Voice 1
During the Bell water project Mankiller met a man named Charlie Soap. A few years later, they were married. Soap encouraged her to keep using her skills to help the Cherokee people. Mankiller had a new opportunity to do this in 1983. She was asked to run for election as the deputy principal chief. This was the second leader of the Cherokee Nation. No woman had ever had such a high position in the Cherokee Nation. Mankiller wrote about these experiences in a book about her life:

Voice 3
“I remember a man standing up in a meeting and telling me: "All the tribes will laugh at the Cherokee Nation if we elect a woman." There were many people against me. But I was elected to serve a four-year term as the first female deputy principal chief in Cherokee history. I thought this was the highest place I would reach in tribal government. But I was elected to serve as principal chief in 1987. I was the first woman to hold that position. And I was re-elected again in 1991.”

Voice 2
Mankiller served as the principal chief for ten years. She faced many difficulties in both her personal life and her career. But Mankiller never gave up. She believed in the strength of the Cherokee people. In a speech, she used the word tenacious – she believed that her people would not stop, they were determined. She said:

Voice 3
“Our people are very tenacious, and it was that tenacity that I saw as a strength we could build on. Another positive thing that I saw was our attention to culture and history and heritage. Another thing that I saw was great leadership in our communities. The other thing that I saw which is, I think, one of the single most important things that we continue to have as native people, and that is a sense of interdependence.”

Voice 1
Interdependence is also the reason most people will remember Mankiller. She taught people to depend on each other, to work together, and help themselves. Mankiller died of cancer in 2010. Chad Smith, then chief of the Cherokee nation, said this about Wilma Mankiller:

Voice 4
“We are better people and a stronger tribal nation because of her example of Cherokee leadership, humility, grace, determination and decisiveness. When we become discouraged, we will be encouraged by remembering how Wilma continued on through so many trials and difficulties.”

Voice 2
Charlie Soap is also honouring Mankiller’s work. He is helping to make a film about Mankiller’s life. In an interview about this film he explains why she is so important to the Cherokee people:

Voice 5
“I think it is important to remember her. When she was gone, so many people told me how they looked up to her. They told me that she made them believe: "If she can do it, we can too." It is a powerful feeling that she has left with us. And plenty of people tell me that they still feel her spirit here today,”

Voice 1
The writer of this program was Rena Dam. The producer was Luke Haley. The voices you heard were from the United States. All quotes were adapted for this program and voiced by Spotlight. You can find our programs on the internet at www.radioenglish.net. This program is called, ‘Chief Wilma Mankiller’.

Voice 2
We hope you can join us again for the next Spotlight program. Goodbye

