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   I believe that people remember, on a cellular level, traumatic events that happened to their forefathers.  I believe that genetically, formerly enslaved descendants of Africans remember the ship, the ocean, the captivity, and all the suffering that has happened to Africans in America. This theory is one that I call cellular memory.  Most geneticists agree that behavioral pattern are learned data which is encoded as cellular memory in any given person.  http://www.aaets.org/arts/art30.htm  The industry contends that post traumatic stress is a condition where expression of traumatically encoded information is stored at the cellular level. (cite).  

This is significant because there is a new school of thought that suggests that people can remember on a cellular level mannerisms (Cavalli G., et al. 2000) and events of their ancestors.  That is, genetically, it is possible to recall profound experiences of the parents on a subconscious level and then act upon these recollections on a conscious level.  See if you can connect the dots:  If people remember on a cellular level and can inherit physical features and mannerisms from their predecessors, then it is possible to tap into the wisdom, power and/or character flaws we have inherited from our forerunners.  If this is true, then when we examine the below quote of Wynter, et al., we come away with a new reality regarding human consciousness.

“. . . the conscious mind is about 10% of our thinking. No matter how rational, how right a conscious choice seems, it is still based upon that which we often are not aware of in the unconscious mind stored in the other 90% of our thinking organ - the physical body.”

Wynter,  et al.
When I was growing up, I remember thinking that I was the lowest class citizen that there was in this country.  Even though there was nothing around me that indicated that our family was in a lower socio-economic class, there was this nagging feeling inside of me that kept reminding me that we were “fourth-class” citizens.  Our family was certainly not the poorest family.  In fact, we considered ourselves quite well off because we had a daddy.  Mama was a graduate student and maid and Daddy was a laborer at a tire company.  We always seemed to have enough, so as far as I’m concerned, we were wealthy.

Another nagging feeling that I couldn’t seem to get past was a thought that I would never been a good mother.  I understood from the time of preschool that I would own businesses and be a leader.  But I always felt incompetent in the nurturing department.  I never questioned those feelings, and I never told anyone.

As I grew old enough to attend school, I understood that there were people that wanted to keep us “Colored” folks from voting, going to school, riding the bus and eating in restaurants.  But Mama said, “People are people.  We all have a right to be treated with decency and honor.”  Mama said we should all be treated fairly.  Even though I believed my mama, I saw on TV that the firemen with water hoses were spraying people, and the policemen were siccing their dogs on others.  I saw a terrible war on TV and everyday I watched to see if I recognized my uncle who was in Viet Nam.  This was evidence that there was widespread governmental opposition to what Mamma said.

By the end of the 60’s my parents were “Negro” professionals and were well respected in our community.  By then, Colored people were allowed to vote, go to schools, ride the bus and eat where they wanted.  The war ended, my Uncle came home.  But I still felt like a 4th class citizen and there was no accounting for what I felt.  I never believed that I was citizen. I ALWAYS felt like a refugee.  

When I was an old teenager, I joined the army and went to Europe.  I became a very lethal woman but also learned to temper my use of weaponry with kindness.  After leaving Europe, I moved to New Orleans.  

In New Orleans I befriended an elderly gentleman named Mr. Nowalski.  Nowalski was a German Jew who had fought in World War II as a Captain in the United States Army.  Because of his parentage and language skills, Nowalski had been appointed the first Governor of Berlin after the fall of Hitler.  For a period of hours Mr. Nowalski was in charge of the entire City of Berlin.  

When I met Mr. Nowalski, his entire house was like a World War II museum.  He had Hitler’s ink pens and other desk paraphernalia.  Mr. Nowalski was my hero and confidant.  He reminded me of Khris Kringle.  He was a dear, dear man.

One day I decided to introduce my boyfriend, Gary, to Mr. Nowalski.  I later gave Gary the name “Little Gary”, not because of his size but because I thought is character was little.  I believed he was little because of his actions when he met Mr. Nowalski.

Upon introduction, Mr. Nowalski told Gary, right there in front of me, just as though I wasn’t there, “You need to leave this woman alone.  Her people are very resourceful and you will never be able to handle her.  She”, Nowalski said as he pointed his finger at me, “will never be tame.”  I could not believe my ears!

“Who are you talking about?” I practically cried to Mr. Nowalski.  I was very hurt.  “I don’t understand!” He was supposed to be MY friend and there he was telling Gary bad stuff about me.  I felt betrayed.

Mr. Nowalski, a very astute attorney, kindly stood his ground.  “You are just a pup now but your countenance will continue to grow and Gary is accustomed to a more domestic kind of woman.  You will never be that way.  It’s not in you.”

I shrieked and insisted, “Mr. Nowalski, you know nothing of me or my people.  How could you say those things?”  Nowalski replied, “Your people are Black and Indian, I see it in your skin color and in your facial structure.  Black Indians have endured much in Oklahoma.  The Indian Territory is a place that required great resourcefulness and fierce strength.  Your women fight as hard as your men.  I know enough to know that this man is not for you, nor you for him.”  Nowalski spoke with authority but I could not even imagine where he got his information.

I totally disagreed with Nowalski.  All of my maternal foremothers had been “domestics” at one time or another.  But there was this nagging realization that I knew nothing about my paternal foremothers.  

The real disappointment came when shortly thereafter, Gary took Nowalski’s advice and dumped me.  Gary said I was a terrorist because I had military instinct.  I really liked Gary and it hurt my feelings so bad that I dubbed him “Little Gary” for taking Nowalski’s advice and not taking a more manly position.

As the years of my life turned into decades I began to argue with the powers that be.  Specifically, I became abruptly disappointed with my Uncle Cecil.  He is a local politician and a community griot.  As defined by GriotCircle.org, a griot is a storyteller in western Africa who perpetuates the oral tradition and history of a village or family.  The art of storytelling is passed down from generation to generation; usually from father to son. It is a high position of eldership in the community because the griot is the only source of history for the entire tribe or village.  The griot is responsible for maintaining a tribe/community’s history for hundreds, if not thousands, of years.  The position is one of sacredness and honor.  Generally, it’s hard for a person to decide to be griot.  It’s a calling wherein the talent comes from within, not externally.  The apprentice griot does not have license to change even an accent in the telling of the story.  The story must be told precisely the way it was told to you.  The message is more important than the messenger. This is the tradition that is as old as Africa herself. (cite)  However, as honorable as the system is, it has its flaws.  For one, it is human nature to evolve the story because as time passes each griot adds to the end and as the big picture becomes more clear; the facts of the story must be adjusted to accommodate new information.

Which brings me to the basis of the differences between me and my uncle.  Uncle Cecil is angry with me for two reasons.  First of all, he is angry because the mantle appears to have been passed to me, his niece, rather than one of his male children.  He is also angry with me because I insist on using modern technology to record not only the story, but also the demographics of the story.  In his mind I am destroying the art form and while I’d like to accommodate him, time is passing swiftly and our children need to know the truth.  I feel an urgency to get the whole truth.  I think I can preserve the art of storytelling AND use the technology.  Besides all that, there is a secret third reason he is mad.  I’m a better storyteller than he is and people like me more. Ha ha ha.

Well, the gap widens because, using technology, I found mistakes and/or untruths in his stories.  It appears as though my dear uncle began to embellish because 1) he knew no information pre-1890ish; and 2) there was no one there to insist that he tell the truth.  Again, relations became more strained and complicated when I started the “bad” habit of taking my computer laptop with me everywhere, pulling on a whole universe of information at one touch of a button.  So I believe, in Uncle Cecil’s mind, I am destroying the traditional art form.  In my mind, I want to preserve the traditional stories (it doesn’t matter if the stories are true); however, I want the data in my database to be authentic.  In short, I’m working on my doctorial dissertation and “ah don’t wont no mess”.
Once the arguing started between the two of us, it quickly escalated to all out war.  Uncle Cecil believes I am ungrateful and disrespectful to him as well as his station of eldership.  I believe he’s bipolar and therefore pretty maniacal.  It’s as simple as that.  When we parted ways, he told me there was no way I’d ever learn about our family’s history without his help.  I told him I could learn just as much about the community’s history as he could.  While I wanted his help, he could “kiss my ass” if he thought I would let him be rude and disrespectful to me just because he was older and angrier.

The whole family was dumbfounded because I was completely out of character and out of order by telling Uncle Cecil the truth about himself and his shenanigans.  The dichotomy here is that I don’t want to up-seat him or his methods.  My whole purpose is to preserve the art and the history.  The problem is, I’m not called to be griot.  I’m called to record the information.

As soon as Uncle Cecil told me I’d be unsuccessful, I told myself, “There has got to be some sort of written documentat . . . I got it”!  You see, one thing that African American’s do consistently that no other group seems to do is produce elaborate funeral programs.  The African American funeral program has progressively gotten more elaborate with time.  The programs usually have a photograph, parentage, offspring and other vital statistics.  The information is not always completely truthful, but it’s written and can be easily cross-referenced to corroborate and delineate truth from fiction.

Thereafter, my first step was to collect as many old funeral programs as possible from the isolated community.  My grandmother had a bank of over two hundred programs and other elder women freely, without question, allowed me to copy their programs.  As I collect the funeral programs from the community, I entered the data from the program into the Family Tree Maker computer program.  My aim was not only to rebuild my family history, but also to rebuild the entire all Black community from conception to present day.  Our foreparents started the town and kept it going for over 100 years.  (cite)   Slowly, over a period of 2 years, I labored to research the names of every person that was 1) a founder of the community; 2) born in Tatums; 3) held a professional job in Tatums; and/or 4) came from the linage of a pioneer or person born in Tatums.  

Of course, once my work proved successful, my Uncle and me were back on speaking terms, even if it was haltingly.  We work together but we have to speak in code.  If we talk too much to each other, communication will break down.  We love each other; but I’m not sure we like each other.  One thing is for sure; I need him and he needs me.  The work we do is more important that our friendship.

Early, during the data collecting phase, I owned a publishing company that was very similar to a Kinko’s store.  I was pretty keen on business but I had a small child and I found that my parenting skills were lacking.  I felt as though the attributes of business were inbred but I was not naturally nurturing so motherhood was always a struggle.  I thought that if I kept quiet, no one would ever know that I struggled so hard to be a good mother.

One day my husband introduced me to a new co-worker named Pam.  Pam was Jewish and we immediately became friends.  One of the first things that Pam told me when we met was that my name, Myrna, is a Jewish name.  I knew that.  Pam said that in the Hebrew language, Myrna, Mary, Myrtle and Miriam are the same name.  That little piece of information stunned me because what Pam didn’t know was that while I was able to find out all sorts information about the history of an entire town, the one person that eluded me was my great grandmother, Myrtle Alexander.

This information is important because if Pam was correct, and I invoke family spiritual naming lore (explain genealogical method), I had technically been named after a woman that no one  -- NO ONE -- would talk about.  I then went to the Oklahoma Historical society and found Myrtle on the Dawes Rolls, born in 1891.  It was her, coobrorated by the names of siblings. That day I found out that no, she was not a second-class citizens (i.e., formerly enslaved descendant of Africans in Americas).  She was not a third-class citizen, one of those noble civilized tribesmen.  She had no citizenship – she was a refugee of the fourth-class.  Further research revealed that this branch of my family was brought into Indian Territory on the Tail of Tears with the Chickasaw.  According to http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.com/~ewyatt/The%20Dawes%20Commission.html, 

'When the Chickasaw emancipated their slaves under the Treaty of 1866, they were given the option of adopting their former slaves as citizens of the Nation. If they did not, The United States agreed to remove the blacks from the Chickasaw Country.  The Chickasaws failed to adopt the freedmen, and the United States did not keep the treaty agreement.  Thus the Freedmen lived in the Chickasaw Nation, for over forty years, without civil rights or protection of the law.”

I found Myrtle, her parents and grandparents.  The Alexanders had been enslaved to the Harris family, members of the Chickasaw tribe who were forced into Oklahoma from Alabama.  I was shocked to find out that there was a reason why I felt like a refugee.  When I saw the Harris name as the Indian slave owners of my ancestors, it was like a bomb exploding that shattered my whole world.  Here, in black and white, was a tangible reason for extra feelings of marginalization and alienation.
Okay, I got the data, now I wanted the story!  I tussled with Myrtle as though my life depended on it.  I even cried because no one would talk about Myrtle.  Then someone mumbled that Myrtle was a wile’ Injun and she would get’cha.

Armed with this information, it wasn’t hard to ask the right question from the right people to get the right answers about Myrtle Alexander.  I talked to my father and uncle and explained that I understood why Grandma and Grandpa Tatum raised them; they were orphans.  Their mama died when they were small children.  But why did Grandma and Grandpa Tatum raise their mama?  That was a little piece of information that always seemed to get “lost in the wash”.  The same foster/grandparents that raised my dad also raised his mom.

The story goes like this.  One day in about 1909, Myrtle Alexander took her two children, Delia (2 years old) and Farris (3 years old), to Mrs. Mary Tatum and asked her to keep them for about three weeks.  I believe that Myrtle played on Mary Tatum’s guilt because Mary’s husband, Lee Tatum  (the lawman, postmaster and founder of the town) had swindled the children’s father, (also an uncitizened Chickasaw “Freedman”), out of all his land in a card game or some other unsavory manner of evil.  Myrtle told Mary (it escaped me until just this very moment that I was named after Mary too) that she needed to make a living so she was going to the Ponca City to meet Buffalo Bill Cody.  Myrtle explained to Mary that she would be back in three weeks and get her children.  Well, as the story goes, life on the famous 101st Ranch must have been real good ‘cause when ‘ole Myrtle came back her grandchildren CJ and Cecil, were 5 and 7.  She was gone over 25 years.

At that point, Daddy, “mister never say a bad word about anybody”, raises his head and says, “Myrtle Alexander was just a filthy little whore and I don’t want you to glamorize her.” Daddy growled, “People always want to say she was a shrewd businesswoman but she was a ho.  That woman had no excuse for not taking care of her children, 'cept she was just a ho.”

I almost hit the flo’ when he said ho because he never talks like that.  When he said “shrewd businesswoman … not taking care of her children” I didn’t hear nothing else he said.  My mind went reeling and I had to shake some sense back into my brain.  Apparently, miss wile’ Injun who totting a big’ole knife, also owned and operated a profitable cat house/saloon.

I was so mad at Myrtle.  I hated her for leaving me.  I hated her for not teaching me how to mother.  I hated her for not being decent enough to have a funeral program for me to look at . . . for not even leaving me a photograph.  I wanted to kill her but she had been dead so long nobody could even tell me exactly when she died; sometime in the early 40’s is all I could get.  I had to put myself in check because I have a good business mind and that too may have come from her.  She died a lonely drunken woman – still slightly beautiful, but drunk and alone.

I mourned her loss for a week straight. Then finally my Holy Spirit told me to pray for Myrtle and forgive her.  What a weird proposition, praying for dead people.  Unquestioningly I started to pray for Myrtle and the immediate questions that came to my heart were, “What happened to Myrtle to make her so violent?  What happened to Myrtle to make her sexually active beyond motherhood?  Someone did something to her.  I could not hold a grudge against a woman for being wounded and alone.  I smelled posttraumatic stress disorder.  I found forgiveness quickly and easily.

In the end, I’m no closer to being able to tell you who I am or explaining to you about my ethnicity.  But believe me, I know more about who I am now than I did before my adventure.  This kind of understanding cannot be translated into English.  My cells know the answer.  The fibers of my humanity know – I remember on a cellular level the things that happened to my fore parents.  The person that I am is not so far removed from Myrtle Alexander:  strong and soft; wounded yet functional; angry but joyous.  The life that I live requires a delicate balance.  I don’t want to fall off the world.  If I stay cool and stay grounded, I’ll be okay.
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