











uncle didn'’t even speak Klamath-Modoc
to each other, saying, “We didn’t dare to
‘cause somebody might tell the police.”

As a boy, Dibbon trapped skunks and
sold their pelts for a dollar each; and he
shot rockchucks and sold them for fifty
cents to a dollar to Indians who liked to
eat fat rockchucks barbecued. Cooked
chuck was especially popular on
“Decoration Day™~what the Klamaths
used to call Memorial Day-when they
put flowers on family graves.

There were few ranches on the
reservation when he was a boy, Dibbon
said, and the Klamaths built houses
wherever they wanted. This changed
when parts of the reservation were
“allotted” and individual tribal members
selected up to 160-acre allotments of
tribal land for themselves.

Salmon still spawned in the Sprague
River when Dibbon was a boy, and they
were “so thick you could pretty near
walk across the river on them.” He
snagged big salmon with a bamboo pole
and a large treble hook, recalling that
“they’d just about pull you in.” Just as
the Klamaths caught and dried suckers
for winter food, they cured salmon by
hanging fish on racks over smoky
fires—until 1912, when COPCO Dam
No. 1 on the Klamath River in
California blocked the salmon runs to
the reservation.

Dibbon went to the Indian school in
Yainax; and since “fourth grade’s as far as
they went,” he repeated the fourth grade
four times until he “pretty well
memorized the curriculum.”” Then, he
and about sixteen other Klamath
youngsters signed up to go to the
Sherman Institute, an Indian boarding
school in Southern California. Dibbon
spent six years there, from 1917 to 1923,
studying the trade of shoe and harness
making. He was president of his junior
and senior class at Sherman. Given the
rank of corporal, he was assigned to lead
a squad of other uniformed students in
military drills, carrying muskets with
bayonets. To avoid marching on cold
mornings, Dibbon said, he took up the
clarinet because band members could
stay indoors and practice.

The disciplinarian at the Sherman
Institute, a large white man, had a
reputation for being mean and abusing
the Indian students. Once, when the
disciplinarian caught Dibbon and his
friends swimming during school hours,
he thrashed them with a long rubber
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hose and with leather harness traces. “I
got beat up, with black and blue marks
up and down my back,” Dibbon said,
“from my feet to my head.”

Back on the reservation during
summers, he helped his aunt and uncle
with farm chores, plowing, and haying.
While he was away at school, his
younger brother and sister both died in
smallpox epidemics on the reservation.

After graduating, Dibbon helped
move buildings from Yainax to the new
town site of Sprague River, which was
then “nothing but sagebrush.” Then
twenty-one, he rode on top of one of the
buildings being moved, lifting power
lines that crossed the road on the way to
the town site.8

Dibbon next attended the Haskell
Institute, an Indian boarding school in
Lawrence, Kansas. Just before the law
passed in 1924 granting all American
Indians citizenship and making them
subject to the draft, Dibbon joined an
all-Indian unit of the Kansas National
Guard at Fort Riley, Kansas. For two
years at Haskell he took a business
course, studying bookkeeping and
shorthand, then for a year he served as
an instructor in the school’s shoe and
harness department.
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In 1927, when his Aunt Lizzy became
ill, Dibbon returned to the Klamath
Reservation to be with her. He settled at
Sprague River and tried to get work,
going to the local sawmill every morning
for a month until, “finally, I guess they
got tired of me coming down there so
they give me a job.” He started out as
the night shift “clean-up man.” Later, he
led a team of horses that pulled
wagonloads of lumber from the mill to
the stacking yard. He also worked in the
planing mill and the box factory and
“tallied lumber.” He worked there for
eleven years. The only way “they got rid
of me,” he said, was by closing the mill.

In the late 1930s, Dibbon opened a
leather and shoe repair shop in Sprague
River. He played the clarinet in the Fort
Klamath band, and was the catcher for
the Sprague River baseball team, called
“the Sprague River Indians.” That was
the first time he ever played baseball: he
finally got “got up enough nerve” to say,
“I'm a catcher,” even though he'd never
done it before.

Dibbon leads a team of horses hauling
finished lumber at the sawmill is Sprague
Riverin the 1930s, where the timber from
the Klamath Reservation was milled.
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Newlyweds Dibbon and Esther
Sargeant Cook enjoy each other’s
company soon after their marriage
in 194.0; their marriage spanned
four decades.
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His father, George Cook, made a
subsistence living on the family’s Indian
allotments at Cook’s Canyon, eight miles
from Sprague River, where he hunted,
trapped, cut wild hay for two-dozen head
of cattle, and planted and harvested a
field of rye with horse-drawn machinery.
Dibbon would often visit and help out;
he even made a pair of skis so he could
ski to Cook’s Canyon to see his father in
the winter.

In 1940, when Dibbon was in his late
thirties, he married tribal member Esther
Sargeant, who was fond of saying she had
“caught the biggest sucker in Sprague
River.” Dibbon would reply that he
“caught the biggest sucker in the
Williamson River” because Esther had
been living near the Williamson in
Chiloquin. That same year, he was elected
to the Klamath Tribal Executive
Committee. Five years later, he became
tribal secretary. His duties included
posting and sending notices of tribal
meetings, recording what was said, and
typing up transcripts. “They kept electing
me,” he said. “The only way I could get
out was to quit.”

Dibbon and Esther had a daughter,
LouEllen. About twelve years later, they
adopted a second daughter, Melva, a
tribal member who was then two years
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old. They also raised three
nephews—Warren, Reggie, and Lanny
Sargeant. Dibbon and Esther were
married for more than forty years, until
Esther’s death. “It says a lot for my Dad,”
Melva Cook Fye later remembered, that
“he took the three boys and me and he
raised us.” When he was working on the
tribal minutes, Dibbon would hand one
of the kids the minutes and say, “Sit down
and read this.” Then he'd ask, “What does
it mean to you?” He never “made a
judgment about what you said,” according
to Melva. “Only if you asked would he
tell you what he thought.”

Those were hard times growing up in
Sprague River, Dibbon and Esther’s
daughter LouEllen Cook Sternberg
recalled, but she said she didn’t realize it
at the time because she was “sheltered,”
and her parents “immunized” her from
drinking and swearing. In high school,
almost all her friends were white.
LouEllen said they didn't know that they
were “wanting” because the family always
had plenty to eat. Her mother baked
bread every single day. They ate lots of
fish and venison and vegetables from
their big garden. Every year they spent
one week camping and picking
huckleberries so they’d have enough to
can. They made wild plum jam,
chokecherry syrup, and deer jerky.10

Dibbon said he killed deer every
summer to get meat for the family table.
Annabelle Bates, a family friend,
remembers Dibbon’s frugality. One time,
when she was driving on the reservation
with Dibbon and his three nephews, their
car hit a deer and Dibbon and the three
boys jumped out, cut the deer’s throat and
stuck its body in the trunk to take home,
cut up, and put in the freezer.1!

Later, Dibbon opened a leather repair
shop in Chiloquin; then, in the mid-
1950s, he started doing tribal business
full-time. LouEllen said he would often
be up before she was and would not
return until midnight or later. On other
days when he was at home transcribing
minutes from tribal meetings, the family
had to be quiet so as not to disturb him.
But, LouEllen said, “He was always there
when they needed him.”12

Dibbon plays “horsey” with his daughter,
LouEllen, at their home in Sprague River.
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Dibbon made many appearances at
congressional hearings in Washington,
D.C., as a tribal delegate during the
“termination” era. In 1954, Congress
passed a law terminating the Klamaths’
tribal status, abruptly ending their special
federal-tribal relationship, effectively
denying their sovereignty, and cutting off
Bureau of Indian Affairs benefits. Later,
the federal government purchased almost
all of the former reservation and
converted it into the Winema National
Forest. The Klamaths were one of the
first tribes to be terminated under that
now discredited policy.

“T’ll never get over this termination
business,” Dibbon would say. “The
government was the one that done it,”
not the Klamaths, adding that he “hated
to see them being terminated.” Even after
the law was passed, Dibbon opposed
termination; he testified before Congress
that the Klamaths had held no
referendum on termination and that the
law would “be harmful to our people.”3
He later explained that “termination put
you on your own,” when many Klamaths
were not ready. All Klamaths who didn’t
already have title to their Indian
allotments were issued patents at
termination, which meant their
allotments could be taxed by the state;
many Klamaths subsequently lost their
land to taxes.

“I felt sorry for the old people,” Dibbon
said. “Outsiders took advantage of 'em.”

In the late 1960s, when Melva was in
high school, her father was chairman of
the General Council for the remaining
Klamath tribal members, those who had
elected not to sell their share of tribal
land until nearly twenty years after the
Klamath Termination Act was passed.
Melva’s mother would say that as
Dibbon’s children, they should be
examples; Melva said she wasn't resentful
of her responsibilities as Dibbon’s
daughter because she knew that, “What
we did reflected on him and the Klamath
people.” “I was different from a lot of
classmates and relatives,” she said, “but I
had something to be proud of.” She
studied classical piano for nine years,
practicing two to three hours a day, and
she did Indian dancing.

According to a contemporary
newspaper story, when Melva was the
queen of the 1969 All-Indian basketball
tournament in Chiloquin, she was also a
member of the National Honor Society
and the “Citizens’ Ambassador to

Europe” program and was “well known
throughout the county for her
performance of the Lord’s Prayer in
Indian sign language.”5

When Melva was thirteen and wanted
to have authentic regalia for Indian
dancing, her parents learned that the
Klamaths traditionally used simple
decorations such as bone beads. Together,
they designed and made a buckskin dress
with sewn-on beads made from deer
antlers.

This led to Dibbon’s handicraft
business.1¢ Using an electric grinder,
Dibbon would make round beads, bolo
ties, pins, buttons, and necklaces from
“deer horns laying out in the woods.” He
also mastered the traditional craft of
knapping arrowheads from obsidian; after
he made an obsidian knife blade, he
would mount it on an antler handle. For
more than fifteen years, Dibbon sold his
handicrafts at powwows, art fairs, and
museums. When he learned there was a
state law prohibiting the purchase or sale
of wildlife parts, Dibbon spoke to his
state legislator, and a special law was
passed to permit the gathering of shed
antlers to make handicrafts.17
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Above, Dibbon and LouEllen pose for a
studio portrait. Below, Dibbon,
LouEllen, and a cousin, Lee Beal,
gather mountain lilies for Easter.
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Dibbon was always involved in his
community. He had served as president
of Sprague River’s Parent Teacher
Association and fire department; for
twelve years he was the official observer
for the National Weather Service in
Sprague River, checking a water and
temperature gauge daily and, when away;,
arranging to have the preacher to do it
for him. He served on the Chiloquin
School Board, was the grand marshal for
the Chiloquin Rodeo Association, and
was president of the Chiloquin Chamber
of Commerce in 1965 when he had a
shoe store there. When a countywide
Laymen’s Crime Prevention Conference
was started in 1962, Dibbon was selected
as secretary. When the Winema Forest
Advisory Council was organized the
following year, Dibbon was the only
Indian member.18

In 1963, Dibbon’s daughter LouEllen
married Jack Sternberg, who once was
the supervisor of the planing mill at
Chiloquin Forest Products, the biggest
sawmill in Chiloquin. When he became
Dibbon’s new son-in-law, Jack said that
Dibbon immediately accepted him and
treated him “like his own son.” Dibbon
taught him how to fish and hunt deer.
“If you respect Indian people, they’ll
treat you like family,” Jack said, and he

Dibbon, front right, and other members of
the Beatty rodeo committee pause for a
photo circa 1946.

has been treated “as belonging.” Now, he
said, “about all of my friends are Indian.”
Dibbon used to can deer meat and
give it to LouEllen and Jack, so they'd
have plenty to eat. Jack said that Dibbon
was a great tracker who could sense deer
sign; he would “just pick a track and
follow it” until he came across the deer.
Hunting with Dibbon, Jack said, you
“didn’t dare cripple a deer, 'cause you
knew what you were gonna have to do.”
LouEllen recalled that, “One time Dad
tracked a deer for seven days. Each
morning hed pick up where he'd left off
the night before and keep on tracking;
and he got the deer.”?” Dibbon said of
his tracking skills, “I'd stand and look

Dibbon with a nice Eastern Oregon mule
deer buck. venison was an important
part of the Cook family diet, and Dibbon
was an excellent tracker, having learned
his skKills as a boy from his father, a
professional hunting and fishing guide.

and ask myself, Now, if I was a buck, if
was a deer, which way would I go?”

Jack Sternberg, who had seen Dibbon
drop deer on the run at 200 yards, said
that Dibbon only put one bullet in his
rifle at a time. LouEllen remembered her
father saying that “sitting in one place
and waiting for the deer to come to you
wasn't ‘real hunting’ because it didn’t give
the animal a chance.” Dibbon kept
hunting until after he turned eighty.
When Dibbon shot a deer, LouEllen
said, he'd save the liver for his cat
because that’s what the cat liked; and
he'd go to the river to catch catfish for
his cat, which lived to be twenty-one
years 0ld.20

During his long public service to the
tribe, Dibbon was often exposed to
controversy. Melva remembered times
Dibbon sat at Tribal Council meetings
right “in the middle of heated arguments
and name calling.” Afterwards, Melva
said, her mother was upset, and would
say, “They had no business saying that.”
But Dibbon would say, “T'hey have a right
to their opinion.” Sometimes, Melva said,
“it would get pretty bad.” And yet the
next day, Dibbon could meet the people
who had criticized him and “never say a
word to them about what had happened
in council.” Melva never heard her father
criticize or judge other people. Dibbon
“set his own standards,” she said, he was a
“Christian man.”
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To fence “the place,” the family’s Indian
allotments in Cook’s Canyon, they split
posts out of juniper and mountain
mahogany. Melva helped her father; it
took them five years. When Melva asked
questions, such as “Why do we have to
build this fence?” Dibbon would take the
opportunity to talk about life. He might
say, “we have to set boundaries” and then
“talk about setting your own personal
boundaries.” “He never gave a yes or no
answer,” Melva said. “He'd let you think
things through.” Her father believed in
“hard work, honesty, doing what you're
supposed to,” Melva said, but “his
priority for all of us was education.”
When Dibbon was in his nineties, Melva
said he was still her “mentor” and she still
went to him for advice. Dibbon would tell
her, “Don’t fight. Don'’t argue. Listen.”21

Dibbon “was a man of many talents,”
LouEllen said, and he “always wanted to
be busy and never idle.” He worked into
his seventies, repairing upholstery and
leather goods and tending to his
handicraft business.?2 Dibbon said, “If
you try, you can always find work.”

In 1975, Dibbon helped put on the
Klamath “culture camp” for more than
100 Klamath kids, and he stayed involved
with this tribal heritage program. Dibbon
drove to the 1988 culture camp at Rocky
Flat to make a presentation, even though
he was then in his mid-eighties. Someone
asked if Dibbon should be driving, and
tribal member Joe Kirk said, “Well, he is.”
Once when Dibbon was having trouble
driving in the dark, backing up and trying
a different way, he told Kirk, “They keep
changing these roads.” Kirk asked, “Do
you want me to follow you?” Dibbon
replied, “No, that'd be silly; that way we'd
both be lost.”23

Dibbon lived to witness congressional
restoration of the Klamath Tribes’ status:
in 1986, the federal government once
again recognized the tribes as sovereign
and offered Bureau of Indian Affairs
services to tribal members. Dibbon was
then eighty-four.

At Dibbon’s funeral service in Klamath
Falls, the church was filled with people of
various ages and races whose lives Dibbon
had touched. At the front of the church, a
white woman played traditional Christian
songs on the piano, including “Going to a
City Where the Roses Never Fade” and
“Mansion in the Sky.” Opposite the
piano, Kirk and six young Klamath men
and women sat in a drumming circle;
after each Christian song, they would

chant and drum.

At the funeral service, Kirk noted that
Dibbon had “opened doors for people like
us” because there was a time, for example,
when “Klamaths couldn’t belong to the
Masonic Lodge.” Then Dibbon became a
member of the Chiloquin Masonic
Lodge, serving as secretary and, later, as
master of the lodge.24

Tribal chairman Allen Foreman
described Dibbon’s contribution to the
Klamath Tribes as “incalculable.”25

Many other people spoke at Dibbon’s
funeral, without identifying themselves by
name. One person said that Dibbon’s “gift
was his love for the people.” Another said,
“I felt safe with him. He encouraged me
to do Indian dancing. He worried about
me riding without a saddle. He was proud
of us. He always made me feel like I was
loved and cared for ... and that was at a
difficult time in Chiloquin when there
was a lot of drinking and broken homes.”
One person said that her father told her
“Dibbon was one of the bravest men he

ever knew, that Dibbon was a trail blazer.” &

Doug Foster is a writer and historian living in
Ashland.
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i N OCTOBER THEY APPEAR
| suddenly: piles of orange orbs, lining
1 walkways and taking up parking spaces in
front of grocery stores, invading farmers’
markets, and dominating roadside produce
stands. The autumn pumpkin pageant has
begun, and millions of people who
otherwise have little connection with

fresh produce become intimately involved
with an outsized, mostly hollow orange
squash. The pumpkin is one of the first
plants that children recognize, remember,
and take to heart.

The uncertain, slimy adventure of
carving a pumpkin into a jack-o-lantern
is etched deeply into our memories of
childhood and parenthood. Even in the
twenty-first century, the Halloween
pumpkin doesn’t come prepackaged or
pre-carved. In our over-processed world,
to make a jack-o-lantern is still a slippery
encounter with nature in the raw. ,

However, there are no wild pumpkins.
Pumpkins, like corn and most domesticated
plants, are as much artifacts as automobiles
are. They require regular inputs of
maintenance. They need us. Without
persistent human intervention and
manipulation, pumpkins would end up in
the evolutionary junkyard with plesiosaurs
and saber-toothed tigers.

The tinkering is long-term and ongoing.
Seeds of a domesticated species of squash
excavated at an archaeological site in
Oaxaca, Mexico, have been recently dated
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to 10,000 years ago.! This surprisingly early
date marks squash as by far the oldest
domesticated plant in the Americas. This
particular species, over thousands of years
of human selection, eventually became
various edible squashes, including
pumpkins. The name “pumpkin” generally
refers to squashes that share a rounded
shape; a hard, ribbed rind; and orange color.
Dozens of recently developed, named
varieties are currently grown by farmers to
supply the Halloween market.

The jack-o-lantern is a New World take
on an Irish folk custom of using a
hollowed-out turnip as a lantern. The
original root-lantern was supposedly used
by the spirit of “Stingy Jack” to light his
way in the darkness between heaven and
hell. Poor Jack was accepted in neither
place. People put out carved and lighted
turnips and other vegetables to keep away
“Stingy Jack” and other unwelcome spirits
on All Souls Day, October 31. In America,
the pumpkin, already nearly hollow, became
the favored vegetable lantern and “scare-
spirit.”

We are most familiar with the jack-o-
lantern type of pumpkin, but many other
varieties occur as well. Most were selected
for their value as food rather than as
decoration. Pumpkin seeds and marrow are
important in many traditional Mexican
recipes, especially those of the Oaxaca
region. While pumpkins are native to the

S OUTHERN OREGO

Americas, they traveled widely. They were
brought to Europe in the 1500s, where
additional selection occurred. The pumpkin
known in France as vif-rouge-de-temp, the
prototype for Cinderella’s coach, is a deep
orange, flavorful squash used for rich pies
and soups.

After Halloween, pumpkins disappear
as quickly as they arrived. Some are
smashed by marauding guy-children;
some sag slowly into compost bins; and a
few, the flavorful ones, are put into cool
storage to become spicy Thanksgiving
pies. The connection between pumpkins
and Thanksgiving extends back to the
Pilgrims, who learned about pumpkins
from Native American farmers.

Pumpkins are an autumn icon with a
message. In a patch or on the porch,
pumpkins are bold reminders of the
hybrid nature of our cultural heritage: Old
World folklore and customs have become
attached to a New World crop with roots
in the dim antiquity of the early
Mesoamerican Neolithic. #

Ethnobotanist Donn L. Todt and anthropologist
Nan Hannon grow French pumpkins in their
Ashland garden.
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