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Once upon a time, in the not long ago, a baby boy came into the world. He gulped his first breath one day at the tail end of winter, when spring was just around the corner. 

The little boy’s parents named him “wild child,” since he was part of a tribe that other Indians called “wild,” perhaps because they lived in a wilderness and spoke an strange language. When the Spanish settlers came, they called these Indians the Tonto Apache and the area where they lived in the southwest desert of North America, the Tonto Basin. The Spanish thought the word “wild” was the same as their word for “foolish,” tonto, but they were wrong. The rich lands of the basin nourished the gardens, and the small tribe built homes of rock plastered with mud in the caves of the high cliffs. Tonto’s parents grew squash, beans, corn, pumpkins, cotton, and amaranth, a kind of grain. They hunted deer and smaller animals and traded pottery with other Indians throughout the Southwest.  The whole community celebrated the coming of spring and Tonto’s birth at the same time.

Tonto’s parents named him “wild child” because he was a fun loving and energetic baby, and because he had a wild and inquisitive way about him. They raised him in the traditions of their people, native people who farmed the land for hundreds of years before the Spanish settlers invaded.

Although Tonto’s life was hard and his parents had few possessions, he was a happy child. He was wealthy in love.

Everything changed when the soldiers came. They killed Tonto’s parents when they tried to prevent the white settlers from taking their land. The soldiers sent Tonto far away to a land he did not know. They forced him to attend a government school for Indians, where all the children had to cut their hair short, dress like Europeans, and never use their native language. They had to learn to follow the ways of Europeans and speak their language. Tonto was so young he forgot what his parents looked like, forgot their garden, and forgot the ways of his people. The Europeans stole his history and heritage.

As a young boy, Tonto did not understand what had happened. He learned about the ways of his people and their courage later. Even still, although he could not remember, he felt an emptiness, a rage, and a protest.

When Tonto graduated from the government school, he was assigned to work as the servant of a famous white man named The Lone Ranger. He had to do whatever the Lone Ranger asked, or he would get no food. He thought about running away, but he was a stranger in a strange land, and he had no money and nowhere to go. So Tonto worked dutifully for the Lone Ranger and even came to love him as a father.

As Tonto became a young man, though, he began to learn more of the world. He came to understand that men like The Lone Ranger called people who looked like him “wild Indians,” and “savages.” The Lone Ranger called other dark skinned “lazy Negroes” or “ignorant Chinese.” Tonto heard his “great white father” call some white people “dirty immigrants.” The young man decided that The Lone Ranger believed people like him—white, wealthy, and of English descent—were the “best people.” It seemed that these people despised and feared everyone else.

Tonto broke into the government school at night and found the names of his parents in the old records. He found out that he spent his first years in the great Southwest desert with his people, who had a very long history, their own religion, and their own language.

Tonto began looking at his situation in new ways. 

In a dream, Tonto’s dead father spoke to him, saying, “Honor your people and all the people cast out and dispossessed by the high and mighty. His aunts and uncles spoke to him saying, “Do not forget the land. Honor and protect the land.” Tonto’s mother spoke last, saying, “Reclaim your heritage. Be a good father, and be a fighter for justice.”

Later on, another dream came to Tonto. All of the Indians, Negroes, Chinese, and immigrants surrounded The Lone Ranger, who stood on a hill, proud and arrogant. The people screamed out their cries and lamentations and they solemnly stated their demands. They told the Lone Ranger they would take back all that he had stolen, including his life, unless he would leave everything behind and go away. 

The Lone Ranger turned to Tonto and said “We must shoot this rabble down and save ourselves.” Then and there, Tonto decided he would no longer serve the Lone Ranger or try to be accepted in his eyes. As he walked into the throng to join his people, he turned back and said over his shoulder, “What you mean ‘we,’ white man.”

