
A CKP Excerpt 

Lady Chief:  

The Story of Vyola J. Olinger and the Agua Caliente Indians 

 
Lady Chief tells the amazing story of how one determined young woman helped her poor and 

disadvantaged Native America tribe become one of the wealthiest tribes in America. 

In this excerpt, readers are introduced to Vyola J. Olinger, who, in 1954, was elected chairman 

(a term she preferred over chairwoman) of the of the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians. It 

was a little-known band of Native Americans who had lived in the area now known as Palm 

Springs, California, since “time immemorial.” 

At the time, the Agua Caliente didn’t have very much. But there was one thing they did have that 

could be very valuable – land! From the moment Vyola joined the Tribal Council, she was 

determined to make that land pay off for all members of the tribe. 

Clearly, her job wasn’t easy. Back then, few women took part in business or politics. At the same 

time, the men she had to work with in Congress often looked down on her. They thought she was 

too young to be taken seriously. Besides, she was a woman. And an Indian! Even the male 

members of her own tribe questioned her ability. But that didn’t stop Vyola.   “I was successful 

because I didn’t have the word ‘can’t’ in my vocabulary,” she says. 

In this excerpt from Lady Chief, readers are introduced to this remarkable woman, who stands 

out as a true Native American hero. 

 

 Prologue 

“A Woman Can Do Anything” 

 

“The things you can accomplish as a woman are not new. A woman can do anything.” 

 — Vyola J. Olinger 

 

ON MARCH 1, 1954, 33-year-old Vyola J. Olinger was elected Chairman of the Agua Caliente 

Band of Cahuilla (say: Kaw-we-ah) Indians in Palm Springs, California. 



It wasn’t the first time a woman was named head of a Native American tribe. President Warren 

G. Harding appointed Alice Brown Davis Principal Chief of the Seminole Tribe of Oklahoma in 

1922. She served from 1922 to 1935. 

It wasn’t even the first time there was a female leader of the Agua Caliente. Lorene McGlamory 

served as chairman from 1952 to 1954. 

Yet, Vyola’s election as chairman was significant in one very important way. It was the first time 

that a woman was elected to head an all-women tribal council. There were four other female 

members on the council. 

 

The first all-women Tribal Council in America. Vyola is second from right. 

Today, a female leader of an all-women tribal council might not seem like a very big deal. After 

all, women lead many high-level political groups. 

But back then, a female leader of an all-women tribal council was extraordinary. Why?  

To begin with, few women in the 1950s worked outside the home. Only about 12 percent of 

women with young children worked outside the home. 

In addition, very few women held leadership roles in business or government. In the late 1950s, 

only 3.5 percent of all lawyers were women. Only 2 percent of business executives were women. 

Finally, it was unusual at that time for women to take part in politics. In the early 1950s, there 

were 96 U.S. senators. Only three were women. 



Yet, those facts didn’t stop Vyola. From the moment she was elected, she knew she had a job to 

do. So she did it. “The things you can do as a woman,” she said, “are not new. A woman can do 

anything.” 

And she was right. Together, Vyola and her all-women council accomplished many important 

goals. They wrote a constitution for the tribe. They got U.S. Congress to change an old law. The 

law prevented the Agua Caliente from earning more money from their land. They also made sure 

all members of the tribe had an equal share of the reservation. 

How did they do it? It wasn’t easy. 

As Chairman of the Agua Caliente, Vyola faced many obstacles. She had to work with powerful 

Congressmen. Many were twice her age. They had far more experience in politics than she had. 

Many politicians looked down on her. They thought she was too young to be taken seriously. 

Besides, she was a woman. And an Indian! 

Even the male members of her own tribe questioned her ability. They didn’t think she was tough 

enough to lead the tribe. One accused her of being “too easy with the city [officials].” Another 

said she gave in to what the city wanted too much.  

Nevertheless, Vyola and her all-women council pushed forward. And they did something that no 

one — man or woman — had ever done before. They helped their poor and disadvantaged tribe 

become one of the wealthiest tribes in the country! 

Lady Chief is the story of this remarkable woman. It’s the story of a true Native American hero. 

It is also a story that begins long before Vyola was born. 

Think About It 

1.  Describe three ways in which life for many women in the 1950s was different than it is 

today. 

2. What are three goals that the all-women’s tribal council accomplished during the 1950s?  

3. Based on what you read in this chapter, what are three adjectives you think best describe 

Vyola? 

 


