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Waokiye, the Helper

“Waokiye,” meaning “Traditional Helper” in Lakota, was built in 1978 by 
Hungarian-born sculptor Peter “Wolf” Toth.

It was the 26th (or 27th, accounts vary) in the “Whispering Giants” series. Dur-
ing a 21-year period (1971-1992) Toth carved 67 giant Native American heads; 
at least one in each of the 50 states plus several in Canada. The first giant, which 
he began at the age of 24, was carved from the cliff at Wind and Sea Beach in La 
Jolla, California. All of the subsequent colossi have been made from giant logs. 

Born in 1947, Toth  (rhymes with “oath”) was one of eleven children. His family 
fled from Hungary during the 1956 uprising. They lived in refugee camps for two 
years before emigrating to the United States and settling in Akron, Ohio. Learning 
about Native American culture, he empathized with the tribes’ situation and saw 
a parallel to the violent repression he had experienced in Hungary. Expanding on 
his desire to highlight the struggle of American Indians for justice and recogni-
tion of their human rights, the statues represent all humanity and stand against 
injustice to all people. He has been adopted into several tribes as the result of his 
mission.

Toth, later joined by his wife Kathy, traveled the US in a Dodge van, spending 
summers in the north and winters in the south, and “stopping wherever local of-
ficials would allow or invite him to carve one of his ‘Whispering Giants.’” He did 
not accept money for his work and lived on donations, sales of small carvings and 
sales of his self-published book.

Herb Miller, a Desert Hot Springs resident, approached the 28-year-old Toth about 
creating a monument in DHS during the summer of 1977. They were in Hayward, 
Wisconsin where Miller was vacationing and Toth was creating his 25th head. The 
city council of DHS approved the project and pledged $2,000 to its completion. 
Cole Eyraud, vice-mayor and curator of Cabot’s Pueblo Museum, saw the similar-
ity in Toth’s tribute to the American Indian with that of Cabot Yerxa’s and offered 
a site on the museum’s campus. Peter and Kathy Toth lived at the pueblo off and 
on for nearly six months, while he worked on what would be his largest sculpture 
to date.

At least part of the local enthusiasm for the project was generated by the promise 
of tourism, a vital part of DHS’s economy. Much of the expense was borne by do-
nations from the community and approximately 60-70 people a day came to watch 
Toth work. Every step of the process was documented by Desert Hot Spring’s local 
newspaper, the Desert Sentinel.

A 45-ton giant Sequoia redwood log was donated through the efforts of Gene 
Bach, Eastern Division Chief of the Riverside County Fire Department and Lewis 



Moran, head forest ranger for the state Division of Forestry. The 750-year-old 
tree, which was almost 200 feet tall, was originally from the Sequoia National 
Forest near Porterville. It had been struck by lightning in the mid-1950s. Moving 
the log that had been earmarked for the sculpture, a segment 10 by 20 feet and 
weighing 40,000 pounds, from central California was no easy task. Bad weather 
delayed the arrival of the log until the end of February 1978. 

Although usually inspired by local Indian tribes and local trees to create his sculp-
tures, Toth was moved by Yerxa’s childhood in the Dakota Territories as well as 
his collection on Native American artifacts to create Waokiye. The sequoia log was 
also an unusual factor in his creative process, so the finished sculpture became a 
composite of inspirations. Toth used power tools for the rough finishing, and then 
set to work with a #5 chisel and a hammer.

The pedestal is 5 feet tall, extends 4 feet into the earth and is made of 2,000 
pounds of steel and 33 yards of cement. Local rocks decorate the outside surface. 
As reported in the Sentinel “Originally, it was thought a military helicopter would 
be used to lift the Indian in place on the pedestal but the project proved too big. 
So W. Curtwright Crane Service of Indio was called to do the job. Expertly, they fit-
ted a sling around the Indian’s headband and in one try, maneuvered it onto the 
pedestal. Then the smaller feather was lifted to the top of the monument, guided 
into place by Toth and Councilman Cole Eyraud, museum curator.”

The finished face is 22 feet high, eight feet in diameter and weighs 20 tons. The 
feather is made from an Incense Cedar from Idyllwild, it is 15 feet tall, four feet 
with and one-and –a-half feet thick. The project was sponsored by Landmark 
Conservators (Eyraud’s management company for Cabot’s Pueblo Museum), the 
Desert Hot Springs Chamber of Commerce and the California State Department of 
Forestry.

The monument was dedicated on May 20, at 11 a.m. with approximately 250 peo-
ple in attendance. Dennis Banks, educator and founder of the American Indian 
Movement was the guest speaker, Carl Ecklund, San Diego police chief, was the 
master of ceremonies, Carl May, mayor of Desert Hot Springs, and members of 
both the city council and Desert Hot Springs Chamber of Commerce were on hand 
for the event hosted by the ladies of the Desert League for Arthritic Handicapped 
Children and Adults.

According to the Sentinel, Banks stated “This is the first time in my life I have seen 
anything so great, so tall, so beautiful… I have a great deal of admiration for this 
man [Toth] and an even greater admiration for the City of Desert Hot Springs for 
undertaking this project. Benjamin Franklin noted at an early age the American 
people would devise ways to keep Indian lore. There are 1,000 towns and 32 
states whose names have Indian meanings,” he said in a short speech, noting 
that Native American culture is very much alive in America.

“Woodcarver Peter Toth was equally brief and to the point. ‘The American Indian 



is a proud and often misunderstood people. They have suffered atrocities ever 
since the first white man landed on this shore. Even as a young boy I had admira-
tion for my Indian brothers and perhaps this monument and all the others… will 
bring awareness of a proud and great people.’”

DHS mayor Carl May asked Ann Mason, city clerk, to read a proclamation he had 
issued for the occasion “A magnificent redwood monument has been created by 
sculptor Peter Toth to pay tribute to, and preserve a memory, that has too often 
been distorted or destroyed. The City of Desert Hot Springs is indeed fortunate to 
be the city in the 26th state in which an everlasting tribute to preserve an Indian 
culture has been dedicated. In order to further bind the strong ties between the 
City of Desert Hot Springs, and its Indian friends I, Carl May, mayor of the City 
of Desert Hot Springs, do hereby proclaim May 20 to be Indian Memorial Day in 
Desert Hot Springs.”

“Those of us in Desert Hot Springs, Riverside County and the State of Califor-
nia are especially grateful to Peter Toth for his gift, said Cole Eyraud. “His silent 
monument will stand like the mighty redwood it is for a thousand years to come, a 
gentle reminder to all, and an opportunity for a quiet prayer of peace and good-
will for all mankind.”

Peter Toth lives in Florida; he completed the fifty states in May 1988 with his 58th 
statue of a Polynesian in Haleiwa, Hawaii. Other giants may be found in Canada. 
Some of his Whispering Giants are listed in the Smithsonian’s art inventories cata-
log and some people “collect” them as travel destinations.

Smithsonian Institute Art Inventories: http://siris-artinventories.si.edu/#focus
Type “Toth, Peter” into the search field.

http://siris-artinventories.si.edu/#focus
http://siris-artinventories.si.edu/#focus


News Clippings:

Peter Toth made headlines in Desert Hot Springs in 
the winter of 1977-78. Hosting a celebrity artist was 
something that the whole town was proud of and 
nearly every step of the process in creating Waokiye 
was considered worthy of comment.
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