THE STORY CONTINUES...

Dear Friends:

It is with great pleasure that we present to you the winning essays for the 2007-2008 Reconnecting The Circle Na-
tional High School Essay Contest.

The essay question was: Why is reconnecting the circle with Native Americans important today? High
school students (grades 9-12) from tribal, public, private and parochial schools throughout all 50 states were invited to
participate. Writers included a cross-section of Native American and non-Native students. Ten students were each
awarded $2,500.

Published in this booklet is a compilation of the 10 winning essays representing an array of viewpoints, experiences
and knowledge held by Native American and non-Native high school students about Indian Country. Inspiration for
their essays came from multiple sources including textbooks, the Internet, movies, hearsay, and pure experience.

REVEALING DEEPER INSIGHTS ...

These essays are some of the voices explaining what ‘reconnecting the circle’ means to each writer. These voices,
connecting non-Native to Native, Native American to Native American, and writer to himself, make up a conversa-
tion of many expressions — diplomatic and raw, poetic and determined, accurate and inaccurate, connected and dis-
connected.

THIS COLLECTION OF ESSAYS REPRESENTS
A GLIMPSE INTO THE COLLECTIVE KNOWLEDGE OF
INDIAN COUNTRY HELD BY AMERICAN YOUTH.

These stories are pieces of a bigger conversation about all cultures and all people. We invite you to read this compi-
lation with the perspective of folding the Native American people and their cultures fully into the fabric of American
culture and securing them in their rightful place — within the collective conscious, alongside all cultures that con-
tribute to the diversity and values that define the United States.

We invite you to enter this realm: to be moved, disturbed, confused, invigorated, and committed to reconnecting
the circle. We want to hear your thoughts and perspectives about your findings. Like us, you may come to find that
Indian Country, indeed, is within all of us.

Sincerely,
President Vice President
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BRIDGING THE GAP
BY JENNIFER BROWN

“The nation’s hoop is broken and scattered. There is no center any longer, and
the sacred tree is dead,” Black Elk, an Oglala Holy Man, wrote after he witnessed
the massacre at Wounded Knee in 1890." By the end of the 19th century, the
struggles with the Native Americans over their homeland had ended, according to
white standards. The cost to the Natives was atrocious. | can recall no other time
in modern history that such a brutal and thoughtless genocide has been so ig-
nored by ensuing generations. Luckily, the native race of America was not com-

pletely wiped out. If we, the people of this country, can come to terms with the
rift between red and white, then | believe we can heal the broken circle.

Before the summer of 2005, my knowledge of Native Americans was as limited as most white Ameri-
cans’, but an experience | had changed my life forever and gave me the insight necessary to write this essay.

For a National History Day project, | chose to cover the 1973 Siege of Wounded Knee. My family and
| planned a trip to the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation of South Dakota, where Wounded Knee is located.
I was on the brink of discovering a truth that would permanently alter my outlook on
life. We journeyed into the reservation, coming to an area of road construction in what seemed like the
middle of nowhere. An uncomfortable feeling began to grow inside of me at about this time. It is a sen-
sation that I think is necessary for all people to experience if they are to lose their
prejudices. The faces of the workers were darker than | was used to seeing, and drawn with the con-
cerns of everyday living. Black hair framed even deeper eyes that were filled with bitter altruism, a look
that only their race conveys so well. By then | could give a name to my previous emotions; | felt like a mi-
nority. My family and | were some of the very few white people that | saw on the Rez that day. After arriv-
ing at Wounded Knee and interviewing a man who had taken part in the Siege, | approached the town'’s
cemetery.

| stood numbly, one hand resting on the fence that surrounds the mass grave of more than 200 men,
women, and children who were slain there in the 1890 Massacre. Behind me were poor clusters of trailer
homes: Wounded Knee. On one side of the mass grave the headstones of more recent victims rose.

| shook silently; my jaw tensed as tears gathered in my eyes. | was standing where the 7th Cavalry was
positioned when they mercilessly gunned down hundreds of unarmed people. In 1973 there was conflict
again when a group of Native Americans and their supporters took a stand against the aggression that they
suffered. The legacy and heartbreak of the Native American people is seen in the faces of those who
scratch out a living everyday on the Rez.

Beyond realizing the horrific conditions on the Rez, I disclosed a less than endearing truth
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about myself and conquered it. My experiences at Wounded Knee led me to think that...

There is a great deal that could be gained from further interaction between Natives and other Ameri-
cans. The beliefs that kept a culture alive are dying out with time and assimilation, and we have so much
to lose from this. Instead of alienating diverse ideas, we should be embracing the Native American culture.
After all, America is a melting pot of unique nationalities and races. Respect for others, caring about the
earth, and living off of the land are just a few of the Native American ideals that our society today clearly
lacks. It took a radical movement for our country to finally treat African Americans like human beings. Part
of it was fueled by the revelation that various races are not so different beneath the skin. Maybe if the
public would acknowledge Native Americans as people and get to know them better, racial misconceptions
would abate.

Before the future can be planned out, though, present issues must be dealt with. The ill effects of a
“broken circle” can be seen in those Native Americans who are struggling to survive right now. Many peo-
ple are blissfully ignorant of the suffering that goes on in government-supported reservations. Take the Pine
Ridge Reservation, for example. This mostly barren expanse of land supports about 40,000 Native Ameri-
cans. Some studies report that the average life expectancy for those on the Rez is only 45 years.? More than
half of the population suffers from alcoholism and other problems. Diabetes is rampant, perhaps a result of
the unhealthy food supplied by the government. No child should have to grow up in an environment
where survival and death have become a vicious cycle. If the public doesn’t wake up and get connected to
the seemingly “lost Indians”, then | fear even more lives will be destroyed.

Although numerous obstacles exist, | believe in my heart that the walls between red and white can be
broken down and the connection begun. In 1973 the Siege of Wounded Knee drew the entire country’s
attention to the plight of the American Indian. It brought people of all colors and backgrounds together to
work for a common goal: to improve the lives of Native Americans. On the other hand, there are non-vio-
lent and legal ways to accomplish the same purpose. People can offer their support for victims of reserva-
tion poverty by donating various items, like medical supplies and warm clothes, through charitable
organizations that have dedicated themselves to this cause. Often it takes only a little kindness to make a
powerful impact.

One problematic issue is the severe lack of communication between our races. The news media and
written works can help to spread awareness of both Native culture and reservation conditions. Non-native
students can become pen pals with Native American students; this would establish ties among the younger
generations. Our cultural differences should be celebrated as we find common ground.

Looking at the whole issue from a moral standpoint, it is easy for me and other white Americans to feel
guilty about what some of our ancestors did to the Native American people. But that is in a sense...history.
The past cannot be changed, but the present and future are entirely in the hands of
those who wish to shape them. Coexistence between Native Americans and whites is simply not
enough; ultimately, integration of beliefs and racial tolerance must occur for both groups to healthily survive.
The two races can benefit from each other this way: one gains cultural refinement, and the other an im-
proved life with preserved traditions.
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Reconnecting the circle with Native Americans is important today because we need to save the people
and ways of life that this land knew first. | know that if | can transform just one person’s life for the better, it
will not undo centuries of slaughter, but it could help to ease the stiff barrier that separates our two worlds.
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GANGSTAS VS. TRUE WARRIORS
BY JUSTIN JOSEPH MARTIN

The idea that the circle of native people has been broken is a misconception.
| believe that the circle only has “kinks” within it. People think that when the
white man came, they succeeded in their mission to have broken us; however,
we are still here, and we all are descendants of strong, native people who still
reside within us. We can never be broken. Damaged, discouraged, and
beaten perhaps, but we're not broken. This new age has brought forth many
evils, which has killed many, but yet we are still here. Youth should be our main
focus right now, and it is up to us to take leadership. In order to do this, we

must drop being a “Gangsta”, and focus on being the True Warriors that we are
in dire need of.

All across Indian Nation we hear about the gang violence, drug abuse, alcoholism, and accelerating drop
out rates with our Native children. I know, because I've lived around it my whole life. I've seen close family
and friends drop out of school, and those who continue to battle their addictions every day. In spite of their
natural or taught gifts, these leaders poison themselves. They drift away from the path, and when they get
lost, they take our people’s ancient traditions and history with them. It needs to stop! Family is the key.

The meaning of family has always been appointed as your life supporters; the people who will always
be there for you. This is why keeping family together is so important. Family does not only include blood
relations; family is the people who you care for and the people who care for you. We look to strong people
when we need help, and it’s your responsibility to return the favor; you must be strong for someone else
who is in need. Youth need to be taught to have respect for themselves, and uphold re-
sponsibilities; learning what it means to be a warrior. To do this, youth need to be prepared
to learn and to teach what they know for future generations. They need to seek healthy families because
when their own family fails, youth will look for their own sort of support, protection, and respect. The
quickest and easiest road to gain those needs leads to gangs. So, families, be your own gang, and reclaim
your children.

It has become extremely important for our native people to return to their roots. I believe our first
step is to get our young people to remember where they come from, who they are,
and who they can be. They are the most important to our mission, as Native People. The young peo-
ple are our future and will be the keepers of our ancient traditions and beliefs. Teach them to be the war-
riors; those who are strong enough to fight for what is right and those individuals who will fight for those
who cannot fight for themselves. Without our warriors, there can be no future for us.
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| have seen my own native family and friends go on, not knowing their people’s traditions, yet they are
living within the homes of those who do know the traditions. Many of them have been initiated into gangs
and started abusing drugs and alcohol by the 5th grade (maybe earlier). Most are not willing to learn, and
many of our knowledgeable elders and parents are not willing to teach them. This troubles me greatly. | have
had many losses these past two years of what's left of my last traditional elders, and | now wish | had spent
more time with them; to learn from my family. Now | have to seek help from outside of my family circle.

| resist from these evils of gangs and substance abuse, because | have seen what it has done to my family
alone. This is not the life | want for myself, and | know that this is not the life my family wants for me. |
come from three very strong families and tribes; all of which still practice our sacred traditions.

My Shoshone family is known as the “Ghost Riders”. We have been sent into many wars, and everyone
returned home. It is said that we, the Ghost Riders, are able to ride amongst our enemies, (like we are in-
visible) and come out of the fight stronger. My maternal, full-blooded, Shoshone grandmother, Darlene, is
the descendant of Creat Chief Kawich (the last of our Chiefs). She has had the strength and courage to be
a single mother of eight, who has never been on welfare, is bilingual in both English and Shoshone, is an
advocate for our lands (Newe-Sogoveeh), is a basket weaver, a rancher, and owns her own business.

We currently reside in the Washoe territory of my maternal grandfathers people. My Washoe elders
have taught me the importance of respecting the land, and how to gather plants and medicines. We live in
Washoe country (Dow-ah-aga-ah); Lake Tahoe is our homeland.

My grandparents on my father’s side are Navajo. My grandmother weaves beautiful rugs and my grand-
father, Howard, is a sheep herder and rancher. He does not speak English. He raised his family in a very
remote area without running water and other luxuries, and continues to live his life very simplistically.

A fallen warrior must be picked up with love and respect. The strength of my fam-
ilies gives me the courage to be the warrior that I am becoming.

We, the True Warriors, will remain strong as a United Native People. | am a True Warrior; | know who |
am, where | have been, and where | am going. Thus, | will keep my Native Pride true, as well as my medi-
cine. At 13, | had realized my purpose; to become a protector of the land. In order to do this | under-
stand that | need to continue to follow the path of the warrior and live up to my Kawich name. | will
continue my schooling and practice environmental law. | have chosen the path of the Warrior in order to
achieve the Creator’s goal for me.

Through my work | will try to reconnect the circle by serving as an example to our native youth. If |
focus on being a warrior, in search of knowledge, and having the courage to fight for what is right, then
maybe others will follow in my example. Once they have success in their own path, then they will be in-
trigued to lead others to follow the path of the warrior.
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RECONNECTING THE CIRCLE
BY JAMES ROBERTSON

Why is reconnecting the circle with Native Americans important today and
how do we go about reconnecting that circle? | was able to answer this ques-
tion using my past experiences, previous knowledge, and the literal definition

N
L
of a circle. : >
y

This summer | took a trip to Wyoming with some of my classmates. Over the
course of this weeklong trip, | saw the majestic colors of the Badlands, the brute ﬂ(
strength of buffaloes in Yellowstone National Park, and the iconic magnificence
of the granite faces at Mount Rushmore. While visiting this area, | became ab- / '
sorbed in the Old West; | was in the middle of the area that accompanied the
expansion of our nation. While in this mindset, | realized how the culture of the Sioux Indians continued to
dominate that area today. On the long ride home, I began to examine some of my percep-
tions of the Native American culture.

What's amazing is that it took me traveling nearly 2,000 miles from my rural Mississippi home to realize
the incredible influence Native Americans have had on the world I live in today. There are eighteen coun-
ties in my state with Native American names. Mississippi itself is the Anishinaabe word for “Great River.”

I was surrounded by Native American culture, yet my knowledge of Native Americans
was largely comprised of trite, mass media portrayals as opposed to factual descrip-
tions.

| was five years old when Disney released “Pocahontas,” their fictionalized account of the Jamestown
colonists” encounters with the native Powhatan tribe. My sister and | enjoyed the movie immensely and | still
have the old VHS tape in the top of my closet. Although the film was highly stereotypical in its portrayal of
Native Americans, | did gain a valuable insight from the film. There’s a part in the film where Pocahontas has
an argument with the colonists, who refer to the Powhatans as “savages.” When Pocahontas challenges their
reasoning behind this designation, the colonists are forced to concede that their only justification for this is
the fact that the Powhatans are different from them. Even as a child, I found such intolerance
despicable and immediately felt ashamed of my ancestors for treating the natives in
such a terrible manner.

As | progressed through school, my history classes delved progressively deeper into our past. Here, | was
fortunate to have honest teachers who didn’t try to sugarcoat the truth. | learned that white Americans’ re-
lationship with the natives was one of broken promises. From the beginning, settlers moved in, stole land,
created treaties, broke them, and even killed to get what they wanted — complete and absolute domi-
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nance. As these topics appeared in class and the startling truth became apparent, | was once again filled
with this overwhelming sense of shame for being the same color as those who had committed these terrible
atrocities. | hadn’t done anything wrong, and | certainly didn’t agree with what they had done, but | felt
awfully guilty nevertheless. From that shame emerged a powerful resolve; a resolve to re-
connect the circle with Native Americans.

| had the desire to reconnect the circle and | realized why it was important, but had no idea what re-
connecting the circle actually meant. The dictionary defines a circle as a closed plane curve every point of
which is equidistant from a fixed point within the curve. It is important to understand the literal definition
of a circle in order to understand how we can reconnect the metaphorical “circle” with Native Americans.
This literal definition can provide us with three essential characteristics of a circle: equality, individuality,
and coherence.

The first, equality, is indicated when the definition states that every point is equidistant from a fixed
point within the curve. None closer; none further apart. This is important in reconnecting the figurative cir-
cle since equality must first be achieved before anything else. Not until Native Americans’ rights
are equivalent to those of every other American will reconnection be able to take
place. Even today, the United States government considers Native Americans residing on reservation lands
as not much more than second class citizens. Granted, progress has been made, but before equality in the
circle can be reached, individuality must be recognized.

In a geometric circle, each point, although equal in its distance from the center, is its own point; an indi-
vidual. In order for the circle to be reconnected, Americans must transcend stereotypes and realize that
Native Americans are individuals just like everyone else. They are influenced by their culture, yes, but each
Native American is their own person with distinctive characteristics, wants, and needs, just like all of us.
Once individuality is recognized and equality is reached, coherence must be maintained.

It is easily understood that once all individual points on a circle are of equal distance from the center,
each point must form a connection with its neighboring point in order for the coherence of the figure to be
maintained. This characteristic of coherence is arguably the most defining of a circle. In using this figure to
illustrate reconnecting the figurative circle with Native Americans, coherence is certainly the most impor-
tant aspect, since once it is achieved, the circle is whole again. Coherence is the logical successor to equal-
ity and individuality. Once we ensure that Native Americans have achieved absolute
equality and are recognized for their individuality, we must make a conscious effort
to form bonds of friendship together. Too long have our ancestors warred over petty differences;
the time for cooperation is now. Our generation has to be the one who finally achieves that ever-elusive
delicate balance between equality, individuality, and coherence. Only when these things are accomplished
will the circle, in all of its inclusive beauty, truly be reconnected.
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WEAVING MY NAVAJO HISTORY
BY KRISTINA ADELZADEH

| take pride in my Navajo culture and | choose to rediscover the fading foot-
prints of generations before me. A big part of reconnecting with my
heritage is listening to family members share stories from the
past. My Navajo grandmother, Susie Yazzie, has told me how hard it was to
live on the reservation when she was young. Every morning she had to go out
with her brother, and eventually by herself, to herd sheep. She did not attend
the first grade until she was the age of fourteen.

| was seven years old when | started to learn the importance of my culture.
My grandmother decided to teach me how to weave. | felt honored weaving
the wool string in and out of the loom. | felt empowered because weaving was a tradition that was passed
down by generations of Navajo women. The first of these women was called Spider Woman. She is said to
have taught the Navajo people how to weave rugs. This tradition was passed down to me through my
great, great grandmother, Addie Kayonnie Begay, my great aunt, Alice Sangster, and my grandmother. Be-
fore | learned to weave, | did not feel like a Native American.

Today, | am proud that | have this connection through my Téts6hnii (big water) clan. However, our fam-
ily tradition could have easily been broken due to events beyond our control. My great grandfather, Knox
Yazzie, married my great grandmother Opal Begay; together, they had five children, including my grand-
mother. In December of 1944, he had to enlist to fight for the United States in World War 1l. When he re-
turned, the only job that he could get was working on the railroad. My great grandmother died of
tuberculosis in 1947. Because he had to travel all the time, my great grandfather could not support five
children without his wife. So he divided his children among his wife’s sisters. My grandmother went to live
with her aunt.

As my grandmother grew older, she had to choose between staying on the reservation and attending
boarding school. Following her dreams, she chose education rather than continuing a life herding sheep.
She went to boarding school in Riverside, California. Then she went to work in Albuquerque and Oakland.
She eventually got married and had my mother. However, my grandmother never taught my mother to
weave, because she was so busy working and because she had not yet mastered the art of weaving herself.

Although my grandmother left the reservation as a young woman, she still carried her Navajo traditions
with her. Later in life, she reconnected with her family back in Arizona. There, she relearned the art of
weaving from her aunt Alice. That is how she was able to teach me when | was a young girl.
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Today, she continues to talk to me about the Navajo ways, ceremonies and blessings, including the walk
of beauty when a girl becomes a young lady. She talks about the sacred animals and why we should avoid
some of them, such as snakes and lizards. My grandmother also tells me about the “Horn Lady”, our Hopi
ancestor who wore her hair in twin buns that looked like horns. My grandmother might think that all she is
doing is reminiscing about her past and that | am not listening well; but, hearing what my grand-
mother has to say has helped to reconnect me with my heritage.

Wars, diseases, and the establishment of boarding schools forced my ancestors to make difficult choices.
These events divided our families and nearly broke the circle of our tradition. Faced with limited opportu-
nities, my grandmother made decisions that had big impacts on my future. If my grandmother had never
returned to Arizona, then | probably would have never learned the Navajo art of weaving. An important
part of my circle would have been broken. But she did reconnect with that tradition, and then she chose to
pass it on to me.

We can all choose to discover what has happened in our families’ past. If we take time to acknowledge
these histories, it will help us to learn and understand more about ourselves. It will also give us a sense of
what all Native Americans have experienced. Through this knowledge, we can proudly respect and main-
tain our cultural identities.

Learning how to weave has helped me reconstruct the breaks in my family’s history. All Native Ameri-
cans share a history of being separated from our lands, families, and traditions, however, we have the
power to reconnect missing parts of the circle. We are all like strands of wool, but we are all
not necessarily woven. If we rediscover how history connects us, then we can weave
ourselves into a beautiful pattern, just like a Navajo rug.
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TOGETHER WE ARE MIGHTY
BY REBECCA LEE

I still remember the yellow-edged, sweet smelling paper that filled my fa-
vorite collection of myths. As a child, my small, dimpled hands had grasped the
pages of the large red book. My flitting eyes eagerly took in every word, creat-
ing a myriad of colorful, dancing images in my mind. | became familiar with
the wily ways of the trickster coyote so that if | ever came across him in real life,
| would know to run the other way. His nemesis, the clever raven, also became
very close to me, providing hours of amusement with his antics of stealing the
sun and rescuing humans out of clam shells. | learned life lessons and clever

tricks from the multi-faceted animals and spirits of Native American folklore.
Through the myths, | became close with the Native American culture, learning
what they valued and what they condemned. Although my veins contain no Native American blood, | felt
that if | had gone to a powwow, | would have fit right in.

As I grew older and more interested in the culture behind the stories that had pro-
vided me with so much joy as a child, I discovered more tales. However, these ac-
counts provided me with none of the blissful satisfaction and feelings of freedom that
I had experienced in the past. No, these chronicles were horrific, gory narratives of Native Ameri-
cans being forced out of the land that they had cultivated and loved for hundreds of years. They were ac-
counts of sadness and grief, of death, rape, pillaging, and the worst kinds of atrocities that one man can
commit against another. Shocked, | learned of the extinction of about half of the Native American languages
north of Mexico. Even sadder was the knowledge that, of the languages that are still in use, more than half
are spoken by only 1,000 or fewer people. These dying tongues serve as a red flag; they are trying to call at-
tention to the fact that a beautiful culture and way of life is very close to being erased from the annals of his-
tory. If something isn't done soon to stop this slow but steady obliteration of indigenous languages, it might
not be long before customs and traditions follow suit and disappear as well.

A concerned individual may ask, Well, what can we do to help, then? The answer is simple: recon-
nect the circle. A group of persons must take matters into their own hands with the goal of trying to
change the course of the cultural decline. Too often, societies try to forget a particularly un-
savory part of their history. Perhaps they hope that if they don't think about the atrocity for long
enough, it will disappear. However, this is the most counterproductive way to deal with the situation.

The circumstances must be approached and mended from both sides no matter how unpleasant they may
be. Much like a wound must be purged of all ill humors to heal, a painful situation
must be confronted head-on in order to move on from the past and build a future.
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It is the job of a proactive group of leaders to educate, guide, and inspire others to bridge cultural and
emotional gaps.

Particular attention must be fixed upon the faltering Native American traditions and culture. In order for
them to, once again, burn as bright as the sun that the raven stole and placed in the heavens, the elders in
the Native American communities should take it upon themselves to inform the youth of their roots. They
should make an effort to illuminate not only the minds of their own descendants, but
the children of other races as well. In this way, cultural values can be spread and
emotional connections can be formed. As more people are exposed to the awe-inspiring history
and customs that make up the Native American story, there will be a greater chance that traditions will be
passed on through the generations. Because, honestly, once a person hears about the incredible Native
American culture, how could he or she resist passing along such remarkable knowledge.

| truly believe that if people come together, whether young or old, Native American or not, actions can
be taken to ensure that we shall never again have to worry about losing such a vibrant and colorful culture.
By mending the broken circle through a group effort, we can ensure that countless numbers of children will
be able to enjoy the antics of the coyote and the raven. And while the unfortunate stories of the Native
American people can never disappear, they can be augmented. Collectively, we can begin to reconnect
the circle and help to give the story a happy ending.
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LISTEN
BY KIMBERLY MARIE ROBERTS

Shhhh....Be silent and listen. Can you hear it? Try again. This time close your
eyes and listen very carefully. There it is.....drums. The drums of our families.
The drums of our grandmothers and grandfathers and of all those who have
come and gone before our time.

The drums are in our hearts and every time our hearts beat, | hear the beat of
those drums. The drums tell a story. The story is as old as the blood that is
pumped through our hearts. It is the story of Native America. The story of pride.
The story of tradition. The story of challenge. And the story of determination.

Being the youngest of six children, | have grown up in a close-knit family and
we value each other for what we are individually. However, we all share something that is very
precious — the Roll Number of our Great Grandmother. It was because of her boldness in
admitting to being a Cherokee Indian that gave us the confirmation of our Indian Blood. Many Native
Americans were ashamed to confess their blood because people in our country frowned on the Native
Americans. My grandmother, however, was very proud of her Native American heritage and was never re-
luctant to admit it. Although she went forward and admitted to being an Indian, she faced many instances
in which she was deprived the privilege of being able to show pride in who she was. She was an Indian.
One looked down upon by others. One unworthy of kindness and respect. Her humility is truly admirable.

As young Native Americans, we share all things which our land offers. We are much like all other chil-
dren across our land. We go to school. We like music, movies, and trips to the mall — especially if there’s a
good sale going on. There is fun in sharing these things with all of our friends. However, there are some
things in our lives as Native Americans that we cannot share with everyone. Things we can share only with
other Indian children. Only with those who can also hear the distant drums.

The message of those drums is a simple one. The message talks about pride of our traditions and of the
quiet ways of our people. It is in the gentle manner of how our fore-fathers taught their children to respect
their elders, each other, and Nature which gives us our necessities and the beauty we love. Because of the
sacrifices made by my great grandmother, my family and I have a much better life today.

My Aunt Rose Ann Roberts died a few years ago. One of the most precious possessions she left was a
journal of notes she had written. These notes are like the drums passing along a message of
our heritage and of our traditions. My aunt tells of the everyday household chores and how Creat
Grandma Snell, who was a full-blooded Cherokee, did not have a refrigerator until she was near her death.
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Even though she did not have conveniences, her home was one where everyone was welcome and no one
went away hungry. Aunt Rose Ann’s stories tell of Grandma Snell’s beautiful long hair and how she would
wind it up. She possessed pride in her appearance. My family has passed down the tradition of long hair
and each night, when | brush my hair, | think of my great grandmother.

Indian women have always been known for their love and loyalty to family. My great grandmother had
those nurturing traits, which have been so important in shaping not only Indian families, but also the nation
we Native Americans today call home. Grandma cooked and cleaned, but she was also a businesswoman.
Although her business consisted of selling eggs, she was always able to generate enough money from her
egg business and share a few cents with the grandchildren to buy presents. The strength, wisdom,
and gentle heart of our Native American women have pumped the blood and have
beat out the messages of our people for generations.

I am proud of my heritage. | am proud that |, too, can learn and practice the traditions of my great
grandmother. | can proudly say that | am a Native American. | can do this without the fear or threat of
shame and disrespect my ancestors endured. | can share my heritage with others and | can share my
Cherokee language by actively participating in tribal activities. | can take the work ethic and perseverance
passed down from my great grandmother and follow my dream of becoming a medical professional help-
ing others in need, regardless of their ethnicity.

As Native Americans, we are a unique group of people. We share stories of hearts bursting
with the pride of accomplishments by such great athletes as Jim Thorpe and by such talented women as
famed ballerina Maria Tallchief. Our hearts have also wept blood as our people suffered in experiences
such as the Trail of Tears. As we complete this year, we must listen carefully to our hearts. We must under-
stand the songs of pride in what we have been, in what we are, and in what we will be in the next year.

It is my sincere hope that Native Americans today will not be shunned and ignored as our ancestors
were. Should there be such treatment, | can and | will do whatever it takes to stop it. And | know | will
have my family’s support.

Shhhh...... Listen. The drums are beating. The blood of our people is flowing through our hearts. Native
America is alive and enters a new year. Shhhh.....Listen to the drums.
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A VANISHING GIFT
BY CAILEY ABURN

Being asked to once again write a three page essay on Native Americans
brought a sigh of discontent to my twelfth grade Anthropology class. While signing
up for classes during junior year, my fellow classmates and | viewed the Anthro-
pology course as an interesting and engaging class in which a grade of “A” was a
viable option. We thought, “How much is there really to learn about Indians?!?”
Little did we know that the Native Americans’ values, cultures, and lifestyles were
the ingredients for true and harmonious lives. Reconnecting the circle with
Native Americans is crucial in today’s modern society because it
allows individuals to discover the unique and insightful compo-
nents of meaningful existence.

Native Americans place significant value on family, work ethic, and nature. We could stand to learn a
great deal from the Native Americans in all three of these aspects. Undoubtedly, the family structure in
modern-day society is constantly tested. Internal and external factors consistently succeed in breaking
down the basic family unit. Divorce rates are at an all time high in the United States, and parents consis-
tently struggle to raise youngsters and teens in an environment plagued with negative messages and morals.
As children mature, their repeated exposure to despicable values becomes inevitable in a society con-
sumed with acquisition of material objects. With the increase of televisions, computers, and video games in
many households, the necessity to communicate verbally within the family unit has diminished. Con-
versely, Native Americans’ views regarding family structure vary greatly from that of contemporary individu-
als. Native Americans associate social structure with, “The way in which groups and individuals are
organized and relate to each other in the functioning entity that is society.” (Hoebel, 27) Natives are able to
accurately incorporate this definition into their day to day lives by holding their marriages, families, kin-
ships, and bands in high esteem. For example, the Cheyenne tribe placed heavy emphasis upon marriage
as a formal and serious matter. Since the Cheyenne for the most part are sexually repressed, courting be-
comes a long and carefully deliberated process. This deep focus on the success of the marriage contributes
to the generally peaceful social structure of the Cheyenne and Native Americans as a whole. This mindset
is in direct contrast to the general promiscuity in our modern day society. It is difficult to locate movies or
songs produced nowadays that are not R rated. The profanity, violence, and sexual undertones are ram-
pant. This type of “entertainment”, so commonplace in our time, would no doubt prove to be revolting to
many Native Americans. Using reflection, introspection, and just plain common sense, it becomes obvious
that the missing link necessary to repair, and then complete the chain, is a reconnection with those that first
inhabited this land. The continual move away from healthy and wholesome family units is
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a destructive and devastating spiral downward for our civilization.

Kindred and band relations are a key factor in the contentment of Native peoples. Kinships weave
families into closely knit cooperative groups in which relationships are defined. These groups work to-
gether to strive for higher status. They are loyal to members within their kindred and work together as a
whole. The band, on a grander scale, group kindred together in a loosely-knit group. The bands camp
together and live under a common law. For the Cheyenne, this law was designed by the Council of
Forty-four. One of the forty-four tribal chiefs was assigned leader of a specific band. This highly organ-
ized social structure allows for Native Americans to form close relationships. These types of tight bond
relationships are difficult to find, and even harder to maintain, in the modern world. Technology has
replaced storytelling and quality family time. Particularly in this area, it is apparent that we
must reunite with the Native Americans in order to be reminded of what is truly important. The Native
Americans understand and value the basic family principles of trust, respect, and compassion. How un-
fortunate that we, as an advanced society, would need to be reminded that it is these fundamental ethics
that constitute a healthy family unit.

The rich and varied cultures of the Native Americans are a fascinating and complex study. The pride and
emphasis placed on customs and rituals is admirable and sets a high standard. Certain ceremonies are
common among a majority of the Native tribes. The Sun Dance, along with the Massaum or Animal
Dance, exemplifies the Native American’s spiritual and sacramental focus. The Sun Dance, which is com-
mon among most Plains Indians and Great Basin Tribes, emphasizes world renewal. (Hoebel, 19) The Ani-
mal Dance is intended to ensure well being throughout the hunting season. These two specific tribal rituals
are ones which connected Native Americans to both the spiritual and natural world. But more importantly,
they connect the individuals of the tribe on a unique personal level. This type of connection between
human beings is less abundant in the modern world. It would be beneficial to model the struc-
ture and reverence placed on ceremonies that celebrate family, friends, and note-
worthy accomplishments. The Native Americans’ culture, deeply rooted in time honored traditions
passed down from generation to generation, is commendable and remarkable.

Overall, the quality and integrity of our twenty-first century lifestyle is questionable at best. The simplic-
ity of the daily life of a Native American allows for structure within Native tribes. Each individual in a tribe
plays an important role in supporting the group. While women gather wood and create the home, men
bring home meat, make weapons, and serve as warriors. Native Americans all have a common
goal in life; the success of the tribe as a whole. \What we view as essential and important is
highly suspect. In man’s quest for power, wealth, and happiness, often the most fundamental character
traits are overlooked. By reconnecting the circle with our nation’s first settlers, we could learn valuable les-
sons related to work ethic, honesty, and knowledge.

The intrinsic wisdom of the Native American people is absent from society today. The Native Ameri-
cans embody a distinct respect and reverence for life and the world around them. As a product of this ad-
miration, the Natives are blessed with perception and insight which is rare in the contemporary world.
Chief Seattle claimed, “Humankind has not woven the web of life. We are but one thread within it.
Whatever we do to the web, we do to ourselves. All things are bound together. All things connect.” Chief
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Seattle was only one of the wise, yet numerous, Native Americans who spoke with insight regarding the
delicate balance of life. This vast astuteness will eventually vanish if the world chooses to remain discon-
nected to Native Americans.
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WHY IS RECONNECTING THE CIRCLE WITH
NATIVE AMERICANS IMPORTANT TODAY?

BY ZACHARY LEE ELLISON

As a Cherokee/Osage Native American, | am proud to commemorate the
past and embrace the future through understanding my heritage. Recon-
necting the circle starts where our ancestors ended and brings
us to where we are today. Researching my heritage through books, mu-
seums, maps, internet, and interviews with my elders has helped me under-
stand how important it is to reconnect the circle for myself and future
generations.

To reconnect the circle we have to go back to the past. My grandmother has

helped me understand the hardships and triumphs of the Cherokee and Osage
people. As | listen to her stories, | realize the strength within her to preserve the
history of the Cherokee and Osage people. The trials and tribulations of both tribes have
strengthened their sovereignty throughout many generations.

The Cherokee and Osage people have suffered from several treaties implemented by the United States
government. The Treaty of New Echota, an agreement of the Indian Removal Act in 1830, forced the
Cherokee tribe to relocate from Alabama, Georgia, North Carolina, and Tennessee to Indian Territory; now
Oklahoma. This journey resulted in the death of four thousand Cherokees who died of hunger, illness, and
exhaustion from the eight hundred mile journey. The Cherokees referred to this journey as “The Trail
Where We Cried,” also known as “The Trail of Tears.”?

The Osage tribe was also forced to relocate from Missouri, Arkansas, and Kansas to a reservation in In-
dian Territory. When oil was discovered on the reservation, the Osages became the richest tribe in the
world. They built mansions, rode in limousines, and sent their children to Ivy League universities. Their
wealth became a mixed blessing because many crimes were committed against the Osages as a way to ob-
tain their wealth. Many Osage Indians were murdered in the 1920’s from explosions, gunshots, and even
poisoning. The Osage tribal council pleaded with the Federal Bureau of Investigation to help solve the cor-
ruption against the Osage people. This time was known as the “Osage Reign of Terror.”

The success of the Cherokee Nation and Osage Nation will depend on todays’ generation by reconnect-
ing the circle through investing in healthcare, higher education, housing, businesses and employment for
their tribal members. These are the reasons why reconnecting the circle with todays” Native Americans is
of vital importance.
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The Cherokee Nation and Osage Nation strive to keep their languages alive through education. They
are sustaining their languages through elders, online classes, and the implementation of the Cherokee and
Osage language curriculum in the public schools. We must keep our language alive; if we do
not have a language, we do not have a culture. Through the language immersion programs,
both tribes are teaching future generations their native tongue, which will help reconnect the culture and
traditions of the past with the present.

The health and welfare of the Cherokee and Osage people is another priority. The Cherokee tribe has
developed a partnership with the University of Oklahoma College of Medicine to fight diabetes and cancer.
This partnership will help fight these life-threatening diseases, which are a threat to the Indian population.
Many new facilities are also being built throughout Oklahoma to provide health care for tribal members.
Their services include medical, dental, optometry, pharmacy, physical therapy, and behavioral services.
Additional resources include diabetic education with individual and group sessions, nutrition education,
and diabetic foot care which will provide the Indian population with the assistance they need to help re-
connect with their lives.

The Cherokee Nation and Osage Nation are developing jobs and economic opportunities for their citi-
zens. The nations are providing jobs in gaming, hotels, hospitals, and other cultural businesses. These en-
deavors provide Native Americans the opportunity to stay in their home communities
to raise their families. )Job opportunities also help Native Americans achieve common values and be-
come self-sufficient.

The Cherokee Nation and Osage Nation have donated money to public schools within the tribe’s juris-
diction. By giving to education, Native American youth will be given the opportunity to succeed in school.
Students are provided with school supplies, summer programs, cultural programs, field trips, tutoring, and
mentoring programs. Scholarships are also available to college bound students to help pay for tuition,
books, room and board. This investment will make each nation stronger as these students
go into the work force and provide for themselves and eventually their families. Some
graduating students may eventually work for their tribe and be able to give back to their community by re-
connecting the circle for other Native Americans.

Today, we celebrate our present by exercising our sovereignty as a self-sufficient nation. The mission
of the Cherokee Nation is “ga-du-gi,” which means working together as individuals,
families, and communities to achieve a better life. The Cherokee Nation and Osage Nation
are investing in their citizens, employees, and communities to help them prosper. Native Americans are
working together to leave a stronger legacy for future generations. As our ancestors faced dramatic changes
with strength and courage, so must we by walking in their footsteps.
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KNOWING WHO YOU ARE
BY LAUREN SODERBERG

I am 3/32 Native American, but you wouldn’t know it by looking at me.
Though my eyes and hair are dark, my facial structure and pasty skin tone
broadcast my European side. Regardless, I'd consider myself Native American
more so than European. From the time | was born, | was taught to love and
embrace my heritage, to be proud of who and what | was. Every time | went
through a unit on Native Americans in school, I'd bring in my dolls, my dream
catchers, and pictures of my ancestors. 1'd carefully recite the name of my
tribe, Grande Ronde, and a few tidbits of fact | had been told over and over.
As | grew older, however, my classmates’ reactions changed. There were
no longer “oohs” and “ahs”, but rather questions that tread
the line between ignorant generalizations and racism. | began to understand that my culture
was one of the most misunderstood in the nation.

If you ask an average high school student what comes to mind when he or she thinks of Native Ameri-
cans, they are most likely to reply with words and phrases such as feathers, Pocahontas, arrows, the Trail of
Tears, corn, face paint and teepees. Such a short list to describe such a vast and varying race! Sadder still is
that a lot of people who actually have Native American blood will think the same thing.

It seems as if the different cultures of Native Americans have disappeared in the background. All that is
taught in schools seems to pit us either as the barbaric villains who routinely massacred the European im-
migrants until they finally had to take action or the tragic victims who fell pray to the greed of the Euro-
peans. While the preference of each individual dictates whether the first or second is
more true, it’s certainly disheartening to know that this period of genocide is the
main thing Native Americans are remembered for. Just as the Jewish are associated almost
solely with the Holocaust, so too are the Native Americans overshadowed by great happenings of sadness,
such as the Trail of Tears.

Personally, it bothers me when people only associate my heritage with the things listed above or with ill-
nesses such as diabetes, alcoholism, and obesity. These generalities bother more people than just me, and
it's important for the sake of respect and understanding for them to be demolished.

Yet, how can we, as a whole, encourage people of other races to develop a better un-
derstanding of Native American cultures if we, as a whole, do not believe in what we
are trying to encourage? If so many of us are too preoccupied with championing our own tribes that we
become blind to the ways of other tribes, then we can’t very well expect other races to see us any clearer.
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Some may say that culture isn't that important, that your race shouldn’t define you. No, not solely. But |
say that race is an important defining point in someone’s life. It gives you people to relate with, people you
can trust. Especially being Native American, it gives you a family, a tribe. The history of the Native Ameri-
cans is one of the most detailed and far reaching out of any culture one can think of. To know what
you are is a vital step into knowing who you are.

| don't live near a reservation, so every time | get the chance to visit one, it seems extra special. My most
recent visit was for my grandfather’s funeral. Traditional songs were sung, drums were played, and a prayer
was said in the native language. It was a truly touching experience. | feel so grateful to have the opportunity
to witness things like this and to know they are a part of who | am. This is why | feel so badly that some peo-
ple, who could have these experiences, don’t. A person being able to experience their culture upfront and
personally can benefit immensely. There is a richness that comes with it, a feeling of contentment. To be
able to watch a ceremony and say to yourself, “This is my culture, these are my peo-
ple,” is a gift.

You ask why it’s so important to reconnect the circle. This essay may read complicated, but the answer
is simple: a circle that is unconnected is not whole. A person who does not know about their
heritage is not whole. A culture that cannot accept each other for their differences is not whole. A so-
ciety that bases its knowledge of a culture on media-fed stereotypes is not whole. In order for society to be
whole, we need to first make sure that we, as individuals, are whole. That is why it is so important to know
who you are, and that is why it’s so important to reconnect the circle.
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WHY IS RECONNECTING THE CIRCLE WITH
NATIVE AMERICANS IMPORTANT TODAY?

BY MARK LUTKEMEIER

It is essential to reconnect with the Native Americans to preserve their cul-
ture. Their past is rich with tradition and customs that should not be “lost” in
the modern times. Just like any group of people, they show respect to the
memory of their ancestors by following and honoring tribal tradition. We, as a
nation, should also show respect by acknowledging these customs.

North America was the home of the Native Americans long before Euro-
peans came to the New World. Many centuries before the arrival of Columbus,

Indians hunted, fished, and planted crops in the eastern forests. They used the
bison as a food source on the Great Plains. They fished for salmon in the rivers
of British Columbia and gathered rye seeds in the Great Basin and acorns in California. They farmed the
land in Arizona and southern Mexico. When Columbus arrived, Indians held all the territory within the
great triangle formed by Panama, Alaska, and Labrador. They were masters of the North American conti-
nent.

The impact of the European settlers was devastating. The Indians were often forced to
leave their homes. Smallpox and tuberculosis were just two of the diseases brought by the Europeans that
were deadly to the natives. The use of liquor became another problem that is still plaguing the Indians.

The Dawes Act of 1887, while attempting to help the Indians by giving them their own land, was a sig-
nificant attack on traditional Indian ways. It aimed to speed the “Americanization” of the Indians by under-
cutting tribal ties. The U.S. government wanted the Indians assimilated into white culture. They wanted to
stamp out traditional tribal rituals, such as the Sun Dance of the Sioux.

There is no doubt who was here first. There is no doubt as to how the European settlers treated the na-
tives. It is very appropriate and necessary that we as a nation reconnect with the “circle of the souls” of the
Indians. It is a part of our nation’s history. Most of the time it was a very “ugly, pathetic, and violent” part of
our past. Their cultures should not be forgotten nor excluded from our history books. They were used and
abused in early wars such as the French and Indian War from 1754 to 1763. They were part of the Ameri-
can Revolutionary War. Their guides were quite helpful to new explorers like Lewis and Clark. We should
never try to hide the long and tragic journey called the “Trail of Tears”. Nor should we forget the Battle at
Wounded Knee. The American government thought they were helping the Indians by forcing them to live
on reservations hundreds of miles from their ancestral homelands. Often the reservations occupied poor
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land, unwanted by white settlers. The Indians were unable to hunt sufficient food or raise adequate crops
on the land. The settlers destroyed one of the main food sources (bison). Therefore, they became increas-
ingly dependent upon the federal government for food, clothing, and other supplies.

In the United States, Native Americans continue to work for self-determination; that is, the right to con-
trol their own land and their own affairs without interference from the BIA or other federal agencies. Tribes
are seeking to guard their hunting and fishing rights. They are working to control mining and similar opera-
tions on their lands. They are trying to protect their lands and water from pollution. Many tribes are also
going to court to regain lost lands or to receive payment for them.

Another goal of Native Americans is to have non-Indians view them as living peo-
ple and not according to false, preconceived or oversimplified beliefs. For example,
many Indians object to the use of Indian names and mascots for sports teams. They say the use of such
names and mascots is racist and promotes notions of Indians as “fierce” and “warlike”. During games,
many sports fans paint their faces, wear headdresses, and sing what they consider Indian songs or chants.
These practices, say some Native Americans, insult Indians and their religions. Indians paint their faces in a
certain way for religious ceremonies, regard headdresses of eagle feathers as sacred, and use songs as a
major part of religious rituals. Some Indians, however, feel that Indian names and mascots honor Native
Americans.

Many Native Americans have called for the return of Indian skeletal remains and artifacts currently kept
in museums. Indians argue that the remains of their ancestors deserve a proper burial and should not be
considered specimens for research or public display. They maintain that many of the artifacts are sacred
and belong with Native Americans who will show them the appropriate reverence and respect.

To address the issue of ownership of Indian remains and artifacts, Congress passed the Native American
Graves Protection and Repatriation Act of 1990. This act requires institutions receiving federal money to re-
turn human remains and any artifacts founds with them to the tribes that want them. However, the tribes
must prove that they have a valid claim to the remains and artifacts.

In James Fennimore Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans, there is a scene where Chingahook realizes that
with the death of his son Uncas, his family lineage will not continue. This scene is symbolic of the entire
struggle of the Native Americans, as thousands lost their lives. Today, the struggle continues. The current
problems are alcoholism, drug addiction, unemployment and lack of education. The high school drop out
rate is much higher than any other minority. It is a difficult cycle to break.

It is a testament to the strength of their character that the Native American culture
has not been completely assimilated by the American ways. In April of 2005, | was fortunate
to have the opportunity to tour the Museum of the Native American Indian in Washington, D.C. It was an
experience that | will not soon forget. | thought it was “awesome” and very appropriate. | would hope that
future generations would view the Native Americans for more than just operating casinos.

The European settlers were assumed to be of a Christian belief. However, their behavior towards the
Native Americans was anything but Christ-like. It is apparent that the greed for land and gold outweighed
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anything they learned from the Bible. We need to reconnect the Circle to preserve their memory and tradi-
tions, and to atone for the past atrocities.
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