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Children get lessons in calf roping on the Navajo
Indian Reservation.

Full circle. That's an apt metaphor for the state of Native America in Septem-
ber 2004. For more than a century, Indians in the United States survived in the
white man’s shadow by humbling themselves, becoming invisible, learning to
survive, if barely, on handouts from the federal government. Inevitably, the fab-
ric of Indian communities, their dignity|and identity, were left as shredded and

" thin as the few|remnant buffalo herds on the Great Plains, ghostly reminders of
a rich and glorious past.

14  Today that situation is changing as Indians across the U.S. exert new influence
over their lives and their communities. One of the most visible signs of change
is what some call the “new b " the casino, which for better or worse has
become Indian countri’s most potent] symbol of economic empowerment,
mostly due to the success, and notoriety, of gaming tribes like the Mashantucket
Pequot in Connecticut, whose Foxwoods Resort Casino will gross more than a
billion dollars this year.

15  Other tribes have followed the Pequotjand opened casinos of their own: Hon-
Dah and Apache Gold in Arizona, Feather Falls in California, Cherokee Casino
in Oklahoma. Still, only 40 percent of federally recognized tribes run gaming
operations, and not all Indian casinos earn substantial income. Even those that
do are subject fto the oversight of nontribal bureaucracies at both the state and
federal levels. Many Indians also question the long-term viability of gaming,
which depends, like a fad, on the tastes of a fickle public.
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With this uncertain future in mind] the Oneida Nation of Wisconsin has
directed casino profits toward tribal development and used them to buy new
land, pave roads, and even build an elementary school in the shape of a huge
turtle, revered by the Oneida. “A generation ago our children went to school in
old clothes and were taunted by the kids who were better off,” says Bobbi Web-
ster, the tribe’s public relations director.|“Today those other kids are jealous”

The Oneida are also diversifying their portfolio. With three other tribes, they
founded Four Fires, a business consartium designed to explore opportuni-
ties beyond gaming. Their first joint venture is a 43-million-dollar hotel near the
National Museum of the American Indian, opening this month in Washington,
D.C. Embodying the renaissance in Indian country, this museum, which houses
one of the world’s largest collections of Indian art and culture, was funded in part by
millions of dollars in casino revenues, donated by tribes like the Pequot and Oneida.

The Chippewa of northern Minnesota went a different route, investing half a
million dollars of their casino profits to revitalize the mainstay of their traditional
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s one of these urban Indians, a 42-year-old Mohawk art-
ist and ironworker whose father and grandfather walked the high steel with
wrenches and welding torches, making the city’s skyline. Every workday he puts
on a brown hard hat bearing the insignia of an eagle feather, a potent symbol of
blessing and protection worn by many Mohawk ironworkers.

Brad remembers admiring the World Trade Center from his apartment in

Brad Bonaparte

Jersey City. “I used|to see those towers at night, and always thought how cool it

would be to have the job of changing the lightbulbs on the antenna.” After the
towers came down|on September 11, 2007, Brad was one of the many Mohawk
who worked to clear the debris and search for remains, putting in 12-hour days
for three and a half months. And like everyone else working in the ruins, Brad’s
crew soon carried burdens heavier than congrete and steel.

“Every kind of priest was there, from the Catholics to the Buddhists, but
there was no one for us Indians. One day we heard there was a tobacco burning
ceremony a few blacks away, at the New York branch of the National Museum of
the American Indian, so we all just walked off the job and went there.” It helped.
A few days later Brad’s crew found the radio tower hed dreamed about. “I ended
up standing on it,” he says, “but not in the way I thought?”

For Brad and many thousands of other Indians, Native identity is a growing
source of strength that helps them cope with/the mainstream America that flows
all around them. Nevertheless, it can also be a source of turmoil. I speak from
personal experience: Like many Native Americans today, my heritage is mixed.
My mother was Abenaki, my father was Sloyak, and it didn’t really dawn on me
that T was Indian until I was in my teens. Even then, it took a long time for my
own mother to actept that I was the first of my family in three generations to
go “public.” to seek out relatives and elders who could teach me the stories and
language my Abenaki grandfather never shared with me. For a while my mother
referred to me as, ‘My son, the Indian,” until my younger sister Margaret asked,
“But Mom, what does that make you and me?”

Good question.|Such confusion, often laced with self-hatred, is surprisingly
widespread, even in communities where Native blood predominates. “Are you
proud to be Lakota?” I heard a Sioux man ask a six-year-old on Pine Ridge Res-
ervation, in South Dakota. “Nuh-uh, 'm not a Indian,” the little boy said before
running away.

That anxiety, like so much that impedes Native Americans, is a legacy of U.S.
government policies. For half a century the tone of Indian education was set
by government boarding schools such as the Carlisle Indian Industrial School
in Pennsylvania, founded in 1879 by Richard Henry Pratt, a US. Army officer
whose philosophy was “Kill the Indian and save the man.” Schools like Carlisle
removed Indian kids from their families at an early age; some were kept until
they were adults. [f they spoke their native languages, they were severely pun-
ished. No wondet, then, that today surprisingly few Indians speak their native
tongue or know much about their own traditional culture.

Tom Porter is an elder of the Mohawk Nation living in upstate New York whose
grandfather and great-grandfather both attended the Carlisle School. He remem-
bers the gray-faced men he knew as a child: “When they came home, they were
just like a computer that has no feelings.” He never heard his grandfather speak a
word of Mohawk, one of the Iroquoian languages.
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By 1997 about 5 percent of Iroquois
still spoke their native tongue; of those,
most speakers were in their 70s and 80s.
Concerned that the Mohawk were on the
verge of losing their language altogether,
Porter initiated what he calls a “Carlisle
School in reverse” to jump-start his own personal Indian renaissance in a new
Mohawk community. Called Kanatsiohareke (meaning “place of the clean pot”),
Porter’s community offers several twotweek immersion courses in Mohawk lan-
guage each summer, taught by fluent speakers.

The results, though modest, are mea surable. Forty or more students take the
courses every summer, including several dozen or so who have become fluent
enough in Mohawk to speak at ceremonial occasions. One day as I watched a
language class, I noticed that one of the instructors, Bonnie Jane Maracle—whose
Indian name is lehnhontonkwas—looked younger than most of hef students.
“Pm one of the 2002 graduates,” she said, beaming. “A few years ago I could barely
talk Mohawk, but now I've learned enpugh to teach the Mohawk phonics class”

The Cherokee Nation, with tribal headquarters in Tahlequah, Oklahoma, also
offers language immersion classes to help preserve Cherokee culture. The courses
are based on a syllabary developed by the Cherokee’s peripatetic genius, Sequoyah,
in the early 19th century that helped the Cherokee to become the most literate of
Indian nations, with its own newspapers and schools. The Cherokee also developed
political skills that they sharpened in the 1830s, as leaders such as Chief John Ross
lobbied Congress, in vain, against the forced removal of 16,000 Cherokee from
tribal homelands in the southeast U.S., culminating in the infamous Trail of Tears.

Today, in a clear sign of renewal, the Cherokee are again s]?owing their gift
for cultural and political sophistication—a balance of tradition and practicality
that has helped them endure the near-death experience of their expulsion to
Oklahoma, the periodic landgrabs and neglect of the U.S. government, and a
litany of other injustices, from a lack of potable water to anti-Indian demagogu-
ery in Congress.

Led by Principal Chief Chad Smith, the Cherokee Nation|runs a dynamic
lobbying program, with a full-time office in Washington that deals with gov-
ernment’s convoluted bureaucracies—ranging from Congress, which writes
the federal laws governing relations with Indian tribes, to the Bureau of Indian ‘
Affairs, which administers U.S. policy. Smith himself spends a lot of time in
Washington calling on legislators and federal agencies, and notes that the Amer-
ican Indian experience seems to runin cycles—“adversity, survival, adaptation,
and occasional prosperity—over and over.”

I looked for signs of Indian renewal all over this country, and I found them,
but I kept coming back to buffalo. One buffalo in particular. I saw him only once,
in South Dakota months ago, but he’s with me still, like a recurring dream.

Dennis Rousseau and I were out in Sioux country, where Sitting Bull led his
band of survivors toward a vision that only he could see. Just before sunset
Dennis and I decided to drive out in search of the buffalo herd one more time,
just for the fun of it.

As soon as we left the main road, we were surrounded by prairie dogs. Their
burrows dotted the landscape on both sides of us, their quick whistles raised

heritage is mixed.
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the alarm from hill to hill. A round head| poked up out of one burrow, swiv-
eled toward us, ducked out of sight. A burrowing owl materialized, followed by
the wide wings of a rust-colored hawk. Both were hunting for prairie dogs. The
hawk passed; a meadowlark popped up fram the grass and flew in the opposite
direction. Tt was as if I'd traveled back 200|years, to a time before the slaughter,
the plows, the heavy hooves of cattle. :
39 Then a wind kicked up, blowing dust actoss the grass. For a moment the land
“looked like a yellow ocean rippled by waves.
40  Dennis nodded. “The buffalo will be coming down here into that wind,” he said.
41  “Pacing into the storm?”
4 “Cattle” Dennis said, “just let the storm push them. But not buffalo. They
know there’s an end to the storm, so they go into it”
43 “Like Sitting Bull did,” I said.
44 “That’s right)” Dennis said. “That’s right.
45 Soon we saw 4 solitary bull, head down, pushing forward against the weight
of the wind. We followed him over a small|rise and found ourselves in the midst
of hundreds of buffalo. Young bulls, calves, yearlings, cows. They were peaceful
and fully alive, charged with a power that seemed to flow from the old, enduring
earth itself. Dennis took this in, gave me a/look.
46  “The wonders] he said, “of buffalo.” (continued)
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