
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		“MOVING STORIES OF STRUGGLE, HEARTBREAK, AND TRAUMA …

		[The] dangerous contemporary stereotype of Native American women, which paints them undereducated, overweight, alcoholic, and drawing on welfare, needs to die a painful death. Messengers of the Wind is one arrow that has shot through the stereotype.”

		—Boulder Weekly

		“Messengers of the Wind brings us the voices, images, and lives of Native American women who have walked in many worlds. The voices are as old as the land, and yet as current as today’s news. These women speak to us about their most basic experiences and how they formed their core values. [Through] their words, we can hear the voices of the ages and the accumulated wisdom of thousands of years.… In learning about these women, we learn about the America of today, and we learn more about ourselves.”

		—Jack Weatherford
Author of Indian Givers and Native Roots

		“These stories are an inspiration to their sisters everywhere and a welcome addition to the literature of women’s studies.”

		—Publishers Weekly

		“Taps into the very heart of contemporary Native American women’s lives.”

		—Library Journal

		“Provides fascinating insights into tribal life and women’s perceptions of their lives in relationship to the tribal community as well as the larger community.”

		—Gretchen Bataille
Author of
American Indian Women: Telling Their Lives

		“Reading these interviews is like sitting down for tea with [the women]. Their voices echo and resonate with the messages they share.”

		—Pauline Brunette Danforth
Counselor
University of Minnesota’s American Indian
Learning and Resource Center

		“Engrossing … [Messengers of the Wind] covers a wide spectrum of native cultures and urban life … [and] captures the experiences of contemporary American Indian women in an immensely readable, interesting format.”

		—Marilyn Bentz
Senior Lecturer
Anthropology/American Indian Studies
University of Washington
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			“… Daughters, the women are speaking.
They arrive
over the wise distances
on perfect feet.
Daughters, I love you.”1

			—LINDA HOGAN,

			Chickasaw
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		Introduction

		This book records the voices of women I encountered as I followed the many diverse but interconnecting paths Native American women walk today. Equipped with a tape recorder and a rental car, a number of years ago I began traveling down the city streets and back roads of First Nations communities hoping to gain some insight into the challenges and choices facing indigenous women.

		I had no conception of the enormity of the subject, or of the pitfalls I would encounter as an outsider venturing into “another country.” Fortunately guides appeared along the way. No, they were not wise women of the woods imparting mystical messages, but real Native women willing to illuminate aspects of their lives and share their personal stories.

		In a dimly-lit pub in the midst of an urban reservation in Washington State, Ramona Bennett, former chairwoman of the Puyallup Tribe, taught me a history lesson:

		
			When white people came here, they pointed up at the Mother Mountain [Mount Rainier] and said, “Who owns that?” And the Indians cracked up—what a funny idea, to own a mountain! For us, the Mother Mountain is for everyone. It brings fresh water, it’s where our river comes from.… It’s sacred. Then the white people wrote up title to the mountain, they cut roads and put ski slopes on it.… It’s like putting a recreation center on the Virgin Mary’s breast.

		

		Bennett recounted the theft of land from her forebears. She spoke of Indians locked out of the job market because of institutional racism. She showed me the graves of babies who died because of malnutrition. She spoke of children virtually kidnapped and sent to orphanages or boarding schools that separated them from family and tribe, leaving them culturally bereft. These were not nightmare scenarios, they were the stories of real people trying to survive in a society that wanted them to disappear.

		On a Dakota reservation in Minnesota, Rose Bluestone talked about her ancestors, who, like the Puyallup, had been deprived of land and livelihood and felt betrayed by whites. For their part in the U.S./Dakota Conflict, they were forcibly removed to a concentration camp environment. Rose Bluestone had come to terms with personal tragedy, sustained by the power of prayer. She derived strength from her heritage.

		Other women reflected on episodes in tribal history that they perceived as attempted genocide: the Spanish assaults on the life and culture of the Pueblos, the forced removal of the Cherokee known as “The Trail of Tears,” the massacre of hundreds of unarmed Lakota at Wounded Knee. Their accounts are not, however, mere litanies of loss; they attest to a people’s ability to surmount huge obstacles and endure.

		I talked with mixed-blood women who recalled growing up on the margin with the sense that they were invisible, that they didn’t belong in either Indian or white society. To fill the empty places in their lives, they joined with other Native people in social service, art, and ceremony, forms of ritual that heal. Their stories affirm human potential. These women are re-creating community. They are remaking their world.

		I visited women in traditional, relatively cohesive communities that have managed to hold on to land and culture. In the Northwest, Lummi weaver Fran James showed me the baskets she weaves just as her ancestors did generations ago and proudly modeled a dress woven from cedar-bark strips. In Taos Pueblo, Southwest arts specialist Soge Track spoke of dealing with “the western mind” in town, then returning to her adobe village to dance, giving energy to Mother Earth. Said Soge Track, “We have children growing up here at the pueblo who follow our life way.”

		Whether they remain within reservation borders or move beyond them, Native people often find it hard to uphold their time-honored traditions. The contemporary Native woman may find herself navigating in unfamiliar waters without channel markers, forced to make her own way in the world. Some adapt and build bridges between worlds. They come to see traditions as living and breathing entities that can be molded to fit the times. Nevertheless, many Native Americans have been torn apart by value and identity conflicts.

		Listening to the voices of women reflecting divergent views and lifestyles, I found myself confronting seemingly endless contradictions. Why is it that Indian and Native Alaskan women have been viewed by the larger society as passive when in fact they often play major roles within their communities and on the national scene? Why is it that indigenous people with deep roots in this land often feel like exiles? Why do some tribal members put their lives on the line to oppose gaming and the appropriation of sacred lands by government and industry, while others sanction these practices? I asked questions, but there were no simple answers.

		Gradually I became aware that Native Americans possess a worldview quite different from that of Euramericans. Said Standing Rock Sioux scholar Flo Wiger, “We not only have a different value system; we inhabit a different universe. We don’t adhere to rigid standards of right and wrong. Let’s face it, on our reservations, we haven’t had jobs, we haven’t had choices. We will do whatever we have to do to survive.”1 I realized that what seems contradictory to the outsider may make some sense when viewed against the backdrop of Indian history and experience.

		Unraveling that complex web of history and experience was a task I was not prepared for by background or training. I grew up in New York City virtually insulated from people of color. In the 1960s I moved to Minneapolis and taught English. I began exploring ethnic cultures and created a black studies course. I left teaching for motherhood. With my children I attended a Native American powwow. After the dancing, an Ojibway elder named Rose Mary Barstow spoke of her journey from tribal circle to Catholic school. She seemed gifted with total recall as she captured the sights, the sounds, and even the voices of her childhood world in vivid detail, making it live. I was in her power.

		I included Rose Mary Barstow’s account in my 1977 anthology, I Am the Fire of Time: The Voices of Native American Women, in which American Indian and Inuit women gave their perspectives on tribal and contemporary life in poetry, prose excerpts, and brief interviews. Native women told me the book echoed their experiences. They gave it to their mothers and grandmothers. One said the book gave her the courage to come out of the closet as a writer.

		Moving on to other projects, I collected the life stories of Native Americans in the arts, Holocaust survivors, and refugee artists from many nations. Whether I was talking to a Navajo weaver, a writer who had survived Hitler’s death camps, or a painter-turned-freedom-fighter from the hills of Afghanistan, I observed a common obsession: those who had lost their homeland turned to art and storytelling as a way of preserving and passing on their heritage.

		The subject of Native American women still called to me, and in 1988, I began a new book focusing on the life stories of Native women. At a dinner party someone asked, “What is the premise of your book?” I replied, “I’m interested in cultural survival, but I don’t begin with a hypothesis and then look for data; the knowledge and concerns of Native women will determine the direction of the book.” For background I read books on tribal history, I read Indian magazines and newspapers, but I kept the focus on women’s personal testimonies, for these put a human face on history. As each woman shared her tribal legacy and communal values, she was in her way celebrating cultural survival.

		To gain a sense of the many dimensions of this subject, I looked at the available literature on Native American women. Indigenous communities had been described and dissected by white men—explorers, traders, missionaries, and scholars—whose observations sometimes revealed more about their own cultural biases than about Native people. Misperceptions of Indian women were rampant because they were held up to the patriarchal model. Euramericans expected men to be the providers and defenders of the family while women were supposed to be adjuncts to their husbands, dependent and frail. Among the affluent, those who did manual labor had inferior status. Even an Ojibway Indian turned Christian missionary viewed his own people through that distorted lens. Reverend Peter Jones wrote in the mid-nineteenth century:

		
			The Indian men look upon their women as an inferior race of beings, created for their use and convenience. They therefore tend to treat them as menials, and impose on them all the drudgeries of a savage life … all the hard work falls upon the women, so that it may be truly said of them that they are the slaves of their husbands.2

		

		White observers rarely knew Native languages and thus remained outsiders. They did not ask Indian women how they perceived their own status. In fact Native women did work hard, but labor is not necessarily servitude; most were partners with men in the business of survival.

		One indicator of a woman’s status is her role in economic endeavors. Within the matrilineal Iroquois nations, the fact that women controlled food distribution meant that they wielded considerable political and economic power: they could prevent war expeditions, for example, by denying supplies of dried corn and meat to the men.3

		The sex roles of Native women were subject to scrutiny. Indigenous women were often pictured by whites as promiscuous. Looking back at their traditions, Native women tell us that their tribes valued purity and held special rituals honoring chaste women. Polygamy was practiced by some Plains tribes, but this is not necessarily an indication of women’s low status. In fact some Indian women have spoken or written of the advantage of having cowives as coworkers; one hypothesized that the marriage of one man to sisters allowed the women to present “a united front” to their husbands. Furthermore, writes scholar Katherine M. Weist:

		
			in some tribes, especially the Crow, women had freedom in selecting their marriage partners, divorcing their husbands, and controlling their own sexuality. That women of their own accord sought liaisons with white traders and travelers without fear of punishment speaks of a high rather than low status.4

		

		Movies perpetuated shallow and derisive images of Indian women. The buckskin-clad “squaw” of western films who trod the earth, a respectful distance behind her husband, did not speak her own language; she was never heard to complain about fatigue, backache, or bunions. Cut to the tipi. She prepared food, smoked fish, skinned animals, tanned hides, and stoically bore the pain of childbirth alone.

		We did not see her making medicine to heal a sick child, or praying. We did not see her addressing a tribal council or planning military strategy.

		Stories of “relationships” between Indians and whites abounded on the screen. An Indian woman paired with a white man was likely to be portrayed as a “princess”—that, supposedly, gave her the dignity and status she was not presumed to have in her own right. No matter that Indian people did not adhere to the European concept of “royalty.” In countless films a white man treated an Indian woman as property, using her “primitive” state to justify rape.

		The 1990 film Dances with Wolves represented a departure from the old stereotypes in its attempt to portray Lakota women with some dignity—they even speak their language. Nevertheless, the movie’s only fully developed female character is a white woman adopted into the tribe. With the film Geronimo in 1994, Hollywood returned to the image of Native woman as object. The movie portrays Apache women as voiceless victims of white man’s violence; it negates their traditional roles as teachers and carriers of tradition. Novelist Sherman Alexie, a Coeur d’Alene Indian, writes of this film that women, both Indian and white, “are the murdered corpses that provoke the surviving men, Indian and white, to commit further acts of violence.”5

		Literature and films reflect pervasive societal attitudes. In the real world, Native American women still find themselves typecast, burdened by white people’s unrealistic images. An educator reported that she feels she is caught in a time warp: “I was asked to give a talk about Indian women, and when I didn’t show up in buckskin and moccasins, the audience was disappointed; I felt like they didn’t really hear what I had to say.”

		White people are intrigued by tribal ceremony, which often incorporates music, dance, masks, mime, and colorful attire along with references to sacred stories. But this is not theater designed for the amusement of curious white folks. It is part of the fabric of the lives of tribal people, the way they express their connection with the sacred world, a relationship that is both powerful and private. Some Indians believe the presence of outsiders at ceremonies dilutes their power.

		Native Americans are still viewed by many as artifacts, their ceremony as spectacle. The “wise-Indian myth” is packaged and sold. Images of the sacred being Spider Woman appear on greeting cards. Attend a high-priced retreat or workshop, sit on the floor or on a futon, smoke a peace pipe, do a round dance, and you will be treated to revelations ostensibly emanating from a “shamaness”—no doubt named Flying Elk or White Crow Woman. Look around. There is no Indian in the room, only white people searching outside their own culture for spirituality or a new identity.

		Mysticism is only one aspect of the multifaceted world of Native women. To get beneath the surface, I steeped myself in the oral narratives of tribal women. Native women’s autobiographies were recorded in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries by white ethnographers and anthropologists. Some of these scholars learned the languages and produced collaborative works conveying valuable information about tribal customs and values; others, hampered by their own biases and limited knowledge of the languages, perpetuated distortions. Even when Natives translated, the finished work often failed to convey the subtle nuances of the speaker.

		As Native American women became fluent writers of English, they began publishing their own life stories. Such works as Anna Moore Shaw’s A Pima Past, Beverly Hungry Wolf’s The Ways of My Grandmothers, and Maria Campbell’s Halfbreed give the reader an authentic look at women’s roles within their own societies.

		Groundbreaking books focusing on many aspects of the lives and literary traditions of Native women appeared in the 1980s. Lakota anthropologist Bea Medicine published her pioneering research about self-actualizing Plains Indian women in The Hidden Half. Gretchen Bataille examined Indian women’s autobiographies in American Indian Women. Paula Gunn Allen explored the oral and written literature of First Nations women in The Sacred Hoop, demonstrating how their sacred traditions shape their worldviews.

		Leslie Marmon Silko’s novels and poems celebrated the restorative power of the oral tradition; Louise Erdrich’s novels orchestrated the voices of grassroots Indian women with humor and compassion. Chapbooks by Wendy Rose, Linda Hogan, Joy Harjo, Roberta Hill Whiteman, Mary TallMountain, and others appeared on bookstore shelves, introducing readers to Native poets with powerful and passionate voices.

		What was my rationale for undertaking another book when Native American women were expressing their own vision, reclaiming their traditions, defining themselves?



		Blessed
are those who listen
when no one is left to speaks.6

		Hypnotic words from the Chickasaw poet Linda Hogan, a reminder that the elders were dying and with them their memories of worlds in transition. It seemed imperative to go beyond the written literature, to go to the women themselves and listen to their voices. They had stories to tell; I knew how to listen.

		I found that not only elders but younger Native women see themselves as carriers of culture passed down orally for countless generations. Storytelling helps the modern Indian woman “mend the tears in the web of being from which she takes her existence,” writes Paula Gunn Allen:

		
			My mother told me stories about cooking and childbearing; she told me stories about menstruation and pregnancy; she told me stories about gods and heroes, about fairies and elves, about goddesses and spirits; she told me stories about the land and the sky.… She told me European stories and Laguna stories; she told me Catholic stories and Presbyterian stories; she told me city stories and country stories; she told me political stories and religious stories. She told me stories about living and stories about dying. And in all of those stories she told me who I was, who I was supposed to be, whom I came from, and who would follow me. In this way she taught me the meaning of the words she said, that all life is a circle and everything has a place within it.7

		

		The Indian and Native Alaskan women I talked to have integrated the wisdom of the ancients passed down orally, using it to adapt to a changing world. As they speak out in defense of land, culture, natural law, and sacred traditions, they often acknowledge the influence of the old ones. Women old and young report that ancestral voices are a palpable presence in their lives.

		When I first began gathering this material, I sought out prominent Native American women. Then an Indian woman I talked to said, “Women like that get plenty of recognition. Go and find those behind the scenes doing the work that keeps our communities together.” She and others provided leads. I found that “ordinary” women can be extraordinary. I found that younger women moving in new directions possess vision and commitment. I included the voices of women of all ages and walks of life, representing as many communities as possible.

		I looked for interviewees who were connected to their people, but soon learned that such connections can be tenuous. Mixed-blood poet Wendy Rose returned to her father’s Hopi community in search of family only to be relegated to the outer fringes because her mother was not Hopi. Nevertheless, her poetry affirms a profound sense of oneness with Native people.

		I asked the women what it was like to walk the precarious path between Indian and white value systems. Flo Wiger told me, “I always felt like I had to be an interpreter. I still do.” I asked mixed-blood women what it was like being an outsider in two worlds. Wendy Rose offered this perspective: “We are part of an additional mainstream … we carry the blood of the oppressors as well as of the oppressed.”

		In their quest for self-definition, Native women have had to find a way to reconcile traditional tribal perceptions of women with the sometimes conflicting standards of the dominant society. Pursuing this theme, I asked a few questions about home, family, and community to provoke thought, then listened intently, picking up threads as they emerged. As each woman indicated what was important to her, that became the focal point of the interview.

		Women shared stories about their female role models. Contradicting that docile Indian woman myth, they cited instances of women past and present accorded respect as decision makers, active in governing councils of their nations and in ceremony. Said painter Emmi Whitehorse, who grew up in the fifties and sixties on the Navajo Reservation: “The female owned everything, the woman ran everything.” Said another Navajo woman, “For the most part, they still do.”

		Sometimes spontaneously, sometimes in response to my questions, the women reflected on the messages imparted by parents and grandparents that gave direction to their lives, as well as the constraints imposed on them by community and church. They seemed genuinely challenged by the process of looking at old practices, trying to determine why some had been relinquished, some preserved, still others adapted for today. I asked, “To what extent did you remain within the pathways set down for you? To what extent did you break away and forge your own path?” The responses of Indian and Native Alaskan women reveal a remarkable ability to adjust to changes in the outside world while remaining rooted.

		In the Everglades, Miccosukee Virginia Poole spoke of ancient spiritual values and teachings that she is passing on to her progeny. “Is child rearing a community responsibility?” I queried. “Oh it is,” she replied. “We’re responsible for human beings. We try to teach the children what we were taught …” Gladys Alexie, a Gwich’in woman, gave this glimpse of her community’s child-rearing customs:

		
			I adopted my child when he was five days old. My brother and sister-in-law were having their fourth child and asked me if I wanted the baby. In our culture, if you have children and someone in your family like your sister can’t have a child, you give her one of yours. Or you may give your first child to the grandparents so they are not alone. That’s our tradition.8

		

		Native women were forthright about indicating which aspects of their spiritual realm can be discussed, which are inviolate. Said one woman: “I feel connected to our spiritual traditions, but because I don’t know our language, I don’t like to talk about them; I’m not a spokesperson.”

		Some of the women shared their creation stories embodying images of women. Origin stories reflect the highest ideals of a culture, as well as its most corrupt elements, thus serving as vehicles for presenting moral choices. One Lakota creation story speaks of woman as “the maker of choices.” Another, told by a Lakota woman in this book, tells how a holy woman brought the people the sacred pipe and taught them how to live in harmony. Some of the women’s life histories highlight the Native American mode of understanding the world through story, dream, and prophecy, which is so different from the Euramerican analytical worldview.

		Collecting life stories from those who are witnesses to history, one wrestles with the issue of credibility. We all view the past through the sometimes flawed lens of memory. Even a much-respected tribal historian may omit crucial details, his or her perspective may be based on apocryphal stories or colored by emotion. Inherent knowledge of tribal teachings may be obscured by “education” in mission or Bureau of Indian Affairs schools. There is no way back, no sure way to verify what happened in the past.

		Ultimately I decided not to mediate between individual perceptions and information that is public knowledge; I decided not to undermine the power of the spoken word. I provide brief passages of historical background to make it clear that the women’s stories are firmly grounded in the real world. I offer testimonies coming from different vantage points, trusting the reader to continue the search for information.

		There is an information gap. Native Americans themselves admit to being part of the conspiracy of silence that has excluded their voices from the history books. Some bought into the white man’s paradigm and accepted their assigned role as victim. Facing the extinction of their Indian identity in government and mission schools, feeling like “nonpersons,” they submitted in silence to a system they felt powerless to change. A conversation with Flathead painter Jaune Quick-to-See Smith shed light on this subject:

		
			Growing up in an Indian community, we learned to say yes to everything so we’d be agreeable; that’s what you had to do to get by when you were dealing with a government agency, a welfare worker, the church.9

		

		The silence of Native people was often misread by whites as stoicism. Hoping to get behind the myth of “the wooden Indian,” I paid attention to the emotional climate each woman created as she told her story. Rose Mary Barstow recalled traumatic events with intense emotion. Rose Bluestone told of the hanging of her great-grandfather in 1862 following a trial many considered a travesty. She heard about it from her grandmother. “It made me feel so sad,” she told me, but she did not verbalize anger. Upper Skagit elder Vi Hilbert said that when she had marital troubles she told no one, not even her relatives. “Was it considered a weakness to express emotion?” I asked. “No,” she said, “but I was taught to keep my emotional life in perspective, not to let my feelings take over.”

		Some women were less guarded. Assiniboine physician Lois Steele talked about suicidal “games” played by young Native Americans on her reservation and about the fight against disease and drug addiction. Steele is a raconteur with an ironic sense of humor. “Did your sense of humor help you to cope with job stress?” I asked. “If you live in an Indian community, being able to laugh at yourself is survival,” she replied. She also shared stories that show how Indians use humor as a secret weapon against manipulative white people.

		Some women tended to choose their words carefully because a verbal misstep could embroil them in controversy.10 Tulalip Janet McCloud, however, spoke her mind irreverently, exposing abuse and sham, attacking commercialism in both Native and white society. McCloud, like Ramona Bennett and Lois Steele, couched anger in biting humor.

		Some individuals chose to focus on personal, formative experiences. Others emphasized the larger issues of tribal sovereignty and the survival of the planet. Each interview uncovered another layer of a world that is richly textured. I felt honored by the women’s candor and awed by the strength of their convictions.

		A woman telling her life story often weaves a design out of the fragments of her experience. As she highlights events having special meaning, calling attention to patterns and motifs, she reinvents herself. The most memorable interviews were those in which I was able to remain in the background, listening, while an individual took charge of her life story.

		All the interviews were conducted in English; all were taped. They took place in homes, offices, restaurants, occasionally over long-distance telephone. An individual’s home provided the best setting because then there was a comfort level—we drank tea, I met dogs, parrots, and children, we laughed together. Forming relationships with the women, promising to let them review the text and make corrections before publication helped build trust.

		Working from transcripts, I included the women’s words as spoken. Here and there I corrected a departure from Standard English because the women asked me to, I omitted a digression, condensed, grouped related passages together so the narrative would be readable while meticulously preserving the language, ideas, and conversational flavor of each interviewee. Because my questions interrupted the flow of the narrative, I deleted most of them. When part of a story needed clarification, I went back to the women if it was feasible. I included a few of my own observations in order to give an outsider’s perspective. I sent or brought the text to each woman for her changes and approval.

		The last process is the most critical of all. Indigenous women are not “informants” or remnants from some exotic world. They do not need an omniscient interviewer to interpret for them or transform their stories; they are articulate individuals quite capable of speaking for themselves, but many have not had the access to the media that they deserve. Native women shared with me a part of themselves. At all times when doing this work, I feel ethically bound to set down their stories faithfully.

		The six chapter headings of the book serve as structural devices but may not satisfy those demanding narrowly focused categories. Life stories range over many different time periods, subjects, and themes and thus do not fit into neatly designed compartments.

		Common threads do tie the chapters together. The first introduces women grounded in tradition, comfortable with both continuity and change. Chapter two records the stories of women displaced from land and culture, finding their way back. They see the government policy of relocation and “reeducation” of Indian people as an attempt to make reservations and their residents obsolete; unwilling to fade away, these women share their strategies for surviving. The third chapter highlights women repairing the ruptures in urban Indian communities through their pioneering efforts in community service, creating colleges, making art, and “making relatives.” Chapter four introduces reservation voices: a former tribal chairwoman currently a child advocate, a shopkeeper, a physician, a poet; women who live on the Rez or revisit it often for it is their “home” and the people are the source of their strength.

		Tribes are sovereign nations, their rights protected by treaties that are under assault by government and industry. Many nations that have submitted to pressures to amend or abrogate treaties have seen their economic and political strength eroded along with the land base. Chapter five brings into sharp focus the issue of the appropriation of the culture and resources of indigenous people. Treaty activist Ojibway Esther Nahgahnub voices her concern about the despoiling of the environment: “Someone should declare the earth a sovereign Nation.”

		The last chapter features women who are the bearers of sacred traditions that have changed little through the centuries. As they describe participation in sweat lodges, Sun Dances, and blessing ceremonies on sacred ground, they affirm their connection to the earth and to the human community.

		In a sort of counterpoint, certain motifs are introduced, with variations recurring throughout the book. There is wide agreement that Native people must look within themselves for solutions to their problems, that entrepreneurship will make men and women self-sufficient, that culture and language are cohesive forces contributing to the survival of Native communities.

		Native American women value their roles as mothers and grandmothers, as teachers, storytellers, and healers. At the same time, they are moving into nontraditional roles, working as environmental scientists, physicians, engineers, construction workers, attorneys, corporation executives. They design and implement progressive programs in their communities. Speaking out in Congress and the United Nations, they influence national policy and global awareness.

		The reader looking for “the truth” about Native American women will not find it here or within the pages of any book. But journey with me from tribal school in the woods to “sister school,” from the pueblos to the Arctic, from past to present to a vision of the future. You will have a sense that you are viewing women’s lives through a kaleidoscope highlighting shifting perspectives and variegated colors.

		Throughout Messengers of the Wind, First Nations women reach into the deepest part of themselves, telling us who they are and where they are going. If we listen to their voices, we will hear their spirits singing and healing. If we heed their messages, we may learn how to repair the tears in the world so their children, and all children, will find a safe haven on earth.

		 

		Editor’s Note: Tribal affiliations were provided by the interviewees.
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		7. Paula Gunn Allen, The Sacred Hoop: Recovering the Feminine in American Indian Traditions (Boston: Beacon Press, 1986), p. 46.

		8. From a (telephone) conversation with the author, June 9, 1994.

		9. From a conversation with the author, July 14, 1990.

		10. In the interviews, women described interactions they have had with those representing “the system,” whether it was white- or Indian-dominated. They recalled conflicts within tribal communities exacerbated by changing values and by outside forces. On reading the text, some deleted these observations. Those in public life are most likely to feel vulnerable. One told me, “I’m being considered for a major job within the Bureau of Indian Affairs, and they’re going over everything I said or wrote.” Another woman said, “If you speak out against the regime in power on the Rez, you won’t get a job or a house with indoor plumbing.” Today, as in the past, internecine struggles plague the tribes; one who takes a stand against the establishment may face repercussions.
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			GLADYS ALEXIE AND CORY                  Photo by Dick Bancroft
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			WALKING THE TRAIL FROM YESTERDAY TO TODAY

			I work in an office. I sit on our band council. Weekends in the summer we go about twenty-five miles up the Peel River to fish camp. We camp alongside a creek near the stony riverbank. The hills on both sides of the river are in bloom with spruce, birch and willow trees. It’s quiet and serene. You go there and forget everything. It’s always been like that …

			GLADYS ALEXIE
GWICH’IN2/ATHABASCAN3






			[image: ]

		

	
		1
We Have
to Have Ceremonies
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		SOGE TRACK
TAOS PUEBLO1

		Taos, in northern New Mexico, is the home of the Ia sla pi, the Red Willow People. In the shadow of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, they live in a walled, five-story adobe “apartment complex” called “the village,” which has changed little since its construction in 1100 A.D. There is no running water or electricity. What binds the people of Taos Pueblo together is a belief in the sanctity of their life on the land and the determination to hold on to their forests and sacred Blue Lake high in the mountains above Taos, both sources of life-giving nourishment.

		Soge Track grew up in the village, but when we met, she was living in a small stucco house nearby on Pueblo land, where, she said, “the sagebrush and piñon meet the mountains.” A potter and a skilled communicator, she was then curator of Native American arts at the Millicent Rogers Museum in Taos. As we sat in front of her house and talked, children played in the sandy earth, meadowlarks sang, and Soge Track spoke about her people, who try to live each day as if it were a prayer.

		There are about one hundred people living in the village today. Most have day jobs in the town, but they supplement their income by doing pottery, silver jewelry and beadwork that is sold in the village.

		My family has always lived in Taos Pueblo. I have relatives living in the village. We are a close family, very traditional. We speak the Tiwa language.2

		When I was a child, my grandparents lived all winter in three rooms in the village. Grandmother took care of the house—it was immaculate. Nothing was ever out of place. My grandfather raised cattle and horses outside the pueblo walls. He walked into town every day to garden for a white man. During the 1930s, he earned fifty cents a day at that job.

		My grandparents had a summer house near here where they lived all through the summer until fall. My grandmother built it out of adobe—just one little room. She hauled the water for the adobe. My grandfather put the roof on it and other people helped, so it was a team effort. They had a garden. Grandfather planted maybe five or six acres of alfalfa. He did all the heavy work—the plowing and irrigating. Grandmother helped with the hoeing and weeding.

		My grandmother didn’t speak English. Her whole life was here at the pueblo. She grew up in a time when men were important: women took care of them. She didn’t like to go very far away, but I remember once she went to Oklahoma for a powwow.

		My mother grew up in the village, she graduated from the 12th grade at the Santa Fe Indian school, and went to work in people’s homes. When she went away to California to work, she met my father and they were married there, but because he was in the service, she came back home. My father came to Taos looking for his wife, Veronica Suazo, and was confronted by tribal officials. Although he was in his army uniform and in a jeep, they put him in jail. They were so closed to outsiders at that time, they put him in jail. His commanding officer had to come from Santa Fe to get him out. So right from the beginning he had real strong feelings about this place.

		My father was Sioux, from Fort Thompson, South Dakota. Our tribe is patrilineal, and there’s the belief that a woman should live with her husband’s people, but my mother didn’t want to live in South Dakota, so my parents settled here. My grandfather added on a room for them on the second level of the family home.
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		SOGE TRACK                Photo by Julie Webster

		Since this is such a small community, everybody gets involved in your life. That probably bothered my father—it probably affected his machismo. He was from a tribe that moved from place to place, and I think that’s why he never really settled down. I think maybe the mountains bothered him. These are very powerful mountains. I think maybe he missed the starkness of the landscape up there—I don’t know. But on a whim he’d go to South Dakota and stay there for a while, and then come back. He was a mechanic; he had jobs here working in service stations.

		My mother continued working in homes. I think my mother always felt she was in her right place doing what she was doing: working, and taking care of her family. That’s the mentality she grew up with. In the western mind, everything is taken apart and examined under a microscope to see what works, what doesn’t work. But in the Native mind, it’s all part of a continuum. Women have their capabilities, men have theirs, and neither can really function without the other.

		I think it was that way historically in the village. I remember as a child going with my grandmother to visit other people in their summer homes. You’d hear the birds. The husband would be outside hoeing, the wife was inside cooking. People greeted each other formally, but there was real gentleness, a sense of being connected to other people.

		Men made most of the decisions and they still do. They’re the ones who run the government. But I think a man is only as strong as the woman behind him, or with him, because she can certainly influence him. We all have to coexist. It’s a simple way to live, based on respect for life, for humanity. The most successful relationships are those based on respect for each other’s space. A man will say, “I’m going up to the mountain today.” And the woman will say, “Let me pack you a lunch,” without asking questions. You know, he’s gone, and you just have to let him go. And you have your own things to work on. So there’s an interchange.

		That’s how our ceremonies are. You hear about how they are conducted by men, but they’re not. Men have their ceremonies, women have theirs, and sometimes we come together. It is our strong sense of ceremony and ritual that keeps my people together.

		Our ceremonies are about time, and the seasons. We think about how we’re going to survive, how we’re going to make things better for our children in the future. There are ceremonies almost every day. We have to have ceremonies: planting ceremonies, healing ceremonies, ceremonies about taking care of life.

		We have ceremonies of rejoicing at the time of a birth. Our names have special meaning for us. When a child is born, family members get together to compose a new name for that individual. Our way is different from western society: our names are not inherited or passed down.

		We have ceremonies of transition to acknowledge the changes one goes through from birth to old age. A young woman is nurtured by her aunts and grandmothers who share with her the traditional ways. The way one acquires knowledge is by being alert and aware, and listening. At family gatherings, at feast days, a lot of things are passed on. As you grow up, you are given information about who you are, your family history. The whole area is a place of instruction.3

		From ancient times, our ceremonies have been continuous, but they are always being interrupted because of the westernization of cultures. Our ceremonies have been threatened since the Spanish arrived in the pueblos in 1540. They tried to force us to live their way.

		The Spaniards came to the pueblos in search of gold. Disappointed, they attempted colonization at gunpoint, which they termed “pacification.” The Pueblos joined with their ancient enemies the Apaches and fought back, but the Spaniards prevailed by sheer force, killing warriors in their kivas, enslaving women and children, converting Indians to Catholicism.

		That was a terrible time, a bloody time. They tried to control us. They tried to force their religion on us. You know, during the Pueblo revolt, 150 women and children took sanctuary in the church, thinking this symbol of the Christian God would protect them, but they were killed. My grandfather always said, “My ancestors were not meek people, they were strong people, survivors. They put up a fight; they died fighting.”

		I think that in spite of the intervention of the missionaries, we continued to have our songs and our prayers—they are a part of our daily lives. We continued to practice our ceremonies secretly in our own language. We still live close to the land. We continue to believe that our ceremonies are for us—they must be kept sacred and secret. The reason we have survived is because we have been so secretive.

		There’s a time and place where you give thanks, where you ask for things, where you give things. Taking in, giving out and sharing with people—that is the breath of life. There isn’t any huge mystique or formula that one follows. It’s where your heart is, it’s how you feel about nature, how you treat other people.

		When I plant my garden, I give an offering to Mother Earth, and pray for a good crop. Everyone has their own way of doing it. I put myself in a space where I have no anger, because however you feel is the energy you’re putting into that seed in the ground. You can’t be upset, you can’t be rushing off to an appointment. You have to be in a calm state of mind. It’s almost a meditation. You pray that you will have a good harvest, that you will have gentle rains, that your crop will grow to be beautiful and nourish you and your family and friends. You pray that the earth will feel good.

		I witnessed the annual Corn Dance in the pueblo. About fifty women of all ages, some with wrinkled, brown faces, assembled in the sunlit square attired in brightly colored mantas,4 necklaces of silver and turquoise, deerskin leggings, and moccasins. They carried garlands of orange and purple flowers. Just one young man—his body painted, his hair plaited in a long braid with feathers—joined the dancing, shaking a rattle. They danced in a circle while in the background, against the adobe walls, older men, their heads and shoulders covered with shawls, sang and drummed.



		The Corn Dance is not done as entertainment or on whim. It is an annual ceremony. By now, people have put their corn in, and so the dance, the drum, the movement of the moccasined feet, those are all movements of prayer. The drumbeat represents the heartbeat—when you stand close, you can feel it go through the earth.

		My people dance in celebration of life. We have the strength, we have the power to touch the earth with the blessing of new life.

		I was born in 1949. I was given a name by my relatives. Your name is very special—that’s who you are. My Tiwa name is Ta uh sema. I’m spelling it phonetically—the language is not written. It means something like “Be happy to dance.” My grandmother gave it to me.

		I went to BIA [Bureau of Indian Affairs] and Catholic schools, and to Taos High School. I did my postgraduate work at the Institute of American Indian Arts in Santa Fe, studying ceramics, writing and theater.

		I was fortunate at a young age to be exposed to the world outside the pueblo. Because my father was from South Dakota, we traveled there. Going through different towns, I realized there were other ways people lived. I wanted to see the Louvre, so I went to France. I remember my grandmother cried when I left. Another year, I went to Cuba. I was fortunate to be able to travel, but it wasn’t always easy to make the transition back to the pueblo.

		My life today is so different from my mother’s life. I value my independence. I feel that you should be independent, should be able to make your own decisions without asking permission. The men in my life haven’t always agreed. [Laughs.] I guess that’s why I’m alone now. My daughter’s father is from the village. He’s a part of our lives, but we don’t live together.

		When my daughter was little, we lived in the village on the second story. My grandparents were living there then, and I wanted to expose her to traditional ways. It was so nice because whenever people were dancing in the village square, we’d sit on the second story and watch.

		One day I was working in clay, and my friend said, “There’s a job open at the museum in town; you’d better get dressed up and go down there.” I thought, “Get dressed up?” Well, I put on some nylons and heels, I went to the interview and they hired me as assistant curator. I’m involved with Pueblo and Plains arts, I’m an advocate for Indian artists. But it was funny. Each day I’d put on my heels and I’d have to tiptoe on the roof of the pueblo because the
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