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Introduction

In Ojibwe one might say that historical information tends to be shared by ogemagiigadawuk, and that morals and stories tend to be shared by dibaazhi-maaduk, and that some people are good at being both. I cannot lay claim to either title, however, because the Ojibwe culture does not permit one to apply those terms to oneself. They imply something larger than mere repetition of information. They are cultural emblems for the speaking of higher truths. They are behavioral constructs that one is expected to strive toward; and judgment is left for others to give and take those titles at will.

This book is about the impact of post-Brown v. Board of Education white flight upon Native Americans in rural northern Michigan. The topic is such a heavy one that I’ve chosen the unusual format of blending nonfiction with fiction. The stories that wrap themselves around the fictional character of Ima Pipiig are rooted in humor, beauty of culture, and racism. Traverse City, Michigan, and its surrounding bedroom communities provide me with ample sources of all of these. But to truly understand the pervasiveness of the racism that underlies Ima Pipiig’s daily activities, one must confront the horrific statistics and behaviors that frighten many of northwest Lower Michigan’s citizens, and especially its educators, in even very small doses. Therefore, I have interwoven Ima Pipiig’s stories with several essays of nonfiction. The fiction and the nonfiction are intended to enhance one another. They brush precariously close. This fiction is rooted in reality. It provides insight into the emotional damage and socioeconomic lack of choices that real people experience as a result of cold, hard truths, those both statistical and unacknowledged. Nonfiction can be unemotional and lets one avoid the psychological consequences of real faces, real people, real personalities, real innocence, and real guilt. Statistics can be gathered with careful omission, to avoid actual transmission of knowledge and to avoid confronting real faces, real people, real personalities, real innocence, and real guilt.

The nonfiction essays in Not Far Away create a factual milieu within which one can appreciate Ima Pipiig and her idiosyncrasies. There are repeat themes, but the material bears repeating. It is the stuff that does not make its way through most contemporary information filtering systems. The Real-life Adventures of Ima Pipiig are my own real-life adventures, as well as those of my family, neighbors, and friends. The names have been changed, to protect the innocent (me) from lawsuits by the guilty (them, and sometimes me). I make no apologies for Ima Pipiig. She is, above all, a woman of integrity.

I do not like writing about ignorance, racism, hatred, and abuse. I prefer writing about beauty. But, as a Native American living in twenty-first century America, I experience the former as much as the latter. So, sometimes writing-to-fight-evil takes precedence over reveling joyfully in my everyday experiences and in my family and culture. Writing about racism is especially difficult because it is the part of my day that I want to tuck away into the folds of my brain tissue, the ones that absorbed the first mailing address I ever had, along with the pain of surgery and childbirth and a couple of phone numbers that I wrote down last week and tucked away for safekeeping god-knows-where. Unfortunately, racism is the part of my day that I need to relive several times a day and to deal with in a new format several times a day. Racism is born and raised in various environments of ignorance and itself gives birth to even more ignorance in an endless cycle that results in cultural and socioeconomic monocultures that are as deadly and prone to species extinction as any virus or insect pest on any new continent. Ignorance, racism, and hatred are the potato blights of my human community. I treat them with reverence, washing them from my conscious memory periodically, in order to rest from the burden of trying to nurture my own family and culture within their ever presence. And I spend free time and vast amounts of energy on preventive measures, knowing better than to hope for a cure, but tired and wanting of respite, as the very burden of dealing with racism is an extra drain upon my resistance to the disease.

Racism sneaks up in the oddest, least expected ways. Racism rarely wears white hooded robes today. It is lithe and subtle. It floats about on the air, as common as house dust. It is as present as a mold spore. It is so much a part of the very makeup of our lives that we no longer need hoods. Racism is the air that we breathe. We have chosen rejection of “others” over celebration of diversity. Racism happens when I talk to my son’s third grade teacher. It happens when I interact with university personnel. It happens when I go to some restaurants and stores. It happens when I answer the telephone. It happens when I listen to the radio or read a magazine. It happens when I pick up a book that my child has brought home from school.

[image: image]

So I speak out, because if I don’t, I see no future for myself in my old age; I see no future for my children. So I speak out, because if I don’t, my children will be burdened with the gargantuan task of trying to make a future for their own children in a system that is so painfully broken that it is killing Indian people. So I speak out, because I want to whittle away at that burden, to ease the task for those future parents who are now my beautiful and much-loved children.

Here I am, trying with all my might to write about ignorance, racism, hatred, and abuse. But I keep circling back to beauty (my children). You see, those of us about whom the dominant culture is ignorant are beautiful. If we are locked out, rejected, and feared, and the very foundations of our self-esteem and our cultures are destroyed, we are not the only losers. You lose, too. People who are schooled and brought up without access to diversity are destined to function in a limited domain. Eventually, they will have to step out into the integrated world, or they will have to let it in. That beauty, diversity, can be interpreted as a predator at the door, or it can be welcomed as a gift. I hope for the latter. Right now, my children and I are tap-tap-tapping at your door, and I am telling you—we are beautiful.

Because I have been honing these arguments for several years, some of the essays in this book have already been published elsewhere. “F-ed by the V-Monologues” first appeared in News From Indian Country and Ojibwe Aking in the spring of 2004. “Shiigawk” and “The Shirt” appeared in The Glen Arbor Sun. “The Throw-away People” was incorporated into a temporary collage that was exhibited at the Leelanau Historical Museum in Leland, Michigan, to accompany a series of works on the theme of mothers and children that was displayed with a Mary Cassatt pastel drawing. “The Lecture They Want to Hear” was presented in 2005 at a fund-raiser for independent media in Traverse City, Michigan. Several essays and chapters in this book have been read for live audiences or on public radio.
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The Real-life Adventures of Ima Pipiig

Ima Pipiig lives in Sleeping Bear County, one of the wealthiest counties in the state of Michigan, one of the wealthiest counties in America. Located in the northwest corner of the lower peninsula of Michigan, the county is named after the Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore, a national park that was carved out of an old state park. Additional bits and pieces of nearby land were acquired, until a patchwork quilt of public and private land was created. The result was less valuable for the environment and the wildlife than it was for well-connected real estate developers. It is the public land of the National Lakeshore that attracts white-flightists to the constantly increasing number of small lots that have eaten up the agricultural landscape. It is the white-flightists who have transformed Ima Pipiig’s ancestral home into an exurb, a high-income suburb, of Twin Bay City, Michigan, the largest city in the region. They have also transformed Ima Pipiig’s relationship with her home and her community. Ima Pipiig perceives the new community as a bastion of homogeneity, with little acknowledgment of the original Native culture. Ima Pipiig battles various forms of racism each and every moment of each and every day. But the people of Sleeping Bear County do not want to acknowledge this.

The region was, earlier in Ima Pipiig’s lifetime, remote and quasi-wild, a mix of woods and marginal farmland, with ample beaches and shoreline, but with poor roads or electrical trunk lines. It seemed to be a magnet for intellectuals. Harvard faculty and award-winning authors summered and rubbed shoulders with old homesteaders and even with the Indians. It was a place where differences sometimes disappeared for brief bits of time, while people enjoyed one another’s intellects.

Eventually the region, along with its special gifts, was discovered by developers and the hordes that fled northward away from the loss of industrial jobs, poverty, disputes over forced integration, and other urban plagues of their own making. Twin Bay City, the largest city in northern Michigan, was a convenient magnet, with institutional facilities and services that had been designed to serve a scattered population.

Northwest Lower Michigan College, the local junior college, once attracted exceptional faculty and produced students of an exceptional nature. Today, it is, by Ima Pipiig’s standards, an ersatz educational institution with an ersatz, typical-small-town-middle-America-exurban artsy-fartsy museum that purchases canned exhibits that the rest of ersatz, typical-small-town-exurban artsy-fartsy museums purchase all across America. The exceptional staff of the college has been replaced by unexceptional white-flightists, and the institution cranks out unexceptional white students who perform unexceptionally well in the institutional white jobs that wait for them.

The national park and the other public lands of the region are no longer flanked by farms and wooded hillsides. One may canoe for a half-mile on an inland lake, portage into another otherwise inaccessible lake, expecting beauty and solitude, only to look up at hillsides covered with upper-middle-class mansions, permanent outdoor floodlights intact. There is a tackiness to the parkside development that makes it incomprehensible to Ima Pipiig how visitors could imagine this as pristine. She understands that the park visitors and the new residents come from places where another family’s property is only a few feet from their own home; but she does not comprehend this, because she thinks she would die if she were forced to live that way, and she is haunted by the transition of hundreds of miles of open land into suburbia. Her need to be isolated is exacerbated by the social isolation she feels in her community, where Indians are expected to live up to people’s stereotypes and are, in general, undesirable entities on a landscape of summer vacation fantasies turned into year-round homes for the affluent and the fortunate.

The visitor’s center at the National Lakeshore is full of cute books full of Indian legends written by white people, for the expectations of white people, for whom two acres is a vast and wild place, and for whom Indians are of value only if they are dead and long gone and as vacant from the surroundings as are unbroken habitat for wild wildlife. It is a place where the new exurban/suburban residents, in their desire to live in a wild and dangerous place, with the convenience of a convenience store, a police department, cable TV, and the Internet, fantasize that they have surely, surely seen wolves or mountain lions, even where little bobcat footprints are magnified by melting snow. Their piss smells the same, you know. . . . They can’t tell the difference . . . but Ima Pipiig can tell. She can tell by the size and spacing of the scratch marks on the old dead cedar logs in the swamps where she once hunted grouse with Lester. She can tell by the few days of sunny weather preceding her finding of those fat paw prints. She can tell by the advance of realtors from the suburbs of Detroit who have wounded two or three deer and think that they are wild men of the woods. And she can tell by the advance of the subdivisions upon her own farm, her own home, her own shrinking habitat. She can tell by the presence of three-or-four-or-five-hundred-thousand dollar homes with ten—Jesus, count them ten—fucking cats living in the basement just across the road from the public land. Supplemented predators upon the songbirds, thinks Ima Pipiig, angrily. And, damn, don’t you people know that the songbirds breed in such great numbers because they are essential fodder for the predaceous hawks and owls that follow them up and down this coast? Jeesus, I mean Jeeesus, what are you guys doing messing up this tiny little patch of surviving habitat with housecats? She thinks it but does not vocalize it. But they don’t get it; and Ima Pipiig gets it.

Ima Pipiig is an endangered species. She has been part of this habitat of the Great Lakes for thousands of years. The species she eats, the species she depends upon to scatter seeds, the species who depend upon her to keep them under control or scatter their spores, they have grown up, evolved, matured with Ima Pipiig’s family for so many generations that they are intertwined. Symbiotic. The biologists call it symbiotic. But there are no biologists among the real estate developers on the zoning boards adjacent to the national park. There are no biologists among the well-paid professionals in the ersatz junior college and the marginally functional public schools. Ima Pipiig is a biologist. She is a biologist like a pike is a biologist, like a snowy owl is a biologist, like a mouse is a biologist. Ima Pipiig is a biologist who sees Indians as part of the ecology of the Great Lakes and who sees Indians as an endangered species.

Ima Pipiig will plead for the life of the bear who uses her farm as only part of its habitat before the zoning commission full of real estate developers who want to make a quick buck because they have bought up or inherited acres and acres of Sleeping Bear County in the exurbs of Twin Bay City, Michigan, which has always been a suburb of Detroit, Michigan, and Evanston and Chicago, Illinois, and all of the suburbs of both of those cities that were affected by Brown v. Board of Education, when Thurgood Marshall got those judges, time and time again, to say, “Hey, integrate! Mix yourselves up with those who are darker than you, because they are as essential to your environment as are the frogs, the bass, the walleye, the trout, the bear, the caribou, the deer, the elk, the moose, the wildflowers, the bacteria, the fungi . . .” But they did not listen, because brown people were closer to them than the frogs, the bass, the walleye, the trout, the bear, the caribou . . . and they could not imagine anything as like themselves as wild and an essential part of the habitat. So Ima Pipiig suffers for survival in bits and patches of habitat surrounded by subdivided former farms and woodlots bought up or inherited by white people from Detroit, Michigan, and Evanston and Chicago, Illinois, and all of the suburbs of those cities that were affected by Brown v. Board of Education, when Thurgood Marshall got those judges, time and time again, to say, “Hey, integrate! Mix yourselves up with those who are darker than you, because they are as essential to your environment as are the frogs, the bass, the walleye, the trout, the bear, the caribou, the deer, the elk, the moose, the wildflowers, the bacteria, the fungi . . .” And Ima Pipiig understands that these people behave this way because their own ancestors were torn from their own ancestral homelands within which they had evolved generations ago, but she does not comprehend this.

Ima Pipiig once got a letter in the mail, from one of those new environmental institutes founded by some of those new white-flightists. She knew the type. Her friend, Dave-the-world’s-best-mechanic, had a father-in-law who saw them coming. He’d had bumper stickers printed that said, “We don’t give a damn how you did it downstate.” He passed them out among his friends, and they became so popular that he had to have a second printing made. The people who didn’t get it, who never understood the bumper sticker, they were the ones who founded the Northwest Lower Michigan Multiple Land Use Society. They had one goal, and that was to find themselves jobs in the exurb into which they had chosen to insert themselves, at the expense of the indigenous species: the bobcats, the fish, the snakes, the snails, mollusks, bacteria and fungi, the wildflowers, the songbirds, the predators, the old Indian tales, and the old Indians . . .

Ima Pipiig had thrown the letter in the trash. It invited her to work for free. They all invited the Indians to work for free, because the letter-writers had all grown up in the cities downstate, where black slavery was legal in the form of underemployment, and asking someone who had to prove their humanity to work for free was the status quo. Ima Pipiig, Indian that she was, could not possibly have something valuable to offer in the way of opinion; and she would be included as a token representative of her people, at great institutional sacrifice on the part of her superior white benefactors who were providing her with a table and chair and using her name and ethnicity to get state funding. She would no doubt respond to their letter, because she recognized their superiority and deferred to their superior white judgment, because they had, after all, come from cities where people knew the value of habitat in two acre blockettes with mostly-white subdivisions ringing them like crown jewels set in the precious shiny metal of suburbia. So they asked her to volunteer for the day of events they had planned. Ima Pipiig had followed her instincts and had thrown the letter in the trash. At least there were a few British thermal units to be gained for this downing of a northern tree . . . because Ima Pipiig did not think that mailing out hundreds or thousands of fliers to raise money for the jobs and semirural enjoyment of white people only and ones who thought they were environmentalists by doing it justified the death of one single old growth tree. Ima Pipiig understood how these people thought that they had to use up resources from somewhere else to save the resources close to their chosen homes; but she didn’t comprehend it.

But her friend, a museum curator . . . a nice one, whose ancestors were local homesteaders who had originally “displaced” the Indians and who understood the difficulty of surviving in this place before the onslaught of yuppie-induced highways and medical centers . . . told Ima Pipiig that they really were nice people trying to do a good thing, because they were bringing together farmers and large landowners and waterfront property owners and conservationists and scientists and environmentalists and educators and artists and writers. And Ima Pipiig was all of these things. The museum curator friend gave Ima Pipiig another copy of that stupid letter and urged Ima Pipiig to send in her name as someone who was interested in possibly participating in those symposiums for a day. And Ima Pipiig filled out the stupid form letter, because she did not want to offend her friend . . .

And the response that Ima Pipiig got back was offensive.

It was dictated by form letter to Ima Pipiig that she would be a participant in their day of celebration of themselves—she was to demonstrate “Indian crafts” for people to look at during their lunch break. Cute as hell. Indian-fucking-crafts. Ima Pipiig did not do Indian-fucking-crafts. She was one of the finest Native American artists alive. She was an educator, and she had done her undergraduate work at Oberlin College, a private liberal arts college in Ohio, where she had graduated cum laude or summa cum laude or one of those damned things that was not in Ojibwe and didn’t mean diddly-squat to Ima Pipiig or her elders, even though she had obediently studied Latin and had excelled at it. And she had obtained postgraduate degrees and had done post-postgraduate work. And she had taught and worked in museums, universities, public schools, and other settings. . . . She had taught math and science and rocket trajectories and sociology and the value of the rare and special Woodland Indian art forms of the Great Lakes that were dying out because of the economic abuse of Indian people. She did not do Indian-fucking-crafts. Not even for nice white people who were trying to do the right thing.

Nobody had contacted Ima Pipiig to ask her what she had to offer, or how, or even if she wanted to participate in whatever their agenda would turn out to be. She was, after all, an Indian. So she was supposed to demonstrate Indian-fucking-crafts for the real participants to look-down-and-paw-at-with-greasy-hands during their lunch break. No opportunity to speak. No opportunity to woo. No opportunity to share her experiences or her lifetime of farming, logging, hunting, banding birds on the local islands, preserving miles and miles of waterfront property and ancient timber, earning undergraduate and graduate degrees, teaching, developing educational materials, writing fiction and nonfiction, preserving endangered traditional art forms, and being an Indian with cultural ties to the region that went back thousands of years. . . . Just a silent-fucking-crafts-making-stupid-Indian-as-lunchtime-entertainment. The important people were on the discussion panels—large property owners, waterfront property owners, farmers, longtime residents, historians, educators, environmentalists, innovators. . . . And Ima Pipiig could understand why all of these puffed-up-with-themselves white newcomers would assume that Ima Pipiig could not possibly be any, let alone all, of these things; but she could not comprehend it.
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Kool-Aid

While she dipped and swished at the white five-gallon bucket, Ima Pipiig fantasized about addressing the audience: “I’d like to answer that one question about Indians that has been on everybody’s lips . . .

“Why is Kool-Aid the official beverage of powwows, spiritual gatherings, and other Indian events?”

The water bug she chased was dark and shiny, smaller than a ladybug, and faster than a speeding bullet. It cruised around in the top centimeter of the water bucket adjacent to the kitchen cupboard taunting her until she approached with the small aluminum saucepan that served as the water dipper. Then it dove down the depth of the full four gallons or so that had been heaved up the steps to the cabin that sat tilted precariously on the glacier-smoothed boulders that provided the only high and dry ground on her scant acreage. The keenness of the bug dumfounded her, and she felt as helpless against the small creature as she did against society in general. Eventually, getting the bug out of the bucket became a moot point, one that would require more calories than a bugless bucket was worth; so Ima Pipiig made a false dip, chasing the bug downward, then passed again, filling her dipper several times.

The water was to be boiled on the small propane stove, for at least a minute, five would be better, she supposed. This was to eliminate the giardia, the intestinal virus that inhabited the lake water. It was carried by sport fishermen and beavers in their feces. Neither was particularly careful about whether or not they despoiled her family’s drinking water. It was just as easy to blame it on the beavers as on the fishermen. After all, the hairy critters had lodges all around the lake. The beavers were, in fact, Ima Pipiig’s only neighbors. The village on the railroad where her distant Cree cousins rented out cabins to the sportsmen was at least an hour and a half away by boat and by car.

The road to the remote inland lake, now the domain of multinational logging corporations, had been part of a small network of roads that serviced Indians and white miners. Now it was heavily washboarded from the logging trucks, its corduroy base of cedar logs exposed to the air and rotting. The five miles to “civilization” could be traveled only at a snail’s pace. Sometimes the wild-eyed moose that ran along the open roadway ahead of the truck, thinking, mistakenly, that they were being chased, would travel faster than the family’s vehicle. That was fine by Ima Pipiig and Lester. If the truck crept up on a bull moose too quickly, it would sometimes stop, turn, lower its head, and threaten with its antlers. Lester wasn’t so sure he could outrun a moose in reverse, and he didn’t relish the thought of backing into an oncoming logging truck, blazing along at breakneck, shock-absorbed speed, knowing that it had the right of way over mere civilians and their tiny cars.

Here, in the confines of the Chapleau Game Preserve, the largest game preserve in the world, timber harvesting had become king, and the Crown had given forth the northern Ontario resources that time and distance had preserved for the creatures of the woods, the moose, the bear, the ravens, the eagles and the hawks—and, well, the Indians. Because Indians were, to the consumers and profiteers of ancient resource mismanagement, no larger than the small black beetle that Ima Pipiig confronted in her water bucket in today’s challenge for potable water.

After the water was cool, after it had become room temperature in the warm, poorly insulated wooden structure, Ima Pipiig would make Kool-Aid for the kids. It would be a weak Kool-Aid, barely sweet and somewhat pink . . . just dark enough to cover up the boiled water fleas and the odd organic materials that existed in the water of a shallow lake. She did this as her mother had done. And she did not explain to her children that the family had once had access to the clearest, coolest, cleanest water on the face of the earth, on both sides of the U.S.-Canadian border that had once never existed for this family . . . that they no longer owned those precious shorelines . . . that they had been taken away and sold to the highest bidders—the developers, the railroads, the loggers, the shippers, the government officials, and eventually, anybody with a good
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