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I AM WAKIA. THE NO-Face Cornhusk Doll. My first memory is of a cornfield. The Creator wove my body, limbs, and head from fresh cornhusks. He gave me to the Haudenosaunee during their first corn harvest. He left me in the field to greet them as they gathered their corn.

They gathered around me in wonder. “Is it a new cornstalk? Where’s the ears of corn? There’s the cornsilk on the top? There are husks gathered into the shape of arms and legs.”

“I am Wakia >tahskats.”

This caused all the children to laugh at me. “Wakia >tahskats.” They kept repeating.

A little girl came up to me, “Well she is pretty.” I entertained the children while their mothers worked in the field.

I knew my home as “Turtle Island.” Later on it the Settlers called it the Finger Lakes Regions. Now, I live on an Indian reservation, the Rez, with my latest caretaker, Harriet. Harriet knows I’m old, but she doesn’t know how old I am. She has century-old pictures of me. However, I once had a record even older than those pictures, a wampum belt that told my story. This belt even had a song that the Haudenosaunee used to make me dance for them. They wove my life’s story into it. But one of my caretakers sold the belt to a collector when he needed money.

My caretakers learned how to write in the Settlers’ language, and they began to keep a written record of my “owners.” My caretakers took better care of this journal than they did the wampum belt. Unfortunately, it only goes back to the late 17th century.

After photographs were invented, they kept a scrapbook of my pictures. The last century of photos shows me in the arms of little girls who grew into clan mothers. I used to teach them their future duties by speaking to them. When they lost the ability to hear me, they acted out what they saw at the longhouse with me, so I could still teach them what they needed to know.

A day came when I became too fragile to play with children. That’s when my adult caretakers took to displaying me on shelves. They take care of me, but not as well as the children used to in the old days. I don’t need food, but the villagers gave me gifts of clothing when I stayed with them. They often got worn down by my travels. This made me thankful for the new clothes.

The children asked me to model the clothes for them to admire their own handiwork. “I think I like the white rabbit’s fur and not the brown one.” They’d say. So they’d change my clothes to try new outfits and new colors on me. I often ended up with more clothes than I could carry. That’s why I showed them how to make other cornhusk dolls to model their fashions.

The dolls couldn’t move and talk like me, but I saw them as my brothers and sisters. They acted as mannequins to store the clothes until I came back to visit the villages again. Sometimes my brothers and sisters and their clothes got worn down by too vigorous play. This meant that the children would make us new clothes.

That first generation of children’s skills grew. It got to where they could produce fine clothes, and they competed to outdo each other. I’d wear the clothes to show people their handiwork.

One day a girl made me a belt with quillwork embroidery. I wanted to see how the belt looked on me, and that’s the first time I looked at myself in a pool. I had soft cornsilk hair, well wrapped limbs, and a dazzling face. The sight of my beauty transfixed me until I heard the Creator speak. “You need to walk now, or you won’t reach the next village before nightfall.”

The next village gave me a string of wampum beads and a bag to carry them. I wanted to see what they looked like on me and looked into a pool again. When I heard “Wakia,” I ran to the next village.
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I WISHED THE CHILDREN would play with me again. I waited for a day when Harriet smudged with indian tobacco. It gets rid of bad energy. I used the tobacco smoke to send my petition to the Creator.

The Creator is the greatest of crafters. He made the Haudenosaunee out of clay, and he made me out of cornhusk. The Creator folded and wrapped me into being with his own hands. Unlike other crafters, he can breathe life into his handiwork. He did that with the Haudenosaunee, and he did that with me.

He gave each being a role in the cycle of ceremonies. I went from village-to-village to teach the children the cycle ceremonies. Everyone loved me and kept staring at me.

The brothers and sisters they made for me were without faces and didn’t move. I had a face and moved. Some children drew faces on their dolls, but no doll was as pretty as me.

When I kept losing track of time as I looked at myself with the new dresses, the Creator didn’t approve. My new interest made me forget the children I played with and taught the ceremonies. Eventually the warnings from the Creator stopped, and he took away my face. I almost became bitter when the Creator took my face from me. I would’ve wept if I still had eyes with tear ducts.

A little girl named Okwaho wept for me when she saw my now blank face. “What happened to Wakia’s pretty face?” She asked her mother.

“She spent too much time looking at her face in pools of water, so the Creator took it from her.”

Okwaho looked for a piece of charcoal. “I can draw her a new one.”

“No, the Creator doesn’t want cornhusk dolls to have faces anymore. You must leave her face blank.”

The girl child stroked my hair and patted my head. “Poor Wakia.”

The mother told her how the Peacemaker used a string of wampum to condole Hiawatha for losing his family. She meant for the story to distract Okwaho, but Okwaho got an idea. “Can I have wampum beads for Wakia, so I can condole her for losing her face?” This amused her, and she gave Okwaho the beads she wanted.

Okwaho condoled me with a string of wampum for losing my face. The condolence ceremony swept away the bitterness, so it didn’t fester in my heart. Other little girls condoled me too. I no longer felt like crying anymore. Okwaho became one of many little Haudenosaunee girls who condoled me for the loss of my face. I came back to visit Okwaho again, and she kept the beads for me.

“I’ll make you a wampum belt if you keep getting beads,” she told me. There were only enough beads for a wampum sash at first, but as the story spread, they gave me more condolence strings. Wampum isn’t money to our people like the Settlers first assumed. Yet, the wampum couldn’t be left behind in the villages on my circuit. Okwaho took the beads and wove them into a belt that told my story as she promised she would.

I treasured this belt because it showed the children cared about me. In time the story of how I lost my face became a lesson to Haudenosaunee children not to be vain.

They still gave me gifts. However, these gifts were meant to teach skills that children would need when they grew up. They learned to make traditional crafts by making gifts for me and my siblings. Later they’d learn how to make these things for themselves.

Haudenosaunee parents used my brothers and sisters to teach and entertain the children. We helped them act out the old stories. The act of folding us into being taught them cornhusk weaving crafts. Like masks, mats, bottles and baskets. It takes skill to bind cornhusks together, so they don’t unwind.

I didn’t wrinkle like the Haudenosaunee did. Yet, I aged. My joints stiffened so much I couldn’t walk to the villages anymore. A day came when I asked a storyteller to carry me to the next village. He put me in his bundle, carried me to his next stop and read out my story on the belt.

When one girl asked to play with me, he passed me along with the words, “Wakia doesn’t belong to me or anyone. She belongs to all the Haudenosaunee.”

They passed me around to the children to play with. Though I couldn’t dance and move among them the way I used to, they still played games with me. The play got so vigorous that I settled down with Okwaho, and she took care of me. However, a time came when she became so busy with her chores she gave me to a younger girl. That began my chain of caretakers. The fact that I didn’t wear out as other cornhusk dolls convinced them I came from the Creator himself.
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WHEN THE SETTLERS CAME to the New World, they saw me and made cornhusk dolls for their own children. These dolls were just dolls to them. They didn’t see the dolls as medicine like the Haudenosaunee did. The Settlers didn’t have the money to pay for toys for their children, so they made dolls out of cornhusk for them.

I remember when the Haudenosaunee copied the Settlers’ designs: The first time I even noticed the White Settlers was when a little Haudenosaunee girl made me an unusual outfit. She sewed my clothes out of materials I’d never seen before, calico, broadcloth, ribbons, and beads. My new outfit had softer fabric and finer beads than anything I’d seen at that point.

I gaped in wonder at the sharpness of the metal needles the girl used to make a ribbon dress and leggings. She also bought some black yarn and replaced my cornsilk hair with it.

Then she held me up in her arms and said, “I want you to meet Agatha.”

Agatha turned out to be the most sickly little girl I’d ever seen. Her skin eyes and hair were pale. She must
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