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“Think not forever of yourselves, O Chiefs, nor of your
own generation. Think of continuing generations of
our families, think of our grandchildren and of those yet
unborn, whose faces are coming from beneath the ground.”’

The Fire That
Never Dies”

By HARVEY ARDEN Photographs by STEVE WALL

NATIONAL CEOGRAPHIC SENIOR WRITER

FIRST AMONG EQUALS,
Onondaga Chief Leon
Shenandoah bears the
title Tadodaho—a kind
of speaker of the house
for the Grand Council of
today’s Six Nations
Iroquois Confederacy. In
his hands he holds his
ceremonial staff of office,
an eagle-headed cane
(right) with inset peg or
pictograph for each of
the original peace chiefs
of the centuries-old
confederacy.

As custodian of “the
fire that never dies,” he
bears witness to an un-
quenchable tradition—
summed up in the mov-
ing words (top) spoken
long ago by the founder
of the confederacy,
called the Peacemaker.

HE ELDER from Great Turtle Island—some call it

North America—stood alone at the center of a rain-

swept greensward in England. Around him a

crowd of spectators, gathered to watch a world-
class lacrosse game between Team England and the Iro-
quois Nationals, formed a large circle for the pregame
ceremony, black umbrellas raised against the bleak, spit-
ting sky.

With hushed disbelief they looked on as the lone figure—
Chief Leon Shenandoah of the Six Nations Iroquois Con-
federacy—struck a single match in the gusting wind and set
it on the pile of dry twigs he’d just put down at his mocca-
sined feet.

Watching from the edge of the crowd, I felt my heart sink.
No way the thing would light in that drenching English
rain. And yet, as he cupped his hands over it, a tendril of
smoke curled out, then a spurt of flame. The fire took hold.
Then he sprinkled over it some sacred green Indian tobac-
co, whose smoke—the Iroquois believe—carries prayersup
to the Creator. While the wind and rain tore unsuccessfully
at the little fire, he intoned a prayer in his native Onondaga
language, asking the Creator's blessing on the players. Only
at prayer’s end did the fire give out. The Creator, indeed,
seemed to be listening.

But who were they anyway, these Iroquois Nationals?
Almost exactly a century had passed since an Iroquois la-
crosse team had last played on English soil. At that time, in
1886, a visiting Iroquois team had been banned from fur-
ther international play because of alleged “professional-
ism"—they had, it seemed, accupl_ed a modest payment to
defray expenses of their overseas trip. They hafi Ialso_shml‘.rn
the poor taste of soundly beating the competition in this,
their native American sport. .

Vet here they were a century later, back again—and
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winning again. Hotly battling England’s
best, they would return to Great Turtle Is-
land from this 1985 exhibition tour with a
proud record of three wins, one tie, and one
narrow loss, They were also requesting full
membership in the International Lacrosse
Federation to compete against the likes of
Team England, Team Canada, and Team
U.S.A. in the 1990 world games. “We want
to play them nation against nation)” Chief
Shenandoah insisted,

What's more, they had come to England
this time on their own Iroquois passports,
demanding recognition as representatives
not of the United States or Canada
within whose boundaries they reside—but
Photographer Steve Wall is a frequent contribu-
tor to NATIONAL GEoGrRAPHIC. He lives in
North Carolina

of the Six Nations Iroquois Confederacy,

There was, as well, an especially poignant
symbolism in the lighting of that little cere-
monial fire. For among the Six Nations the
Onondaga are the Keepers of the Central
Fire—*"the fire that never dies.” Chief Shen-
andoah, as custodian of that symbolic fire,
servesas Tadodaho—a kind of moderator or
speaker of the house—for the 50 co-equal
peace chiefs, or sachems, of the confedera-
cy’s Grand Council.

NCE, the ancestors of these onlook-
ing British lacrosse fans had allied
themselves with that powerful
confederacy to wrest control of

eastern North America from France (if they
hadn't done so, these words might well be
written in French).

Based in what is now upstate New York

National Geographic, September 1987



(map, pages 380-81), the confederacy creat-
ed a network of alliances with other Indian
nations—sometimes called an empire—that
stretched from the Atlantic to the Mississip-
pi, from Canada to the Carolinas.

To the French, who encountered them
during early explorations of the St. Law-
rence River and the Great Lakes region,
they were les Iroquois—probably a corrup-
tion of some Algonquian epithet. To the
British they were the Five Nations—the
Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga,
Seneca—and, later, the Six Nations, after
the Tuscarora, driven out of North Carolina
by white settlers, joined the confederacy
about 1722.

To themselves they were—and are—the
Haudenosaunee (pronounced, roughly,
hoo-dee-noh-SsHAW-nee), or the People of
the Longhouse.

After France’s with-
drawal from the continent
in 1763, Iroquois political
leverage wvirtually disap-
peared. Then the Ameri-
can Revolution all but
tore the confederacy apart.
Most of the Mohawk, On-
ondaga, Cayuga, and Sen-
eca ultimately joined their
old ally, the British, while
most Oneida and Tusca-
rora sided with the rebels.

The 1783 Treaty of Paris
that ended the war didn’t
even mention the Iroquois.
Despite the subsequent
1784 Treaty of Fort Stan-
wix between the Iroquois
and the fledgling United
States—guaranteeing the
Six Nations much of cen-
tral and western New York State—they
were soon dispersed to a scattering of ever
dwindling reservations on both sides of the
U. 8.-Canadian border. They faded not
only from the political spotlight but also,
seemingly, from history itself. The central
fire, it would appear, had gone out.

But not so. As Chief Shenandoah and the
Iroquois Nationals were here in England to
demonstrate more than two centuries later,
the central fire still burns. The Six Nations
Iroquois Confederacy lives.

“The Fire That Never Dies"

0 REACH the capital of that still func-

tioning if vastly transformed con-
federacy, you drive a few miles

south of Syracuse, New York, on
Interstate 81. The exit sign reads “Nedrow”;
nothing about Onondaga. Only after you
swing onto State Highway 11 does a sign
show the way to the Onondaga Indian Res-
ervation, down 11A, a two-lane blacktop.
“The United States ends here!” Chief
Shenandoah announced to state authorities
during a 1971 confrontation over the widen-
ing of Interstate 81, which passes right
through the reservation. Refusing to give up
“one more inch” of Indian land, Onondaga
traditionalists, joined by other members of
the confederacy, staged a two-month sit-
down on the construction site, staring down
the same state troopers who would shortly
depart to put down the bloody riot at Attica

PAINTING BY CHAMLES DUAS, GILCMLASE INSTIIUIE

NATION AGAINST NATION: The I roquois
Nationals, with players from each of the
Six Nations, take on Team England in a
lacrosse exhibition game (facing page),
held in Urmston, England. A mid-1800s
painting (above) depicts a no-holds-
barred game of lacrosse, a native Ameri-
can sport given its name by early French
settlers for the shape of the stick, which
resembles a bishop’s staff, or crosier.
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prison. Negotiators finally reached a com-
promise—the highway was widened, but
only slightly—avoiding a showdown.

Another crisis loomed in 1983 when
American Indian Movement activist Dennis
Banks, an Qjibwa fleeing a federal arrest
warrant, took refuge at Onondaga. Once
again the line of sovereignty was drawn at
the reservation’s horder. Federal authorities
elected not to cross the line.

“But what would happen if the FBI did
come in?" I asked Chief Oren Lyons at the
time, knowing that the confederacy's Grand
Council had to reach a unanimous agree-
ment on all major decisions. “Would the
Grand Council have time to meet and reach
a consensus on what to do?”

“The decision is already made,” he said.
“If they cross the line, it's out of our hands.
The warriors take over.”

EAR THE CENTER of the reservation

stands the Onondaga longhouse—

the central reality of daily life for

followers of the Longhouse reli-
gion. A handsome new one-story log build-
ing, it serves as a combination religious and
social hall and legislative chamber. Here,
the chiefs of the nations of the confederacy
periodically gather for a Grand Council, fac-
ing each other across the “fire” (today a cast-
iron stove suffices). Theoretically there are
s0such peace chiefs, each representing a lin-
eage within his own nation and bearing the
name of one of the confederacy’s founders.

You can still walk down to the shore of
nearby Onondaga Lake, where, tradition
says, the confederacy was established by the
man they call the Peacemaker. Most histori-
ans put that founding sometime between
A.D, 1350 and 1600. Many Iroquois insist it
occurred a thousand years or more ago.

A luminous figure, the Peacemaker trav-
eled in a white stone canoe as a sign the Cre-
ator had sent him. Born on Lake Ontario's
northwest shore, he journeyed among the
Iroquois at a time when endless wars and
blood feuds had reduced the Five Nations to
near anarchy and despair.

Amongthe Mohawk he met an Onondaga
exile named Ayawentha, or Hiawatha (an
Iroquois name mistakenly used by the poet
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow for an Ojib-
wa hero in his Song of Higwatha), Together
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The Living
[roquols
confederacy

HAUDENOSAUNEE, or People of
the Longhouse, they call them-
selves—traditionalists who
carry on the still living heritage
of the Six Nations Iroquois
Confederacy. Once, from their
base in what is now upstate
New York, their influence
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Mohawk Thavendanegea, or ] oseph Brant,
a protégé of British Superintendent of Indi-
an Affairs Sir William Johnson,

Winning many of the Six Nations warriors
to the British side, Brant and other Iroquots
war chiefs soon sent shock waves of terror

through outlying American settlements. Fi-
nally, in devastating response, Gen. George
Washington, in 1 , sent an expedition of
4,500 men under Gen. John Sullivan to
strike the heartland of the Iroqu

Although most of the Iroguois melted
away at the Army's approach, the destruc-
ty villages with their

tion of more than

ind granaries—oe

H:’t]l,”ll:-, q l‘;'.‘]"‘l.'i!"ll.'-, c
cially those of the Seneca- forever ch
the face of Ir-n;u;-n._.

ODAY that s na

tized world ¢ C
eventeen separale, , and
bewilderingly « lex commun

ties flung across New York State, Ontarnc

ec, Wisconsin

rality

lied to the Grand Council
Others have elected tribal cou
ated with the ¢
“progressive” Senecan
and Allegany, for instance, h:
cou oldest elected cou
lished in 1848, Butconfederac
the focus of these pages—are active
throughout the Iroquois diaspora. They in-
clude mostly Longhouse religion followers

onfederacs

ry's

but also some Christians.

There's also the Six Nations Reserve near
1'{51r1|i|lot:_ '-HJI.'.;', where T-.“'.:'-]J:’ ]"-[
and other I!'-:qullh I,o_‘. alists settled after the
Revolution. A microcosm of the J_rr-'||1-.~;|-
world as its own :
rate from, yet i réemoni

Grand Council

v associated
the one at Onondaga. The reserve’s ad

i“‘r-l[j‘tlp government, however
dian law—is an elected council
But, for sheer complexity,

by Cana

consider the
Mohawk community of Akwesasne, or St
Regis—one of the most fractionated
square miles on this or any continent
Straddling the U.5.-Canadian border
along the St. Lawrence River, Akwesasne
must contend with the U. S. and Canadian
federal governments, the state Eovernment
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h year New York
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that t

and the provincial govern-

1at’s more,

ments of rio and Quebec, W

vernments of its own: a
elected band council

ide elected tribal council, and a tradi
tional council of confederacy chiefs, Neither
the U. S, nor the Canadian government rec-
ognizes the traditi for that
matter, does the latter recognize the federal,
State, or provincial governments' jurisdis

tion, or that of either of the elected councils,
on Akwesasne territory.

*Toss in the fac tthat we have half a dozen
Christian denominations plus the Long
house religion,” traditionalist chief Jake
swamp told me, “and you can see that right
I the elements that create war in the
Id are present every ,1;__-_}.- "

it has three
Canadian-side

U. 5.-

onal council, nor,
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wor
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War. indeed, almost broke out at Akwe
sasne in 1979, when a minor incident over a
confiscated chain saw escalated into amajor
confrontation that had armed traditionalists
barricading themselves against armed tribal
council supporters, with state and federal
authorities poised tensely between. For
nearly two years the siege went on. At one
point, confederacy chiefs at Onondaga and
Tuscarora threatened to sever gas and pow-
er lines crossing their reservations if police
stormed the barricades at Akwesasne. Ulti-
mately indictments were dismissed against
the traditionalists and the barricades came
down, but the hurts and hatreds still fester.

C—
e

1T, more problems erupt

VEN AS 1 VIS

.t Akwesasne. Over a period of a
few weeks seven deaths have been
attributed to drunk driving, and
lan mothers are up in arms. They de

the ¢ ;
easies be closed. A

mand that local speak
crowd of demonstrators gathers in front of
narch, ayouth ona motorcycle

one. Asthey
roars away from the speakeasy, right past
the demonstrators, and minutes later dies in
a collision up the road. It's too much. That
night flames suddenly shoot from the build

ing. The local fire department, not wanting
to interfere, stands by as the wooden strug

ture burns to the ground

The nextissue of Indian Time, 5 reésery
:mr: newspaper, shows the LI'.JJ]]-I-clKh'[JrJ.Jr:rﬂ;
its front page. Children are the fi..r“.-l. to 5
tice: “Look!"” they tell their parents \'-&;Lr-p :‘U-
flames I:]l{“.'lr:r:l:.|:k<=.hurn~.~!1['5t-]-u'r-lg:\-'[he
we chased him out of Akwesasne!” o

And there are border problems—alway
border problems. The 1794 Jay's Treaty h-\:
tween the United States and “I’iLili]L EI'J.:J-I’ul' -
teed Indians the right to unimpeded pass :

o ] age
across the U. 5.-Canadian border :

a right
underscored by a peaceful mass border
crossing each July at an international h,.-l.i,.;t-
near Niagara Falls. But every few months
there is a confrontation over the if.iuz-.

somew here Lo
ere along the border Should Akwe-

SASNE reci
cu._x,?in: ;Il'l.-e'r'.l-t .. for example, have to pay
s ar-{! llJI.T-erl.."s]'.=|'..‘-.L‘1_:‘.|1'IUJEh[|Pr.t]1{‘ U.5
Sie I:Ihfr;[ En to the (._.,alj:;',lli.'il'l side? And
i _““.IF_]-L, -.:mlmql:ns:-' Can customs offi-
¥ ﬁeard; |.-H“- cars of Akwesasne residents
s s f.JnLI’Iéj'J'cl;'ld or drugs?
4 ';;unrl.j.],f‘n,['t?“m s the specter of pollution
St -'-.I“.-_‘-Iillur-':l-t:”ts on one of the United
]—_;mf: -'rc-Jj'nt'lJJ?'?1t"~'-"d_"~lc dumps, and the air
angs murky yellow-gray with the emis-
s1ons from nearby indust
shores of the St. L

crowding the
t. Lawrence River.

I geta call from Chief Tom Porter. whose
usually buoyant optimism is temporarily

k in northeastern url
v York City the
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mwle crew (left) ties
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Back in 1974 a group of Mohawks staged
such an exodus—seizing a disused su
camp on state parklan:
rondacks and “repossess
state of New York. Thr
AgTee

1 in the central Adi-

g" it from the
e years later they
o exchange this site for another piece
of state land in the northern Adirondacks
and there the community survives to this
day, calling itself Ganienkeh (the original
Mohawk name for their homeland, meanin g
“land of flint").

“Here we live according to the original

ations,” spokes
] me. “That's the only
We don’t accept any gov
ind we don’t want any. We

ask only to be left alone, to develop accord-

ernment mo

ing to our own principles

“We needed fighters to establish Ganien-
keh, but now we need builders, teachers,
['Ill.'[.'.'.'n' That's where the challenge is to-
aay

and

And, who knows, if we can succeed—

I believe we can—you n
more Ganienkehs in the future

Hammers ring out over the 32-acre Onei-
da Territory, west of Utica, where a new
longhouse is going up in a field behind the
large bingo hall and adjacent trailer-home
cCommunity-

1y be seeing

remnant of some six million

Narional Ge: graphic, September 1987

acres once owned f-_\ these Pe 1i_-|t of the
Standing Stone

“It"s the first longhouse on -'-.';E;]'_.l| Onei
da Territory for more than 150 years," tradi
wdoah

land

1i-’-:'|.||;:..'_ SpoRkeswoman ,\I,'li»':t' _"}llx'r'l.'

tells me. “This and another piece of
nearby were never sold.”

s far away as New York City
crowd the I'-'—l'i'iif'-l-" lot, chartered by luck
seekers hoping for the $10,000 top hi"“:f
prize. “We built the bingo hall in 1985,
Maisie says. “Lots of people here were
against it, afraid the profits would go to out-
siders—as has happened on other reserva-
tions. But we've |J!'U‘-'L"d Wwe can run a
business successfully and keep the profitsior
the community—more than five million

Buses from

'The Fire That Never Dies”

first year. We've gone from 80

1t down to 5 percent
profits to recover other
property r
Oneidas: ‘C

She spes
the American Revolution. "Our Chief Sken-
yushéls of white Indian
cornto George W: 1 and his troops at
Vallev Forge. We even sent along a woman
to show them how to cook it. After the war
Martha Washington gave the woman, Polly
L_‘-;-nl:l;r, a black lace shawl, One of her de
scendants still has it in a vault.”

She shows me a large rock standing across
the road from the bingo hall.
“That's how we got our name, People of

» saying to our fellow
¢s proudly of the Oneida role in

endore brought 30




the Standing Stone,” she explains. “In the
old davs it would give us directions. It would
appear wherever we moved. But, w hen the
people went their own ways, the stone
stopped helping. They say it won't direct us
again until we're reunited.”

That, however, remains an elusive ideal
for the far-flung Oneida. In addition to the
32-acre territory, there are major Oneida
communities—wholly separate administra
tively—near London, Ontario, and Green
Bay, Wisconsin, plus a contingent at Onon-
daga and a rival group who vigorously con
test control of the 32-acre site.

HE CAYUGA, like the Oneida, have
major land claims pending Entire
ly dispossessed of their original ter-
ritory in west-central New York,

they have communities on the Seneca-
Cayuga Reservation in Oklahoma, the Six
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Nations Reservein Ca nada, {Lllli_lhi‘ Cattar-
AUEUS Reservation south of Iiufia!o_

«\We live here as guests of the Seneca, as
* Chief Frank Patterson tells me at
the Cayuga Indian nation’s one-room store-
front headquarters in Gowanda, New
Vork. “We're desperate for aland base so we
can come together as a people again. We've
kept up the ceremonies, and we're loyal to
the confederacy. But until we get some land
back, people will just think of us as curios-
ities—the landless’ Cayuga g

Though their current claim against New
vork State calls for the return of some
64 .000 acres they say were wrongfully tak-
en, plus 350 million dollars in damages, the
Cavuga, in truth, seek a negotiated settle-
n'.urm like one that was very nearly reached

tenants,’

in 1980, giving them some 7,000 acres of
state parkland and national forest plu
about eight million dollars in trust.

s
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‘“Look,” Chief Patterson says, “we don’
want to be bad neigh i

il L 1E1 '||}r,]r5 e ]

; o » and we don't
want to see a single white family evicted
T B : 3 e
Butwecan't just be n £y :
|.I- : € 2 _[ justbe lF!“_UTLIj outol existence
To survive . . . that's all we ask "

On the uutsk:r.tsof Montreal, I stroll the
weed-grown perimeter of the Kahnawak
Mohawk Reserve with s T
I ; with spokeswoman Sel-
ma Delisle.

First l}lm;-,- took 11je land,"” she says. “But
that wasn't enough for them

“Then they took the river.” She waves an
arm at the concrete embankment of the St
Lawrence Seaway, which virtually walls off
the reserve from the river's main course

"Thur}l,: she u:_ami:-.u[-s-, “they took away
the sky.” She points to the bridges, railway
trestles, and highways that arch over the re-
serve—humming with the traffic of more
than 50,000 commuters a day.

“And,” she goes on, “they proposed tak-
ing eve he rapids away,"” referring to the
Province of Quebec’s plans—shelved for
now—to harness the nearby Lachine Rap-
ids, the last major rapids on the St. Law-
rence, with a series of dams and a massive
h:\'iil’l}!'!t't tric power Dlat'lT-.

“Kahnawake means ‘at the rapids,’ " Sel-
ma says. “We get our power from the white
water—our spiritual power. They wanted
to turn it into electricity so people could have

more microwave ovens. . .

She recalls: “My mother had a greal-
creat-uncle. He prophesied that one day
there would be monsters at Kahnawake.
meant until
en she
They

She never understood what he
they opened the seaway in 1959. Th
saw the huge ships passing through.
were the monsters.”

N WESTERN NEW YORK STATE both the
Allegany Seneca Reservation and the
.arora Reservation have lost large

Tuscarora large
,ublic works reservoirs in

acreages Lo |
recent decades.

At Tuscarora,

[ climb a ridge overl
with Chief Edison Mt

wife, Eliza. “That's where

ara Falls,

not far from N iag
ation

ooking the reservats
Pleasant and his
[grewup,” Eliza
says, pointing toward the reservelt I;Ilr:ufl t{l:\l
now submerged childhood hn-ne- “i-iill:l
not to think about itany more. There $5 k:';l
life to be lived. At least they haven'l ta

everything.”

“The Fire That Never Dies”

_ Edison shows
ﬁcld, where
Tuscaror

me a site, now a plowed
the British burned the main
“Thev - “L'll]Err:enL in the War of 1812,
Americansduring the Revoluton, bt e
He tellk e hosr s o S i
Gy e N .{ uscarora had been
F tof I h Carolina in the early
1700s and become the confederacy’s sixth
mcmh_er. Later, he goes on, they were :nr:a\t-
ly Fhrls1irer|:zcd. yet they still retained their
affiliation with the Grand Council at Onon-
daga—as they do to this day.
"T']_w:.- call us Christian chiefs,” he says.
E_et-:lru;1tr'.under_;mmuinuaa_-s ourstroll, I
retrieve a few rusty nails from the ground
corroded remnants of a proud pas'.-. Back at
his house Edison shows me his collection of
old coins, buttons, arrowheads, and other
artifacts—a collection he takes to schools
and fairs to demonstrate the oft forgotten
Tuscarorarcle in U, 5. history.

toue in the world

WOMEN'S VOICES ring
where clan mothers

~hisfe
CNIE]S

of the Iroquois, _
select—and sometimes depose— :
Membership in both clan and nation ts
carried through the fernale line. r.‘_JﬂDr!-
vomen (facing page) find time jor
laughter while practicing jor an up<

ing sing. Clan mother Dewasenta :
['qha-,-e_] shuttles E:cm-:-ulf home and her
duties at the Onondaga longhouse

daga v
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When the rain stops, I get up to go. But he

me quizzically

arvey,” he says gently, “are you sure

there isn't something elser?”

I look at him. He looks at me. Then I un-
derstand. Sheepishly I dig my hand into my

pocket and pull out the rusty nails.

“You mean theser”

He smiles, and accepts my apology
along with the nails

“Everythingt
us,” he says, “Even these.”

I drive off one more message from the

Iroquois burned indelibly into this white

man's conscience

And here's another: They want their
wampum belts back, and their ceremonial

false-faces, and, YEs the bones of their

10

Was ours 1= 1mp rtant to

ancestors. With Seneca faith keeper Hazel
Dean-John, a state education official, T de

ment vault where the New

cend into a bas
York State Museum at
priceless collection of Iroquois wampum

any stores a

belts in several Plexiglas cases. Though
available for viewing on special request, the
belts have been removed from public dis
play largely out of respect for the belief of
Iroquois traditionalists that they should not
be shown as objects of mere curiosity.

This and another collection at the Muse-
um of the American Indian in New York
City, argue the traditionalists, are the his-
toric property of their confederacy and
should be returned to the appropr iate wam-
pum keepers. Recent negotiations, in fact,
point to the likelihood that some of the belts

o
vational Geographic, Seprember 1987

will soon be restore

once details can
their safekeeping

When and if that happens, confederacy
iesmen say, the belts will be restored for
use in lon

‘They’re powerful," Hazel tells me as we
remove the covers from the cases 50 Steve
Wall can photograph the belts—white-and
purple-beaded mnemonic records of great

|.:h',|l_'_‘_-:_' CETemonies

historic events and the quintessential sym-
bols of Iroquols sovereignty.

“Just being in their presence makes
feel alive.” Hazel “(Can you feel the
power coming from them?" With L?dil""-‘m"
reverence she gazes at the ‘-".'a‘-."-hi:ly.iall! ov-
enant belt, the Hiawatha belt, the Tado-
daho belt. “They reach outto me," she says

me

‘The Fire That Never Dies y

to me through tl
vel-to-be-resolved

of Indian belts, masks, and o re
regalia. One person’s artifact, alas,
er person's sacrament

The Iroquois also
the looting of Ind
fact hunters, “Do »

Since 1972 a moratorium has

State under which no profess
t may excavate nati
When Indian remains are unearthed

y arti-

ur cemeter

existed in

1

urial
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by accident, Native Americans are general-
Iv called in to oversee a proper reburial.

" “We have the right to bury our own,”
Chief Shenandoah asserts

AUGHTER is the sound of Tonawanda at
strawberry time. It wafts like bird-
song across the wildflowered mead-
ows, mingling with the woodsmoke

from a hundred chimneys. Out in the fields
the families gather the strawberries—the
vear's first-ripening fruit—for use at the up-
coming Strawberry Thanksgiving. The
children romp and squeal, their lips glisten-
ing strawberry red with the sacred juice

It was at strawberry time in 1799 that the
Seneca prophet Handsome Lake revealed
the compelling visions that led to a major
reformation of Longhouse religious and so-
cial practices. His message called for absten-
tion from hard drink, the abandonment of
witchcraft and magic, and the prohibition of
abortion—along with other “instructions”
that became the basis, along with the Peace-
maker’s teachings, of today's Longhouse
religion.

At Strawberry Thanksgiving in June, I
join the congregation in the longhouse for
the hours-long recitation of the prophet’s
words in the native Seneca language. After
the speeches the ceremonial dances begin.
Lines of dancers circle a central bench on
which musicians pound turtle-shell rattles
while chanting out crescendoing choruses of
“Yo-ha, vo-ha, vo-o0-0-0 " The dancers
stomp on the floorboards until the whole
longhouse thunders.

Then girls ladle out cupfuls of a delicious-
ly sweet strawberry drink—reputedly rich
in medicinal powers. An abundant lunch is
then topped off with whopping portions of
strawberry shortcake piled high with cumu-
lus clouds of whipped cream

Afterward I talk to Chief Corbett Sun-
down, keeper of the confederacy’'s “spiritual
fire" at Tonawanda (as distinguished from
the “political fire"” at Onondaga). A frail but
still feisty man in his 70s, he's retired from
most duties since three rapid-fire heart at
tacks in 1984,

He tells me: “We have a saying that when
vou die, vou're going to ‘eat strawberries’
because strawberries line the road to heav-
en, Well, 1T almost ate'm. I wouldn't have
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minded—I'm ready to go—but I'm glad to
<till be here. There'salways something more
to do for your people.

“You know, you white guys come down
here and you don't see anything Then yvou
write \'uu-!' articles about how poor we are,
Well. let me tell you, we're not poor. We're
rich people without any money, that's all
You say we ought to set up industries and
:'aclﬂ:iu.-s Well, we just don't want them
How're you going to grow potatoes and
sweel corn on concrete? You call that prog-
ress? To me ‘progress’ is a dirty word."

He stares at me hard

“I've got a warning for you. You can't go
on destroying and poisoning everything
Our prophecies say there'll be signs of the
end of the world: We won't be able to drink
the water, trees will die from the tops down,
babies will be killed like dogs. . . . Now it's
all happening—only you call it water pollu
tion and acid rain and ‘legal’ abortion

“Well. the Creator’s mad. He's going to
send a great wind—more terrible than any
atom bomb. We've had some visions about
it recently, and we're burning tobacco so it
won't happen. But you guys better come to
your senses. Then maybe the Creator won't
send that wind. Otherwise—and you write
this in your article—we’ll all be ‘eating
strawberries’ together!”

N PHILADELPHIA I attend a special cere-
mony at the downtown Friends Meet-
ing House. In 1736 the Iroquois and
Pennsylvania signed a treaty of friend-

ship “to be preserved firm and entire, not
only between you and us but between your
children and our children, to all succeeding
generations "

Now, beneath a brilliant blue March sky
250 years later, I watch a delegation of Hau-
denosaunee—led by Mohawk chiefs Jake
Swamp and Tom Porter—plant an eastern
white pine on the meetinghouse grounds as
part of an ongoing Tree of Peace Project,
whose goal is to make similar symbolic
plantings around the world, bringing the
Peacemaker’s message of human harmony
to all nations

Nearby, appropriately, lie the remains of
B-:nj..unin Franklin, 1.l\r['|1_|r as an offic ial dele-
gate, attended treaty ceremonies with the
3ix Nations and in the structure of their

National Geographic, September 1987

A GRANDMOTHER'S LOVING HAND hovers around her granddaughter on the

Tenawanda Seneca Reservation. Cl
a pervasive role in Iroquois life

shed, respec

1, and honored, elders play

preserving old ceremonies, maintaining the

language, and cementing the extended family with ever ready affection

confederacy saw a partial model for his own
vision of a federal union of the colonies
Enunciating his ideas in the 1754 Albany
Plan of Union, he even suggested that the
proposed federal legislature, like that of the
Iroquois, be called the Grand Council

He once wrote: “It would be a very
strange Thing if six Nations of ignorant Sav-
ages should be capable of forming a Scheme
for such a Union and be able to execute it in
such a Manner, as that it has subsisted Ages,
and appears indissoluble; and yet thata like
Union should be impracticable for ten or a
Dozen English Colonies. . . ."

(That he should call the Iroquois “igno-
rant Savages” while incorporating their
lofty ideals into his own political philosophy
is, it would seem, less a reflection on Iro-
quois character than on Franklin's own as-
sumption of the prejudices of his time.)

“The Fire That Never Dies”

T NEVER OCCURRED TO ME that I might
actually witness Iroquois statesmen in
action on the international diplomatic
stage, as Franklin, Madison, Jefferson,

and Washington once did.

But one day Chief Oren Lyons called.
“Harvey,” he said, “the Miskito Indians
of Nicaragua have invited us down to sup-
port them in their peace negotiations with
the Sandinista government. The talks are
being held on neutral ground in Bogotd, at
Colombia’s Presidential Palace. You want
to come alongr”

1 met the Grand Council’s delegation of
five “runners” in Miami. Together we flew
to Bogotd, and I marveled as their Hauden-
osaunee i\?l‘_-'h[m!'lb were honored with Ereat
aplomb by Colombian officials. (“We've
gone to more than twenty countries on these
p:]s.epnrt«,” Chief Lyons told me.)
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LIFE'S A CHORE—and a pleasant one—
for a Mohawk youth on the famity farm
stead at Akwesasne. By day he pursues
thoroughly modermn studies a
By night, when chores are fi hed, he
returng home to imbibe by lantern |
the lore and traditions that h
tained his people for centuries

school,

Not a little overwhelmed, I stood with
them a few days later in the chandeliered
Presidential Palace as each of us was greeted
with a warm handshake by Colombian Pres
ident Belisario Betancur.

“Bienvenidos. Thank you for coming,”
he said—greeting the Six Nations and other
Indian delegations as well as official diplo
matic “guarantors" from his own country,
France, Sweden, the Netherlands, Mexico,
and Canada

Also present was Miskito rebel leader
Brooklyn Rivera, whose guerrilla forces,
emphatically unallied with the contras, had
been waging a vears-long “war within a
war"” to win autonomy for their people on
Nicaragua's Caribbean coast

MID THE DARK-SUITED diplomatic
swirl, the Six MNations delegates in
their Levi's and their bright silk-
ribboned Iroquois shirts moved
with the easy grace of seasoned wveterans,
buttonholing now the Swedish ambassador,
now the Colombian defense minister, now a
Sandinista official.

I heard Chief Lyons gently expounding to
one increasingly wide-eyved Sandinista:
“You guys should understand, the Miskito
aren't alone in this. However yvou decide
to treat them, remember—you're being
watched by all native American peoples,
and there are tens of millions of us. We won't
forget what you do here.”

seneca journalist Johm Mohawk, a
founder of the Indigenous Press Network, a
computerized news service on Indian af-
fairs, spent much of his time collaring other
Indian delegates. “What we need is commu
nication among ourselves. We need to know
about each other's struggles, what the prob-
lems are, what the solutions could be. Then
wecan speak with a unified voice . . . aunit
ed Fourth World of dispossessed indigenous
peoples everywhere.”

At a strategy meeting of the Indian dele-
gations, Brooklyn Rivera rose to speak:
“The Sandinistas say we are just another
e¢thnic minority. Well, I tell them: Ethnic
minorities run restaurants. We have a
standing army! We will negotiate as nation
to nation!”

Next to speak was Russell Means, fiery
spokesman for the American Indian Move-
ment, who rose and slammed a fist on the ta-
ble. “You tell the Sandinistas that we're
coming to Nicaragua with an army of our
own. We'll have a shovel in one hand and a
rifle in the other. It's up to them which one
we use!”

Now, amid the rising rhetoric, Chief Ly-
ons rose to speak. The occasion seemed ripe

National Geographic, September 1957

for more hot words, but, to the surprise of
many, he was utterly calm:

“We are the Haudenosaunee,” he began,
his words slow and measured, as though the
angrv words of a moment before had never
been spoken. “We are made up of Six Na-
tions . . . eachofusequal . . v;luhofuslsu\‘—
ercign. .. and we come together in a
confederacy.

“Our business is peace, not war. . .

Voice unwavering, he told of the confed-
eracy’s origins and government. He ex-
plained how decisions must be reached by
consensus, how no problem was important
enough to cause disunity. “We must be of
one mind,” he said, echoing the Peacemak-
er's ancient words.

‘The Fire That Never Dies'

¥ THE END OF THE SPEECH his audi-

ence was transformed. Anger had

been replaced by calm, and turbu

lent emotion had changed to cool

lucidity. And that, I realized, had been his

intent from the beginning. I was watching a

mastertactician, a gifted diplomat in action,

who was representing his people as a nation
among nations.

Later I told him: “Oren, you'd make a hell
of a secretary of state.”

He laughed and shook his head. “No way.
Couldn't take the job if they offered it. I'm
nota U. 5. citizen. I'm Haudenosaunee. But
if vour secretary of state wants to talk to us,

nation to nation, hk‘_\ ... we've been wait-
ing a long time for that. We're ready O
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