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American Indians Aren’t Waiting for Apology from US Government for Abuse at Schools

Colorado Springs, CO – In the wake of Canada’s and Australia’s recent apologies to first peoples for widespread boarding school abuses, American Indians say it’s time their communities heal from similar abuses at the early government-supported schools – with or without a formal apology from the US government.
The traumas that American Indian children carried home with them from the schools are believed to be the root cause of social ills that haunt Indian communities today.
Planning is underway for a national education campaign and coast-to-coast bicycle relay next year to raise awareness of what happened at the schools and to promote the forgiveness of those responsible, it was announced June 9.

“It’s important for people to understand why Indian Country is the way it is, why there is all this social pathology going on in these communities, said Kevin Gover (Pawnee), former head of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the agency charged with managing the schools.
“And you can draw a straight line from the boarding schools to alcoholism, substance abuse, the exploitation of children and violence against women in the Indian communities.” 

Beginning next May 2009, Indian youth will form statewide relay teams to collectively bicycle more than 5,000 miles to Indian school sites in 12 states. The ride is part of a national campaign to bring to light the “intergenerational trauma” believed to have its deepest roots in the 60 years after the first boarding school was opened in Carlisle, Penn., in 1879, when the United States was still at war with many tribes.

Intergenerational trauma has been described as post-traumatic stress disorder that has been passed down through generations and has manifested itself in epidemic levels of drug and alcohol use, domestic violence and child sexual abuse in Indian communities.

“It’s amazing how many of our people really don’t know our history that well. It’s important to know our history because we are carrying it. We feel that knowledge is power. The more we know about it the more control we have over how it affects us,” said Dr. Maria Brave Heart (Lakota), a nationally-recognized researcher on Indian historical trauma and its effects.

The 2009 Way Home Tour is being organized by the Colorado-based non-profit organizations, White Bison Inc., and the Ancient Ways of Knowing Foundation, as part of the “Wellbriety Movement,” a term coined by White Bison back in 1999 to denote the grassroots efforts in Indian communities to get well through culturally-based programs and practices.

Gift of Eagle Staff

A recent three-day conference on Indian community wellness entitled “Healing the Hurts” in Minneapolis drew more than 300 Indian people and supporters sharing story upon story of young people hooked on drugs, endless funerals and a feeling of hopelessness in their communities.

People listened, many cried, sage was lit, healing songs were sung, and prayers were led by Indian elders to forgive and to release the hurts.

The gathering culminated in the gift of a eagle staff by a Indian woman in memory of her murdered husband - and a commitment to carry the eagle staff coast-to-coast to a handful of the present and former school sites to take back what was lost there, said Don Coyhis (Mohican), founder and president of White Bison Inc., and the conference organizer.

Between 1879 and 1940, the government authorized nearly 500 schools for Indian children – 25 boarding schools run by the BIA and 460 boarding and day schools run by churches. Today, eight off-reservation BIA boarding schools remain for high-risk Native youth.
“We’ll make that ride and get our voice back. It would be nice if we could get an apology from the government. The Australian government did it this past February. It would be nice to get an acknowledgment. For somebody to say, ‘We did kill those babies, we did sexually abuse you, this was done, the fingers were chopped off.’ But we’re not going to hurt any more,” Coyhis told those at the conference.

 “We are going to heal and we are going to take our voice back, never to have our voice taken away again. We are taking our voice back so our children will have a voice and be able to stand tall.”

Similar to the Canadian and Australian policies and practices, the US government sought to eradicate Indian culture by subjecting tens of thousands of children to militaristic control, hard labor, severe punishment and sometimes even sexual abuse at the hands of corrupt administrators and teachers at the schools, according to documented reports. While most of these practices had ended by the 1950s, some survivors say abuses continued at some of the remaining schools through the 1980s.

And whatever the timeframe, countless people can testify that the abuse followed the children back home.

After 20 years of working with Indian people to heal, Coyhis is convinced that the anger, guilt, shame and fear underlying the plagues in Indian communities are the curses left by the boarding school legacy.

Journey of Healing

The Way Home Tour will focus on breaking the schools’ curse of intergenerational trauma through education, acknowledgment, grieving and forgiveness, said Laverne Beech, (Shoshone-Bannock) a member of the White Bison Board of Directors who is helping coordinate the tour.

Indian people still carry the trauma of the schools because tribes were outlawed from conducting traditional ceremonies that would have helped survivors and their families to process their grief, said Dr. Brave Heart.

Planned are workshops, facilitated talking circles and traditional Indian ceremonies at selected school site on the routes. A documentary on the boarding school experience is also scheduled for release during the tour. State and national politicians will be invited to weigh in at the level they deem meaningful.

The coast-to-coast journey is intended to send the message that Indian people can heal from the boarding school era without waiting for a formal apology or monetary settlement from the US government for what happened.

“We need to make this ride to talk to the people about forgiveness.  There is a story whose point is this: if you have resentment, it is like you are taking a poison pill and hoping the other person dies. It doesn’t work that way. As we make this ride and make this decision to forgive, it’s not about suing, it’s not about bringing lawsuits – it’s about healing,” said Coyhis.

Something’s Moving

A proliferation of information on the Internet about the Indian boarding school experience and effects is evidence to many that the nation is ready to light its own collective sage to heal from the pain carried from the schools.

At least three documentaries and one full-length movie on the US Indian boarding school experience are in the works. Organizations like the Boarding School Healing Project are working to raise public awareness and promote healing. National Public Radio aired a two-part special in May and TNT’s 2005 miniseries “Into the West” featured a moving segment about Lakota children being sent to the Carlisle school.

The Ancient Ways of Knowing Foundation is slated to release a documentary during the ride on the boarding schools from a historical perspective, through the sharing of personal stories and an examination of intergenerational trauma and its effects on the social fabric of Indian communities, said Freita F. Keluche, head of the foundation.

Gover, who is now director of the National Museum of the American Indian in Washington DC, is featured in one upcoming documentary on the schools entitled, “Something’s Moving.” While heading up the BIA in 2000, Gover apologized for the century of wrongs committed by the agency, including brutalizing Indian children "emotionally, psychologically, physically and spiritually" in boarding schools. While not officially backed by the US government, Gover’s heartfelt apology spoke directly to Indian people and the love-hate relationship they have long felt for their “trustee.”

Apology Long Overdue

Since that time, Congress has toyed with the idea of a formal apology, but most believe it has never gained momentum due to fears of lawsuits and possible billion dollar payouts for the admission of past wrongs.

The Canadian prime minister’s apology to First Nations June 11 comes one year after the government’s agreement to pay $1.9 billion to survivors of Indian residential schools; the Australian prime minister’s formal apology in February to aboriginal people did not include any mention of reparations.

A bill seeking a formal apology to Americans Indians was twice introduced in 2006 and 2007 by the late Congresswoman Jo Ann Davis (R-Virginia). A resolution of apology first introduced by US Senator Sam Brownback (R-Kansas) back in 2004 has finally stuck as an attachment to the Indian Health Care Improvement Act passed by the Senate Feb. 26. It is now before the House and, if approved, it will likely sit on the president’s desk until after the election for consideration.
Brownback’s resolution includes wording that apologizes for the “forcible removal of Indian children from their families to faraway boarding schools where their Indian practices and languages were degraded and forbidden.”

Indian people are hopeful that the new president will do the right thing and approve the resolution, but they also say a first gesture of forgiveness by the first Americans would go far in extending an olive branch to the many fellow non-Indians who still carry the guilt and shame for what their ancestors did.

“An elder Indian woman in Oklahoma once commented that if Indian people could forgive what happened at the schools, it would open the door for this nation to forgive and heal its collective hurt,” said Coyhis. “We believe that.”

White Bison’s name as an organization comes from the ancient American Indian prophecy that came to life when a white buffalo calf named Miracle was born in Janesville, Wis., in 1994. The prophecy tells of a time when a “great healing” would sweep through the nation and wipe away the pain of the past. Many believe that time is now, and that Indian people will lead the way.

Intensely Personal

While much can be done on a national level to raise awareness, those who’ve already traveled the path say the healing journey is intensely personal and must happen at the individual level before its effects can be seen at the level of the family and community.

“To heal from this affliction, you have to ask for forgiveness and recognize and understand the historical trauma. That doesn’t mean you live in the past, but you remember it. And you have to acknowledge it in order to move on,” said Robert DesJarlait (Ojibwe), a cultural educator and writer, who attended the Minneapolis conference.

In an article about his experience at the conference, DesJarlait says he was inspired to do his personal healing work so that he wouldn’t pass the intergenerational trauma on to his children.

Staff joins Sacred Hoop

The Wellbriety Movement’s newly-donated eagle staff will lead one relay team cross country and the Movement’s Sacred Hoop of 100 Eagle Feathers will lead the other team.

The staff of 36 feathers was donated by Nancy Kingbird, a member of the Leech Lake Ojibwe Tribe and grassroots community activist, during the conference’s general assembly April 18. The staff was made for the movement in remembrance of Kingbird’s husband, Warren Bradley Tibbetts, who was murdered at their home in 2005.

Coyhis said the ability of Indian people to forgive what happened at the schools would be their greatest test.

 “We will make this ride and stop in those places where so much hurt took place for our people. We know these spirits are hanging around the schools. We will free the things that happened to us in those places. Our last test will be this: will we be able to forgive this, and can we heal from this?” said Coyhis.

The Sacred Hoop of 100 Feathers was created just after the birth of the white buffalo calf and has since traveled more than 40,000 miles bringing the messages of unity, healing, hope and forgiveness to Indian communities in the United Sates and Canada.

For the last 20 years, White Bison has offered sobriety, recovery, addictions prevention and wellness resources to the American Indian communities nationwide. Its goal is to bring 100 American Indian communities into healing by 2010.

Ancient Ways of Knowing Foundation is dedicated to bringing forth ancient traditional knowledge, philosophies and practices promoting health and wellness. In 1998, the foundation sponsored an eight-day gathering between eight Chinese masters of the healing arts and 14 American Indian elders and healers to facilitate the cross-cultural sharing of healing wisdom and ways.

For more information about 2009 Way Home Tour or to volunteer, visit www.whitebison.org or call (208) 241-0558. 

-30-
For more information, contact Laverne Beech at (208)241-0558 or (719)548-1000 / Laverne@whitebison.org.
PAGE  
4

