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TALL OAK

If you desire to help change perceptions, you have to be in somewhere, and you have someone right in front of you and the place is there to start from that.  And then if you have someone who’s reception to what you say and isn’t going to tune you out and turn you off and you get that feeling right away, that encourages you to continue, you know?  If you feel that atmosphere of respect, you know, if you get that vibration, then that only encourages you to speak, I think.  And that’s what I felt when I met you, and never stopped.

I guess what I remember best that stays in my mind – I can’t say right now at this age, stage in my life, I remember specific questions or points that we talked about – but you know, in general terms I remember.  But I think what stays out in my mind is that we were a functioning board.  We weren’t a rubber stamp board.  And that’s what I enjoyed the best about traveling up there each of the times I went, because it was worth the trip.  Because I knew you were really listening to what to what said.  Not only listening, but I knew you were going to translate everything that came out of those discussions and comments into some kind of reality.  And before you implemented it and put it into the works, you were going to consult with us again.  You actually used us consultants. You didn’t just give us that title and not really use us as consultants.  And that was a refreshing change from the way museums had always been.  I guess, as you well know better than anyone, because that was your whole, I think, logic and reason in constructing the board because it wasn’t happening.  And you were like a pioneer, I would say.

There was a lot of discussion about Thanksgiving, I remember that.  I can’t say any specific discussion.  If you said something it might trigger my memory and help me connect some dots.  But I can’t right now.

I can’t remember for sure what the year was when he had the first board meeting.  ’72?  Okay, so that’s why I wanted to talk about the National Day of Mourning because it was only two years old.  And all the events that led up to the formation of that whole concept was still very fresh in our minds.  And the responses from the Plymouth community and the society at large that the represented were ongoing.  And they were getting pretty intense at that time, right up until [Aniwan] was born, my youngest son, when we were having those Concord conferences that Betty Rosenthal organized of all the Indians in the region.  And that was a good thing.  That was a very important part of the evolution of our people in New England and how all these things have come to where we are now.  Because of that happened, we wouldn’t be here having this discus​sion now on these points.  Because every has happened for a reason.  Nothing is an accident.  I believe that with all my heart and soul.  And it’s all part of the creator’s plan.  And we call them accidents because we don’t always know whose plan.  But he has all these things planned before we were ever put here on this earth, and there was a role for each of us, there is a role for each of us.  And what I have found is true happiness and satisfaction can only come from fulfilling that purpose while you’re here.  That’s where true happiness comes from.  Not from getting rich or famous or any of those misconceptions that so many have.  But it’s only from fulfilling that purpose of why we were born.  So if we understand that and can connect to that and keep that consciously in our mind, we can live a much happier life and much more productive life, because we will be getting more satisfaction from what we do.  In terms of the museum and the board, there’s a lot of satisfaction that I got.  And I think most of the other board members, if you asked them, would probably say the same thing.  I mean, we kept coming, didn’t we?  That seems to indicate something.  I don’t think you had any dropouts that I can remember.  So I don’t know if that answers your question or if I went on too many tangents.

Q:  [Asks about the kit]

I think I’m a little fuzzy on specifics of that.  I mean, in general terms again, we were trying to correct the old way and bring in the new way of dealing with Native people or bringing Native people to live so that we weren’t dead objects only that were in a case or anything like that, so that we had a voice.  And I think that’s why I probably mentioned the National Day of Mourning, too.  Because in a sense there were parallel processes that were taking place.  Or the same process but different ways that it was happening.  Plymouth came about because we had never had a voice before.  We were relegated to dead objects in cases and all in museums and other places where people were going to “learn about Indians”.  So that was all they were learning.  And so if you don’t speak, you don’t have a voice.  And after all the incidents with the 350th anniversary committee celebrating the arrival of the Pilgrims here after 350 years and the censor​ship that was attempted of Frank James’ speech and all that led up to the National Day of Mourning, I think it all came together and gelled in our minds so saw that this was an opportunity, even though it was all this negativity that surrounded the incident, this provided the opportunity for us to now have a voice.  And if we spoke and had a voice this society would no longer be able to ignore us and relegate us to just dead objects in a museum case, etc.  So there was a similar intention and similar purpose that both the museum in putting the advisory board together – with your inspiration behind it – and what was happening at Plymouth with the National Day of Mourning.  But again, it’s because there were no accidents.  This was the creator’s plan.  I mean, it’s not a coincidence that you had developed this concept of changing the museum and bringing our people to life out of the cases and all, and that this was happening at Plymouth.  All of those things were part of the creator’s plans, and all of us have been instruments of that plan, whether it was consciously or not.  But now in retrospect I can look back and I see that this is what was happening.  You know?  So I’m just glad that we had a chance to be a part of all that, and it’s given me a lot of satisfaction as I look back and see so many other things that have come out of it.  Because you plant a seed and you don’t always know if it’s going to grow, never mind how it’s going to grow.  But then when you see it growing so well and flourishing and germinating other seeds and all those things, and you know, it gives you a tremendous amount of satisfaction.

Q:  What are some of the other seeds that you think have grown out of the Children’s Museum working with Native people?

I don’t know how to be specific on that question right now.  But a lot of things come about from – in general, again, when you plant the seed all the people are coming there are potential seed carriers.  And so people are passing through those doors all the time.  And so wherever they go with what we have shared with them, they’re carrying that somewhere else.  So we can’t go every​where ourselves.  I mean, I’ve become very much aware of that now in my later life where I’ve spent most of my adult life going into schools since I started doing programs with Red Wing back in, around 1959 I guess I first started.  And because I can’t get everywhere, I have to rely on those people who I have gotten to going out like that ripple in the pond again, and spreading out and sharing whatever I was able to try to convey to them.  And hopefully I conveyed it well enough so that they don’t lose anything in the translation.  And you know, when someone comes back to you later on that you talked to so many years ago, or I mean, like yourself for example.  When you were a graduate student we met, and you’re telling me these things.  That gives me a satisfaction to see how you’ve evolved, and it helps me to understand that everything that I said and did was worthwhile.  And looking back beyond myself, everything that Red Wing said and did that was such an inspiration to me that, you know, myself and many others have carried on the work that she started.  So this began before any of us began.  And it’s bigger than all of us, and that’s because it is all part of the creator’s plan.  And I have to keep going back to that because I can’t lose sight of that now that I’ve come to that realization, you know?  Earlier in life I didn’t, you know, when I was younger I didn’t have the ability to even find those dots, let alone connect them, you know?  Now that I’ve connected them, I know the picture’s always going to be there.  It’s indelible.

Q:  One of the dots you connected was the people who had been shipped out to slavery after the so-called King Philip’s War.  Do you want to talk a little bit about that and how that came to be?

Well, I won’t restrict it to only King Philip’s War, because 38 years before the same thing happened, which was the, I guess it was the practice session for the next time that it was going to happen.  So the thing that’s common to both events was two of the participants, major players in both conflicts, both attempts to destroy our people, were from the Church family.  Richard Church, the father of Benjamin Church, participated in the massacre of the Pequots at the Mystic Fort in 1637.  And then 38 years later, his well-known son, Benjamin Church, Captain Benjamin Church, participated in the massacre of Wampanoag, Narragansett, men, women and children that were in the Great Swamp fought at that time.  So history repeated itself because people are not willing, in this society are not willing to learn the lessons that history has to teach.  And that was one quote I had from Red Wing over and over.  I never forget.  That those who don’t learn the lessons that history has to teach are doomed to repeat them.  She didn’t originate that quote, she was quoting I think it was [inaudible] found out that originally he said that.  But who said it first isn’t half as important as remembering the message.  And this society, unfortunately, still hasn’t remem​bered it.  But back to the point of the people that were taken away.  At the end of the war, because it had been such an expensive law enforcement campaign, what better solution was there for the society that was in charge of all that than to make the victims pay for the crime.  And of course because the Pilgrims and Puritans, the sacred cows of New England history, had already began to dabble in the Transatlantic slave trade, they had those things very much on their mind.  And back in the days when I was new on the board and it was coming together, I didn’t understand all these things, because I wasn’t able to connect those dots because I didn’t have all the dots.  And in the past six years, now, I focus on slavery and its impact on our people.  And because I got heavily involved in that, and the more I got into the more my eyes were opened, and the more I started to see, and the more ways I saw to connect many of the dots that I already had.  And then I started relating it to the end of the both wars, the Pequot war and the King Philip’s War, and the thing I saw in common in most of the write-ups – that again, were always generated by non-Indians – was that at the end of each war, those who were not massacred were sold out of the country, many of them, into slavery.  And one of the favorite destinations was Bermuda.  And I never dreamed I could ever get there.  I saw those passages, you know, when I’d read, but never dreamed because of my limited finances I could ever go to an expensive place like Bermuda with nothing but tourist traps to empty your pockets.  And my pockets couldn’t stand a lot more emptying.  So I never dreamed I’d get there.  But again, because the creator and his plan, he had it all set up so that I met my first of our Bermuda relatives.  Let’s see, I think it was the year 2000 that I first met her.  And she was here in Rhode Island visiting a cousin of mine over in the middle of Narragansett Bay.  And when I found out she was there, I made a bee line over there to meet with her.  Because since I couldn’t afford to go to Bermuda, Bermuda had come to me.  So I went over there, and I’m telling you, it’s an experience I’ll never forget.  When I looked into her eyes, her deep, penetrating eyes, I knew we were the same people.  I had that visual documentation instantly.  Without any paperwork, without any further research or anything.  I knew we were the same people.  She looked just like our people here.  And it was instant bonding, because there was no get-acquainted period, it was just instant bonding.  You know, like our people tend to do that anyhow.  But it was very special in that case.  And her name was Dora [Hollis].  And she’ll always be a very important part of the whole reconnection that has come about since that first meeting.  And then one thing let to another.  And I still didn’t know how I’d ever get.  I never dreamed I could get there.  I mean, the fact that I’d met our relatives and it confirmed the connection, I still didn’t know how I was going to get to Bermuda.  But again, the creator had it all planned.  So Dora called me up about a year later and asked me if I was still interested in finding a lot of the information about our people being taken to Bermuda.  And I said, “Oh, of course.”  And she said, “Well, I have a cousin who’s here now, and she’s got an awful lot of information, and I didn’t know if you’d want to talk to her over the phone.”  And I said, “Yeah.”  I said, “I’d be glad to.”  And she said, “Well, she’s not here right now.  She’s out at some library getting some information right now.  But when she gets in, I’ll have her call you.”  So she did.  And I’d never met this woman before that was her cousin.  But we talked, I don’t know how long, at expensive international rates, like we had known each other for years.  It was, you know, this instant bonding over the telephone.  And I always have, and will continue to refer to her, as my “Bermuda Fairy Godmother”.  Because she was the one that waved her magic wand and made everything happen so I was able to go there that first time.  And what really spurred me on, because I’m the world’s worst procrastinator, I have to confess to that.  I don’t think anyone tops me.  I wanted to go, I planned to go.  I had all these intentions like I stated, but it wasn’t happen​ing.  The straw that broke the camel’s back and maybe just apart from the procrastinating happen that I have, the mother of the fairy godmother, and the father of the fairy godmother, both died around Christmas time of the year 2000.  So I said, well, before any other elders die, I need to just take money out of my savings account and make that trip to Bermuda.  And so I had planned to go sometime in the following year.  But that was the year 2001.  And before I could get myself together to go, I found out that the first person I met from Bermuda, and her fairy godmother, and another person or two, were planning to come here on September the 12th, 2001.  Well, you remember 2001, September the 11th, no one will forget that day.  When that happened, all the air space was closed down and you couldn’t go to Bermuda or leave Bermuda.  So that didn’t happen that year.  All of that had to be cancelled because of the impact of 9/11.  So it was 2002 when I got myself back together and on track and I was going to make that trip.  I went and I paid to go, I paid my own way to go, and it was worth every penny.  But I’ve been back four times since, and I’ve never had to pay a penny for my fare, for any of my expenses while I was there, any of my transportation needs.  All my needs, all my food, everything, were all met by our beautiful, sharing, giving relatives who are there.  And I felt right at home from the very first.  And before I went, I was warned that the people of St. David’s Island, which is the island in the Bermuda chain where most of our people are concentrated, I was warned that they were very clannish, and they didn’t take to strangers, and so I had to be prepared for whatever kind of reception I would have.  And to have such a warm reception, in spite of that, there’s nothing that could have made me feel better.  So I knew I was with my family.  And especially when I looked out into the faces of the crowd that gathered that first time and saw mirror images of our people, you know, and that’s all we do is keep saying who looks like this one over here and who looks like that one over there.  This one looks like my aunt or my cousin.  Yeah, we’ll never stop doing that.  And it’s just further confirmation of that connection.  So from the very start, the word I thought was best to describe what was happening was the word “reconnection”.  So it kind of stuck.  So the reconnection will continue long after I’m in my grave.  And that’s what gives me, I think, that whole process gives me more satisfaction than anything I’ve done in my life, other than the birth of my children.  And I have no choice, because of what’s involved there.  Because this is like a connection that’s over 350 years overdue.  Because when all of our people were taken and put on those slave ships and sent to Bermuda or the West Indies or points beyond, we were never supposed to see them again.  We were never supposed to see each other.  But because there is a creator up there who sees all things, and knows what is wrong with this nation’s history that they will not admit to, even today, except for a few good people like yourself and the people that you’ve been able to work with, because of that he stepped in and made this happen.  He allowed this to happen.  And I’m just so glad that I could play some small part in helping to bring this about.  But it’s bigger than all of us.  And I don’t know what’s going to happen next in the process.  All I know is that I’m enjoying every minute of it.  Because, like this past week, I had three calls from the person I call “my true Bermuda brother”, [inaudible] Tucker.  And he called three times because he was concerned about some problems that I was having.  I mean, that’s the kind of bonding we’ve had.  Three times in one week, at international rates, you know?  So the connec​tion, the reconnection is ongoing and it just gets stronger and stronger.  I hear from our relatives there at least once a week, sometimes, like I said, two or three times in one week, from one or another person there.  So my life has been transformed completely.  It will never be the same again.  And I never think of watching the weather without looking at what’s happening in Bermuda, what kind of weather are my friends experiencing there, my relatives and all of that.  So I can’t compare it with anything else I’ve done in my life.  I enjoyed my work on the advisory board, the National Day of Mourning, and so many things that I’ve had the opportunity to take part in.  So many of the special people that the creator has allowed to cross my path, you know, spiritual leaders, strong people from all over Indian country that I never thought I would meet, I’ve had a chance to meet.  Especially now that some have passed on.  It’s a very special blessing.  And just like with the board of the museum affecting the different people that come through there, all these people who’ve come through my life – and you can say the same thing, I think we all can about our own individual lives – paths that cross our life influence our lives.  And we have to be thankful for those gifts of having those different people come and cross our paths.  Because a truly intelligent person learns something new every day.  And we can all learn from each other.  There’s an old saying, “A wise man will listen to a fool, but a fool will listen to no one.”  So we can learn even from a fool even if we’re smart enough.  So I try to listen to everywhere when I meet them and see what I can gain from that experience.  Because we all have something to contribute, and we should learn something each and every day.  When we stop learning, I think that’s when we’re ready to be put into the ground, because there’s no reason to stay here any longer, when we know it all.  So I don’t know if that answers your question.

Q:  ....We moved the wigwam from the Visitor’s Center.  And when we moved downtown we needed a new exhibition, and we were all trying to decide what it would be.  Do you remember anything from that time?

I remember there was discussion about how the museum would change or evolve in that move from the old location.  I don’t rememer all the specific points, but I remember we had discussions around that topic.  And I guess that did result in the We’re Still Here.  Or Grandmother’s Attic, which came first?

Q:  We’re still here.

Well, you had [inaudible] aunt’s recipes and all that?

Q:  Oh, that was the second reincarnation of We’re Still Here.

See, I’m getting a little fuzzy.

Q:  The We’re Still Here that I’m talking about compared the wigwam to a replica of a contemporary house.  Do you remember that?  And it had a living room and dining room and a kitchen and a bedroom?

Yeah, that’s sound more familiar [inaudible] memory.

Q:  Do you remember anything about the discussions or the decisions that we finally made about what would go in that exhibition?

Well, I can’t say that I do, but I guess it’s a good thing that you have Minutes.  In general terms I remember, but I can’t [inaudible] specific points.

Q:  How would you define the key message of that exhibit?  Could you do that?

Well, I think the title kind of summarizes what it was all about.  And it was a challenge to try to make that a reality, make those words reality so that anyone who came through there would get that message.  Because that was the intention, you know, the title tells the intention.  But how well you succeed depends on how you try to implement that and help to make that happen.  And I think that’s what all of our discussions revolved around.  How do we make that happen?  How do we make that a reality for the people that come through there?  Because we as Native people, we could see all these things because it’s been our experiences that we all shared in common.  But since the Native American experience, the Euro-American experience, the Afro-American experience and the Asian-American experience on this continent have all been distinctively different even though we shared the same space, our perceptions and our perspectives are a result of those experiences.  We’re all the product of our experiences.  So the experiences we had as Native people, we had to convey that to the public that would come through the museum in how this exhibit was presented.  So I think that provided the raw material for that process of making that title come to reality for the people that came through there.  So our discussions had to conform to that, you know.  But I’m speaking again in general terms.  But that’s the way it all came about and those discussions we had all were expressions of that reality, you know, how our experiences could be conveyed to people who have had totally different experiences.  And that’s an ongoing process.  Because most people in this country today still aren’t aware of the differences in experiences that people have from different backgrounds.  And that’s why you still have the problems that result from that inability, you know?  That’s why you have the prison systems overflowing with victims of that problem, because they don’t understand the differences in the experiences.  And most of the non-white people are the people who are in those over​flow​ing jails, because we are in conflict, have been in conflict ever since alien laws were transplanted here that had no connection to our experiences.  And so when you don’t understand laws that don’t respect you, naturally you’re going to be in conflict with them.  So the end result is you end up being locked up.  And that’s the solution that society has had when people don’t conform and don’t go along with what you insist on imposing, then you simply lock them up and you remove them so you can continue to go on with whatever it is you want to do, right or wrong.  And that’s essentially, then, the story of America.  And America has to come to terms with those things if we’re ever going to stop having to build more and more bigger and bigger and better and better jails, because the money’s running out.  And it’s money being siphoned off other, more worth​while endeavors that’s going for things like that and dropping bombs in other countries and all those things.  All because the lessons that history has to teach were not learned.  So the little things that were done at the Children’s Museum with these exhibits, that were designed for children, it’s a children’s museum, those things, if those messages have been as successful as we wanted them to be, and those children who have grown up now and will get in these major positions of authority, whether it be in college campuses or in political office or in the business field, whatever, if they learned those lessons that we tried to convey well, then we’ve all helped to make this a better world.  And that’s what it’s all about, everything that all of us have been doing.  And that’s the common ground, even though we might have had different experiences, that’s the common ground we all share in wanting to have a better world for all of our future generations.  Because if we’re going to all share the same space here on this continent, on this earth, then we have to find a way to have that mutual respect, which is mandatory to our common survival.  It’s not an option, it’s mandatory.  And when people understand that we’ll be on our way –

[END OF TAPE 1, SIDE 1]

Q:  What other Native experiences would you like people to know about?  What other Native history would you like people to know about, besides the whole question of slavery?

Well, I think the reason why all those things that I’ve already mentioned took place is because of the fabric of America’s history which has resulted in those lessons that we have had to learn so painfully.  The fabric of America’s history has two principal fibers:  The fiber of greed, the fiber of racism.  It’s woven ever so tightly all through the entire fabric.  And until that is recognized and that whole fabric is unraveled and then rewoven in the way it should be, America will never reach its promise that it’s made to others.  And it will have to start making the claim that they have already accomplished this to the rest of the world, as they have for so long.  When things like the Declaration of Independence stop being the sacred cows that they have made it to be, and the Constitution and all those things that the so-called founding fathers put forth, when it’s recognized that they aren’t the sacred cows, and the realities of how that all evolved, how the Declaration of Independence, one of the major reasons that that was declared was because the colonists refused to obey the Proclamation of 1763 which forbid the further expansion into Indian land, and they had no intention of observing that boundary, what they agreed, that they declared their independence.  For other reasons as well, but that was one of the major reasons.  And that hasn’t been focused on, it hasn’t been elaborated on, again, because the non-Indians have always generated all of the images, visual, written or whatever, about America and its history and the role we played in that history.  And you know as well as I do, we’re usually a footnote – if we’re men​tioned at all – because of that.  Because we aren’t the ones who generate the images.  So now that we have a chance to have a voice, thanks to people like yourself who’ve given a voice at the Children’s Museum and Plymouth with the Day of Mourning and other [areas] that we now have available to us, we’re working to change that, but it’s a slow process because we’ve got all those 500 years of damage to try to undo in terms of getting people to see what really happened.  And there’s a reluctance to accept that reality and to acknowledge it.  But to me that’s the most important thing that I want to see.  Simple acknowledgement.  I’m not talking about financial reparations and all like some people are talking in terms of slavery and all that.  You can’t change it all with money.  You don’t throw money at a problem and it’s solved.  You know?  I mean, this society can’t do much without it, but to me that’s not the solution.  To me what is the real impor​tant part of that whole process that has to take place is the simple acknowledgement – it doesn’t cost a penny, there’s no money involved – just the simple acknowledgement.  But there’s a reluctance to make that acknowledgement because this society has been programmed to glorify and idolize people like the so-called founding fathers who were all slaveowners.  So if you glorify people who are in those positions and who are guilty of those things, how can America’s history ever change?  One thing I’ve said over and over, and I have to keep saying it, is you show me a country’s monuments, and I’ll show you what they worship.  You know?  As long as you worship racists, you will always have racism.  As you as you worship the intolerant, you will always have intolerance.  As long as you worship murderers, you’ll always have murderers.  As long as you worships thieves, you’ll always have thieves.  And of course as long as you worship terrorists, you’ll always have terrorists, to bring it up to date full circle.  So all of things apply to America’s history that we can make a change with.

Q:  I remember you made this moving and distressing painting of the Great Swamp Massacre for the Indians Who Met the Pilgrims Kit.  And I know you still have that.

Yeah, and you have a copy in the kit.  Well, the original stands over my living room couch and the original was in color.  And [I don’t remember] what page you have it on here.  But when I decided I had to do that, it’s because for a quarter of a century I had to pass that sign that says “Great Swamp Fight” every day on the way to work.  And then when I found out – and then the fact that it said “fight” always bothered me because it knew it was a massacre.  But that’s true all through America’s history.  When the non-Indians won it was always a fight.  When we won it was a massacre.  So I could never forget that, passing that sign every day for all those years.  But when I decided I would do the painting, I wanted to give it more life and not have it be like other images I’d seen of the Great Swamp Massacre in history books, etc.  All generated, again, by non-Indians.  So I wanted to reflect the differences in perceptions and personalize it.  So what I did to accomplish that, I took the faces of living family members or living Indians of my time, anyhow, for the mother in the painting I used a composite of my wife and a special cousin of mine.  And the baby on the cradle board, of course, was [Anawon], who is now at the Children’s Museum.  And then my oldest son represented the older child here next to his mother with the flames whooping around.  And over on this side was my son David, my middle son.  So I wanted to do that to show the degree of pain that we as Native people felt from that event.  So it wasn’t just another page flipped over in the book as you were looking through the story of King Philip’s War, because it never could be to us.  But I wanted to bring it to life and have that try to convey that.  And I always took my children there to see the monument and to understand that significance that had in our story and our reality.  And I made a habit of going there not when the public was invited, when they had the memorial pilgrimage, but on the anniversary of the massacre itself, to reconnect spiritually on that same ground.  And I remember one year I invited Eleanor and Paula and all of their family to come with me and my family and we had a ceremony there.  And that was a power​ful, powerful experience.  You know?  Because when you go there like that, and you’re going just for the benefit of those spirits who are there and let them know that you haven’t forgotten, that spiritual reconnection feeds your spirit and so it’s had a powerful impact on my whole life.  But at that period, because I had always been told growing up that we were Narrangansett and Wampanoag, I always identified as a Narragansett.  And that’s why you’ll see the labels in the museum material and everything else I’ve done up until the year 1994.  And the year 1994 is when I was over to the Mashantucket Pequot Museum and I found this book there, The Pequots of Southern New England.  And I’m looking through the book and I see my great-grandmother’s name, Susan Simon – this would have been Red Wing and my father’s grandmother – identified as an off-reservation Mashantucket Pequot living in the nearby town of Griswold, Connecticut.  And you know, I had to look at that twice, and I decided, well, I have to buy a copy of this book.  So I had to immediately find out if I could by that one there, and I did right on the spot.  And so that led me in my research to all these other things that I’ve found since to see why that was so.  And I found that we were, indeed, Mashantucket Pequot and Wampanaog.  And the people who can tell me why our family didn’t identify as Manshantucket after they came from Mashantucket territory into Rhode Island near the turn of the century, those people are dead and buried.  I can’t dig them up and ask them.  So I don’t know if I’ll get that answer completely in my lifetime here.  But I do know I have the documentation of that fact.  But I still have my same original commitment I’ve always had to our survival as Native people.  The only thing that’s changed as a result of that is where my focus is.  And my focus is now I speak as a Mashantucket Pequot and Wampanoag, rather than as a Narrangansett and Wampanoag.  But all of my history is a shared history, and our people were always back and forth.  And even my Pequot ancestor that the Simons name came from, he was partially Narragansett.  So that’s what survival is all about.  I mean, I have a granddaughter who has four tribes in her.  And I tell everyone probably that she’s the world’s onliest Schaghttagansett Wampequot.  She’s Schaghticoke, Narragansett, Pequot and Wampanoag.  And this is her idea of the [world inaudible].  Of course she’s 17 now, and embarrassed by this little toothless image.  But that’s all part of the story of what survival’s all about.  So back to the picture of the Great Swamp Massacre.  At that same time, because my feelings were so intense, after I did the painting, I didn’t feel that was enough.  Because I still had these feelings inside of me that, you know, you could real all of those blood-soaked pages of your people’s history that’s all written in their blood for just so long before you have to do something with that.  You can’t keep all that inside of you.  So what I found is if I can do something creative after I get filled to overflowing with all of that negativity that brings out, then I can find my balance.  Because I can’t get off balance because it’s not good.  It’s self-destructive.  So I try to do some​thing creative.  So it started with that painting first.  And then it evolved to a poem, also on the Great Swamp Massacre.  And I don’t have that committed perfectly to memory, but the beginning of the poem sets the tone, 

In 1675, the Pilgrims burned our people alive.

Just six days before the Christian god’s birth.

Good will towards mean and peace on earth.

And the rest of it just has that same flow and elaborates on those points, and incorporates all the details that have been documented of what happened at the massacre, from our point of view, finally.  So I’ve come full circle in all of the years as I continued with not just that one poem, but other poems.  And I mean, I still don’t consider myself a poet, but I won’t quit my day job for that.  But I have to do this, like I said, to diffuse all the negativity as I keep getting into more and more of the research written in our blood.  So after finding out about the Pequot connection, I had to write a poem about the Pequot massacre.  And so that one I called “The Torch Still Burns”:

‘[Kikitah].  Listen to me.’

The voice still cries out from the flames.

‘[Kisoname, kisoname].  Save me.’

But we don’t even know their names.

They cry out to those with an ear and a heart.

Can you hear them, or don’t you care?

When those flames swept around and they cried out in pain,

Neither, neither did those who were there.

The women they screamed and the children they cried,

And the poor, old and sick who were trapped inside.

Of the burning fort, all hopelessly died.

400 poor souls [inaudible] the ground on that day,

Because heathens had no rights to these lands.

There were dollars to make, and towns to be built.

They interfered with these Christian plans.

Privileges bought with our blood, their children enjoy

In the towns that were built on our graves.

But still, a deaf ear to our right to survive.

It is now our taxes they crave.

Today, blood in the heart of the cedar does tell

Where innocent victims of hatred had fell

You’ll find hundreds of cedars all through our lands

As proof of how it was torn from our hands.

Mason’s torch still burns, can you feel the heat?

Each new attack makes it clear.

That the fuel that fired that torch from the past

Is still very much here.

Intolerance, racism, insatiable greed,

All fuel that torch from the past.

Each step that we take in our right to survive

Makes it resurface so fast.

Can honesty come to those with a torch?

We still have the hope that it will.

It’s long overdue and all up to you.

No healing can take place until.

It’s long overdue and all up to you.

No healing can take place until.

And I had to write that after I made my first visit to the spot where the massacre took place, and that was a revelation in itself.  And I encourage others to make that same journey there.  Right across the harbor from Mystic Seaport, where tourists come to hear the sanitized history of Mystic, but no mention of what happened across the river, on that high ground there, is what is called Pequot Hill.  And there’s a street called Pequot Avenue.  At the intersection of Pequot Avenue and Cliff Street, there was a monument to the man who butchered our babies and burned them alive.  Captain John Mason.  And the thing that got me, that monument wasn’t put up until 252 years after the massacre, documenting what I’ve already said, that America refuses to learn the lessons that history has to teach.  Why would they, 252 years later after this terrible even, decide to put up a monument to the butcher of our babies.  That shows you how sick America is.  And until that sickness is cured, it’s just going to continue to infect the entire body.  This country will never learn.  There will be more Iraqs and more so-called wars on terror and all of those things like that that are all manipulating tools to manipulate our people into continuing with that blind patriotism, so that America can continue to be populated not by people but by sheeple, who are led around by the noses by the people who make all those decisions, for their own benefit.  Because the greed and racism, as I said earlier, remember that, are still woven ever so tightly through that fabric.  And as long as you have that, you will still have that demonization of the enemy to justify the slaughter.  As they did with each of these massacres.  As they did when they bombed Baghdad.  And as they will continue to do, repeating that process until these lessons are learned.  So all of that inspired me to write this poem.  And of course the statue was taken down before I got there.  As a matter of a fact, the year I became aware of my Pequot connection, just the year that the statue come down.  Through the efforts of one young Pequot man who I’m proud to have for a friend.  His name is Wolf Jackson.  He was the one who led that whole process of getting that statute removed.  But in that process, there were so many letters that were generated, so many newspaper articles.  Enough to fill two large scrapbooks about that thick.  And he let me copy all of that because I wanted all of that for future reference.  Because I’ll find different ways to use all of that material.  But the letters from clergymen and teachers and ordinary citizens – of course all the affluent people justifying the presence of the statue, you know, and all these reasons why it should remain there when it never should have been put up anyhow.  I mean, it was put up, what is it, 13 years after the Little Big Horn.  Because those lessons weren’t learned is why you had the Little Big Horn and why you had the Wounded Knee.  One year before Wounded Knee, of course, 1889, one year before the Wounded Knee massacre.  The last major massacre in U.S. history.  Now, can you connect those dots?  The scene of the first major massacre of Native people, and here one year before the last major massacre in American history, that is exactly why that last massacre took place.  It took place because that lesson wasn’t learned.  And do we have to have more tragedies like that?  9/11 happened for a reason.  There are lessons there.  And the lesson wasn’t to demonize the Muslims as our people were demonized, and declare a war on all Muslim world, because we’ve seen what that has led to.  We see all of our own young men and women who have been sent over there and shipped back in body bags because these lessons were not learned.  And that’s why it’s so important that America learns those lessons that I said are mandatory to our common survival.  They’re not an option.  They’re mandatory.  We don’t need any more repetition of these things.  And so these are the things that I have focused on.  These are things that I try to convey.  And of course my research on the slave trade and it’s impact on our people has generated this little ditty that everyone has heard – the tune at least, not my words.  But it’s all summarized, all my research on slavery, in these few verses of my version of “Yankee Doodle”:


Yankee Doodle went to town,


Riding on the Indian


He stuck his feather in his hat


And went into denial.


Yankee Doodle stole the land


And stole the man to work it.


Yankee Doodle had a plan


And would let nothing shirk it.


Yankee Doodle built the slave ship


That he called “Desire”


The year before he burned the Pequot


Babies in the fire.

   
Yankee Doodle stole the land


And stole the man to work it.


Yankee Doodle had a plan


And would let nothing shirk it.


Yankee Doodle made much rum.


All from [inaudible] molasses.


‘Cause it made more slaves and wealth


For all the upper classes.

Yankee Doodle stole the land


And stole the man to work it.


Yankee Doodle had a plan


And would let nothing shirk it.


Yankee Doodle rang the bell


Of liberty and freedom


Excluding those, he owned the slaves


As though he didn’t see them.


Yankee Doodle stole the land


And stole the man to work it.


Yankee Doodle had a plan


And would let nothing shirk it.


Yankee Doodle waved that flag


In pious celebration.


The truth that you can’t sanitize


Hangs over the whole nation.

Yankee Doodle stole the land


And stole the man to work it.


Yankee Doodle had a plan


And would let nothing shirk it.


Yankee Doodle, you can’t hide


So sing a different tune now,


The world’s now seen what you have done,


So change must come real soon now.


Yankee Doodle stole the land


And stole the man to work it.


Yankee Doodle had a plan


And would let nothing shirk it.


Yankee Doodle, terror doesn’t


Always coming in a turban.


But carrying bibles and wearing hats


Of pious Pilgrim vermin.


Yankee Doodle stole the land


And stole the man to work it.


Yankee Doodle had a plan


And would let nothing shirk it.

And I thought that would be simple enough for even a young child to understand.  But the message is a very serious message, you know.  It’s something that we all have to learn so all the children growing up in this society will have a chance to have a better life.  And so that all the problems that come from not learning those lessons can be removed and we can save the earth from all the destruction that has come about because of the value system that has generated that history that we all are talking about here.  So again, it goes back to trying to make this a better world.  My approach is not the same as many others, as you know.  It wasn’t on the board.  Because I am an individual, that I believe I don’t have for my difference in approach.  Because I believe the creator put those insights and put the ability to focus on the things that I have and to see the importance of those lessons there in me for a reason.  So I can’t let them go to waste.  If my approach is bare bones, I think that way I can get the attention that I might not get otherwise.  So it’s kind of raw, it is bare bones, and some might say it needs to be, I don’t know what the word is, but processed, I would say, more for tender young ears.  But when I speak to young children I do try to tone down the message a little more, but still try to get it across.  But that’s part of how I came up with the song, because it’s something that any child can understand.  But if he understands these words and he learns the words and the meaning behind the words, that’s going to make this a better world.  Because it sounds like just a little song, but it’s a summary of all of my research thus far on the slave trade.  That’s not talked about, at least not in this way in the educational process, which is like an assembly line product here in this society.  Because it’s supposed to just turn out sheeple.  That’s the end product on the assembly line educational process.  Children's Museum has departed from that.  Other places have followed that lead are moving from that.  And I think at this stage, I’m 69 years old now, I’m grateful that the creator has allowed me to stay here.  20 years ago I had prostate cancer and every day is a gift I’ve come to realize since then.  I’ve buried two children out of the four sons that I have and the one daughter.  And so I’ve had a lot of things to think about.  But the creator didn’t take me away, didn’t allow that terrible disease to take me away 20 years ago, I’ve come to realize, because he had more work for me to do.  So I have to continue doing that work, using the gifts that he gave me in the way that he intended.  And this is all part of my trying to fulfill that purpose in life.  And because I realize if I don’t, then there’s no reason for him to let me stay here.  So I have to try to maintain my relationship with the creator and keep communicating so that I can always have my instruc​tions, try to get them as clear as I can so that I can follow and fulfill those purposes.  So satisfac​tion comes from that because that’s the only way you find happiness, as I said earlier, is to fulfill those purposes that you’ve been born for.  But another thing that’s given me a tremendous amount of satisfaction that has to do with the museum in particular is my son [Anawon], who is the baby on the cradle board in the Great Swamp Massacre painting, my youngest living child, my baby, is now 6’4 and has five babies of his own.  He loves children.  And because he has five to practice on, he has a wonderful way with children.  And when he started working at the Children's Museum, I was more surprised than anyone, because I never, ever dreamed when I sat on that board all those years ago that my son would end up in that same place doing the same kinds of things, in his own way using the gifts he’s been given.  Because we’ve all been given different gifts.  And it can’t help but give me a tremendous amount of satisfaction to see him there and then to hear all the wonderful things that I’ve heard that he’s done.  Because I don’t get to see him in action because I’m not there everyday with him.  But I hear wonderful things that you, yourself, have told me and other people.  And also it gives me a lot of satisfaction because we can plant a seed but we don’t know if it’s going to grow.  And the seeds that I try to plant with my own children as well as other people’s children, I don’t know until I see the harvest and see the fruit, you know, see it bearing fruit.  But with [Anawon] I see it bearing some good fruit, and I see more seeds that he’s generating that will carry that on after I’m dead and buried.  So it makes everything I’ve done worthwhile, all the problems and tribulations, any criticisms or anything I had to go through.  It makes it all worthwhile because I see the light at the end of the tunnel.  I see the process of making this a better society, a better world, all resulting from that whole process.  It’s ongoing and it’s slow and it’s going to take generations.  It’s not going to happen all at once.  But at least it’s in the works, and that’s what makes me feel good and I know it has to make you feel good, because we would never have been there on that advisory board if you hadn’t had that concept and had that understanding.  If you hadn’t had that clarity of vision, if the creator hadn’t made it possible for you to see clearly enough to recognize that need and then try to fulfill it.  Because it wasn’t an easy path to follow because you were breaking new ground.  And that’s why I know you don’t like to hear me say this, but you became my poster child for what a non-Indian researcher should be in dealing with Native people.  Because you always had that respect.  And to me, if we want to summarize everything that I’ve said in one word, and talk about the most important word to Native people, it is the word “respect”.  Because that was the center of the Indian way of life.  It was what caused us to share and to give love to everyone and to welcome strangers and all that.  It was that idea of respect.  Because we knew that everything we had was a gift from the creator, and we had to respect those gifts.  And we showed respect and thanks​giving for those gifts by always remembering to gift thanks to the giving.  And with the acceptance of the gift, we knew there was an obligation to share those gifts.  And that’s why we were willing to share with anyone who came here, and we always did.  The problems only came about when that respect wasn’t returned.  And that’s the most important lesson, I think, that needs to come to all of us.  Because along with those two fibers I told you, the primary fibers in America’s history, greed and racism, if you can weave respect into that fabric instead in the place of those two fibers, can you imagine what a wonderful country this would be?  Can you imagine how different this nation’s history would have been if that lesson had been learned?  But it’s not too late.  It’s not too late.  We have to keep working for that because we have this knowledge, we know that that is the most important word for everyone to learn, whether you’re talking about on the individual level, the family level, a community level or international level.  We would have a totally different evening news each night if that lesson was learned.  So that is the key word.  That is the most important word I think that everyone needs to remember when they think about people is that word “respect”, because that’s the sum total of what we were all about, respect.  And again, it’s so simple.  It’s not complicated.  So my son [Anawon] is helping to show that respect.  And he’s helping to teach that respect.  And hopefully, that lesson’s going to be accelerated, you know, and the people he talks to I keep hearing are coming back, and a lot of teachers that, thank goodness, come through the museum, and they go back to their classrooms and they’re spread​ing the message in the lessons that they’re learning about respect and how important and how central it was to the Indian way.  So there are all those misconceptions based on demonizing our people instead can all be shoved aside where they belong and substituted with that truth about our people that is based on that respect.  And hopefully there will be no more monuments put up to butchers in this nation’s history.  And they keep coming to terms with all of the reality of the history of how this nation was founded, at our expense.  Because we’ve been the roadkill in the Pilgrims’ march of progress from sea to shining sea.  And that’s understood, and acknowledged.  It’s not enough to just understand.  It has to be acknowledged.  When that acknowledgement takes place, then we’ll be on the way to the reconciliation and healing that people are now pre​maturely talking about that can never happen until the acknowledgement takes place first.  That’s a prerequisite.  And that has to be understood.  Because if the healing and reconciliation takes place at the expense of the victims then nothing is learned, and it just adds to the injustice that’s already there.  And no one has a right to do that.  So that’s the way I feel.  And I’m just glad that I have lived to see what I have seen accomplished already.  And I’m going to keep doing what I’m doing as long as I have a breath in my body and use whatever eyesight I have left.

[END OF TAPE 1, SIDE 2]

[END OF INTERVIEW]

