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I am 72 years old. | was adopted into a white
family at age one-and-a-half when my mother
died. I realized | was different before | ever went
to school. When | asked, my foster parents told
me | was Indian, and from that day I identified
with Indians, because that was what | was. |
didn’t know who | was, and that heartache and
anguish has been with me for nearly 70 years. |
hope your study can help me find out who I am
before | die. | don’t want to die not knowing my
true identity. They (the government) sealed my
birth certificate so | could never find my identity
and never see my blood relatives. The pain of
this is never ending. —Participant in Split Feather
Study by Carol Locust (Cherokee), 1998
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PREFACE

It’s a big world. With the invention of a miraculous worldwide web,
connecting is fast and free. Humans can interact at the touch of a
key. Because of the internet, it connects me to new people every day, new
friends who are also adopted.

In this big world, where do adoptees go to find information? How
do we reconnect with our tribes after adoption? How do we learn about
culture? Do we find other adoptees to get advice? Do we devour and
search books, newspapers, or the web for clues? Or do we hear someone,
an ancient voice, a soul who lives with us, inside us, who guides us, even
inspires us, after adoption?

Reading this book, you’ll know the answers.

In their words, adoptees were destined to live in two worlds, and
each has a spirit uniquely their own. We adoptees are like birds who
migrate by memory and feed our hunger for culture by instinct and blood
memory. Our spirit was not killed by adoption, even if we lived far away
from our families and our tribal lands. We knew to be brave. We hoped
away loneliness. We felt this was a test. We knew it is not good to be
isolated and went to look for other Indian people and relatives when we
could. Even as children we were aware we’'d need to find answers to
find our relatives. More than one adoptee told me they heard the drum
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xii Two Worlds

pounding inside them, and felt it calling them.

Finding adoptees across the globe was possible with this web. Friends
emailed or phoned and I heard about their journeys. I trusted the voice
inside me that gently pushed, ask your friends to write their narratives and
stories; these experiences would be published in a book, an anthology by
Native American adoptees. The vision for this book was born in 2008 and it
slowly grew into an amazing collection of voices and history. I knew right
away when I met Patricia, an adoptee, that she was to be my co-author.
(Now she is my relative.)

Because of adoption secrecy, I knew this history should not and could
not remain buried. The truth has to be told and shared.

All of our lives the adoptees in this book have lived under an “adoptee
stigma” of assimilation. We are often called transracial adoptees because
we were raised outside our culture and by non-Indian parents. With a
book, our sense of self-worth would rise, knowing many of us shared
this (sometimes difficult) journey. Our success in finding our tribes could
make big waves in the adoption world.

Most who read history are aware it is interpretation, told by the same
conquerors who declared victory and Manifest Destiny. Indians cannot
and do not rely on stories told by non-Indians isolated in their institutions.
Some published scholars never visited a reservation or even know an Indian.
It is their interpretation of who they think we are and that is very dangerous
because we are not dead. We are still here.

Even the Smithsonian Museum, an institution called America’s na-
tional treasure, kill us again with vulgar displays of our bones and skulls,
our medicine bundles, our sacred pipes, our masks and our drums. This
treatment and disregard for what is sacred to our values and us can hardly
be called understanding of tribal cultures. We are not relics. We are not
the past. We are still here.

What about adoptions? Those who interpret its value to society protect
their agenda and myths, spouting benefits for the adoptee. But we are
called the Stolen Generations for a reason. Children did not ask to be
removed. It is undeniable our assimilation was the government’s answer to
Manifest Destiny, to make us non-Indian prototypes of American citizens.

Adopting out Indian children would be as destructive as a war but
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it would last longer: it’d last a lifetime. The adoption program idea was
not officially signed like other treaties made in Indian Country. These
unique adoption program records were sealed and not made public. (It was
acknowledged in an apology I heard in 2001. Read the Ultimate Indignity
in this book.) The goal was adoptions would be permanent and closed,
therefore adoption was used as the ultimate weapon. Native children
adopted by non-Indians would be Americans and unable to open their
records; and our tribal parents and grandparents were victims since they
would never see us again, or be able to find us.

My close friend Adrian Grey Buffalo, a wise adoptee elder who has
returned to his Sisseton Wahpeton Oyate (People) calls us adoptees the
lost drums and pipes who were locked away from culture, and stored in
Americans homes. We are the people who need to be repatriated back to
our nations. Adrian believes now is the time. Our People need us back.

With the creation of Indian Adoption Projects and Programs, this
grand scheme didn’t make headlines. Their plan was not a war, not a
signed treaty, but an idea they hoped would catch on and spread. Selling
Americans and others on adopting Indian kids would be quite effortless.
Essentially all social workers had to imply to parents was, “you’ll save these
poor Indians kid’s lives”

Judgments fell on First Nations and Indian Country in a very big way.
This heavy-handed treatment and their adoption idea blanketed North
America in every direction. In Canada it’s called the 60s Scoop. It was the
same idea for single women who had an illegitimate baby. Women were
told to forget they had the baby. Indians were not told anything. Indian
children simply disappeared at the playground or from their backyard or
babies were taken from hospitals. Some of our mothers were too poor and
were pressured not to keep us. A big black government sedan was reported
in many abduction stories and it was not against the law or illegal. Some
Native children were removed to residential boarding schools. Others were
placed in orphanages and foster homes, and others would be adopted.

But by the grace of Great Spirit, it failed. Indians who were adopted
do find their way home. The writers in this book are living proof. We are
still here and with these new stories, we make new history.

Many folks living in America and Canada still see Indian Country as a
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foreign land, alien like some other planet. In some non-Indian families,
racism and ignorance about tribes is/was very strong. Opinions about
Indians was never great to begin with and gets even more damaged and
complicated with Indian reservations ravaged by poverty, alcohol and
North America’s neglect.

For the past century, parents living on reservations could not prevent
children from being stolen for boarding schools and adoption. Gov-
ernments made rules and paid agencies and churches to remove and
Christianize children, to civilize and train children, and raise them to
be non-Indian. This truth is not widely acknowledged in history: the
government’s plan was to ethnically cleanse an entire population of Indian
children. Removing culture of Native children would not only destroy
future generations of Indians but adopted children would not have treaty
rights. Adopted children would disappear.

It’s probably a fact that our adoptive parents had no idea as to the
motive or why there were so many Indian kids put up for adoption, or why
governments ran these programs with public and private adoption agencies
who could supply infants and children to non-Indian families.

By the 1970s, Indian leaders took these serious concerns to the U.S.
Senate, leading to the passage of the Indian Child Welfare Act of 1978. First
Nations in Canada enacted their own law. In this book, we share what one
Indian leader said in his congressional testimony.

I know I was stunned to hear it was government policy to run these
various adoption programs. Many adoptees claim their adoptive parents
never knew anything about this. Mine surely didn’t and would have
scoffed at the idea.

When an adoptee becomes an adult, some question whether their
family or their tribe will accept them back. Some were unsure which tribe
or if it’s more than one tribe. Some did not know they had been enrolled in
their sovereign tribal nations, filed earlier by relatives. Some learned their
parents and tribal relatives were assimilated too, in boarding schools or in
relocation programs, severely scarring them. It’s a painful cycle of loss in
this past century.

The “adoptee stigma” of assimilation does leave adoptees lodged
between two worlds. Can we be Indian enough when raised by non-
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Indians? Can we return to learn tribal culture and customs? Can we
take back our identity? Can we be reverse-assimilated? Can we attend
ceremony and get our Indian name? I tell them, “Yes.”

But neither adoptee or Indian parent will find government help in
reconciliation or repatriation in America. It’s up to the adoptee and parents.
It’s up to tribal communities to spread the truth of the Indian Adoption
Projects and begin to look for their lost children.

Victims of these adoption programs have not received a formal apology
in the United States. Few politician’s know or acknowledge it happened.
With sealed adoption and closed birth records (in 2012), this will prevent
full disclosure, which is why this book was planned and written. Politicians
and lawmakers need to know our birth certificates were amended and
falsified. Judges must abide by the Indian Child Welfare Act and not allow
non-Indians to adopt Indian children.

The adoptees I know are some of the strongest-willed humans on the
planet. They got around laws and sealed records, and as you will read in
Two Worlds, many built their own bridge between the two worlds.

Gathering these stories changed me, enlightened me, haunted me and
astonished me. I only ask that you share these stories with your children so
these governments never attempt this idea again. The adoptees in this book
are my friends and relatives now. They are warriors though they may not
call themselves that. Their courage and spirit shines through their words. I
knew these stories would make us our own tribe, a unique band of survivors
and warriors.

“A nation that does not know its own history has no future,” is a quote
I read recently by activist Russell Means, Oglala Lakota.

So how do we write the story of North American Indian and First
Nation adoptees when so many people know nothing about this history?

We gather round the adoptees and listen as they share their story, in
their own words, in their own voice.

The only way we can change history is to write it ourselves... .. and our
truth shall finally set us free.

—Trace A. DeMeyer (Shawnee-Cherokee-Euro)
Author of One Small Sacrifice: Lost Children of the Indian Adoption
Projects






FOREWORD

Finding Trace was like finding a sister. There was a chain of powerful
women that connected us. I received my MFA from Goddard College in
Feb. 2011. The day before graduation I shared my adoption story with
Kristi Gansworth, a Native American woman, friend, and writer. She
gifted me with names of Native American authors. One of the names was
Terra Trevor. Terra introduced me to Trace DeMeyer. It was meant to be.

When Trace and I connected it was like we had known each other
forever. She was very gracious and offered the position of co-editor. Not
only did her offer answer the post-graduation question of now what, it also
assisted my own healing process.

I was adopted when I was six days old. I am now fifty-two. I did not
learn of my ancestry until fall of 2010. Reading the submissions was healing
and heartbreaking.

Four key issues stood out:

1) Decisions that are made by biological parents have far reaching
effects. Not only are parents and children’s lives forever changed by these
decisions, generations are impacted. It can take lifetimes for people to find
their way home.

2) The journey to uncover one’s heritage and biological family is not for
the faint of heart. There may or may not be family members on the other
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end waiting with open arms to welcome the seeker home. Each situation is
unique. (I believe that the stories in this anthology will portray this.) It is
not my intention to deter anyone. I whole-heartedly believe that this is a
journey that must be taken.

3) The laws regarding adoption need to be re-examined. The old
ways do not work. They never did. It is very important that adoptive
parents understand how the adoption system works and whom it serves.
The number of stories and the pain involved from buying into a flawed
system is shocking and heart breaking. People work through it in many
different ways, each unique to the individual. Many people’s lives have
been destroyed and some are unable to come to terms with their current
reality.

4) As I began working on this project it became clear to me that tribes
need to be educated about what to do with the Lost Birds that show up.
One adoptee said, ‘There is no packet. I think there should be. It would be
a lot easier for those returning to have guidance, support, and counseling.

As an adoptee and an adoptive parent I have a foot in both worlds.
I understand feeling threatened by a child wanting to discover their
biological parents. I understand the concern for the child’s wellbeing and
the fear that things may not turn out as imagined. It is a very real
possibility that adoptees might discover that biological parents or siblings
are deceased. Biological parents may refuse contact. The father may not
be listed on the birth certificate. The adoptee may have to hire lawyers
to have their original birth records opened. These are only a few of the
possible scenarios.

There is no way to protect a child from what they discover. But as
adoptive parents we must support and respect their journey. We do not
own our children. This basic human need to know our heritage does not
have to threaten the relationship between adoptee and adoptive parent.
Bonds can be strengthened when there is trust and honesty.

It’s no longer enough to say, ‘We chose you. You were wanted. We love
you as much as our other children. These statements create an imbalance
of power. Any problems that the child has regarding their adoption are
negated and the child appears ungrateful. Even though these statements
may be true, they do not erase the core issue, which is, people have every
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right to know their heritage. No one should be made to feel guilty because
they want to know where they came from.

I am not against adoption. But it is much more complicated than it is
portrayed. Whenever possible, children should remain within the family,
or at least within their culture. If this is not possible the adoptive parents
should be educated on how to become a multi-cultural family. It would be
beneficial to have long-term post adoption support. There is so much more
to adoption than being labeled as a fit parent. Adoption is a dramatic, life-
altering event, which incurs life-long consequences for families. Adoption
issues go way beyond the long-standing argument about whether or not
love is enough. (My thoughts are that most people get stuck at this place and
never truly look at the core issues.) Each culture has its own complexities.

Often people try and look beyond color and race. Even though this view
is wrapped in good intentions, and appears to be inclusive, it is actually
very damaging. By looking beyond these issues, we wipe away personal
history, and identity. We notice eye and hair-color. Why wouldn’t we notice
skin color?

Most importantly, we need to have discussions about why poor fam-
ilies, families of color, and Native American families have their children
removed from their care in the first place. This is very much at the heart of
adoption and it needs to be exposed and discussed.

It’s time to bring the archaic way of thinking about adoption out in
the open. Not for blaming purposes, or to pick sides, but to create dialogue.
We desperately need conversations that lead to new ways of looking at
the adoption process and its impact on families. My prayer is that this
anthology and these stories of power, heartbreak, and healing, are a part of
the conversation.

—Patricia Berdan-Busbee






Orphan Honor Song

Orphans be strong,

Listen to our traditions,
They will give you strength,
Hear the Drums’ voice,

It will tell you things. ..

Words sung in the Wablencia Honor Song for First Nation orphans,
translated from Lakota to English.

Dakota Spiritual Elder Chris Leith co-founded the First Nations Orphan
Association with Sandy White Hawk after the two met at a World Prayer
Day ceremony in Costa Rica in 1999. They felt a Wiping the Tears ceremony
for adoptees (Lost Birds/Lost Children/Split Feathers) was needed.

Leith brought in Jerry Dearly, Ojibwe, who wrote the ‘Honor Song.

“It’s a healing,” Leith said, “to bring back that sense of belonging,
of dignity, of identity, and that love and tender care that everyone is
searching for”

Generation after Generation, We Are Coming Home
by Trace A. DeMeyer, published in TALKING STICK, New York
City (2005)






Another Lost Bird is Home

i went to Wounded Knee
and i seen Lost Bird’s grave
i kissed her tombstone
for she knew herself. .. my journey
i know she lived as i do now with many questions. ..
some now answered, some still unanswered
But i am okay with it
because i am another lost bird
that found her way home.
Another Lost Bird is Home

© Karen Kaminawaish, (2011) Adoptee-poet


http://www.facebook.com/n/?profile.php&id=523916020&mid=464677aG2d95fdc5G6c1e868G96&bcode=AwpmHZ9O&n_m=tracedemeyer%40yahoo.com
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American Indian Adoptees






1.  am Lakota

Diane Tells His Name

e i e

Figure 1.1. Diane with her adoptive mother.

For 37 years, I was Teresa Diane Tommaney, a German/Irish female
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12 part one. American Indian Adoptees

born in Oklahoma City to Mike and Betty. My roots were in the soil of
Chickasha and Oklahoma City.

In 1952, when I was six months old, my folks moved to Southern
California. I spent my childhood in moderate affluence. My father was
a plumbing contractor. He built the Los Angeles Airport, contracted the
plumbing for the KMarts in the Los Angeles area (along with many other
large corporate buildings), and he was one of the inventors of a device
called the Backflow Prevention Valve used in City Water systems. My
mother stayed at home until the early 1960’s when she went to real estate
school and began a successful real estate career.

In the meantime, my folks presented me with a baby sister in 1954 and
a baby brother in 1964.

I grew up in blissful suburbia with a nice big house, a swimming pool in
the backyard, and at my doorstep the morning of my sixteenth birthday, a
new Mustang. I had the promise of an education at any college I wanted. I
was devoted and proud to be an Irish Tommaney. Yet, something was
missing from my life. (This is a very common feeling that us Native
adoptees have, I am finding out.) I felt this ‘something missing’ even when
I was young. My siblings seemed to fit in the family, where I did not. The
bond seemed closer between my siblings and my folks. Maybe it was
because they all looked and acted alike. Maybe it was because they talked
alike. Maybe it was because they thought alike. Maybe it was just my
young imagination. I had no idea that I was adopted, let alone Native. I just
felt ‘different’ Native America and Indian People had always fascinated
me. [ had a love affair with the West before it was ‘acceptable.’ I collected
Native American items on my family’s trips through the Southwest every
summer on our way to visit relatives in Oklahoma. I dressed in a Native
Way, admired Native Way, and much to the dismay of my folks; I now
know I thought in a Native Way. I had dreams about Indian people, old
places, and old languages. In 1987 I finally confronted my ‘mother’ about
the possibility of my being adopted. She was shocked that I would ask
and admitted, yes, I had been adopted. I heard the chosen child story from
my mom and was told I was the product of an affair my birth mother had
and that I was probably half (very little) Cherokee. My journey started
then to find my Native family. Little did I know my journey would end up
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with losing my adoptive family, due to their inability to share me. I was
told to go ‘home’ or ‘back to the blanket’ as they called it; this would be a
disgrace. Iknew in my heart that I was way more than one-eighth Native,
Cherokee or ?

It took me two long years to find my Lakota mother and family. In 1989,
my husband and I, our four children, and two foster children, all traveled
to Pine Ridge Indian Reservation. My mother introduced me to my Tribe
and I participated in some ceremonies.

When we arrived at Pine Ridge, I felt I had been there before and when
I heard my many relatives speaking Lakota, I felt as if I should be able
to speak it too. My mouth should have been forming Lakota sounds and
speaking the Lakota Mother Tongue. It was a very emotional time for me
to be where my ancestors lived, and where my People and Family still
live. My naming ceremony was the highlight of our visit in 1989. The tears
flowed and the feelings of belonging began to overtake me. Lakota People
danced with me when my honor song was sung and they drummed. They
cried as they hugged me and welcomed me home. Old aunties wiped their
eyes as I, the Lost One, returned home to the People.

Many of these Lost Birds, as we are called, are suffering because of their
plight in not finding their Native families. I hear it over and over that they
are lost, incomplete, and useless. Some of the people I meet need counseling
and cannot seem to get anyone who understands the total disconnection of
knowing they are Native but not knowing what tribe they are from, or who
their family is. For a Native, that is like being dead. You have no roots, no
beginning, no stories and no future. There is a movement of these People
to join and form their own “Tribe’ In Canada they are known as ‘Métis. I
am one of the few blessed ones to have found my family and my culture.

I am Diane Tells His Name, Oglala Lakota, of the Bad Faces Band. My
family is from Calico, Porcupine and Wounded Knee. My families are the
Lone Elks, the White Faces, the Fast Wolves, the Bissionettes, and the Red
Clouds. I am learning the Lakota language and the Lakota Way. I know
my family stories and my family history. I know my mother and I know
my sisters and brothers. I am complete.






2. Indian Adoption Project(s)

“Government policies shifted in the 1950’s towards a more
humanitarian view, but not without serious consequences. Hu-
manitarians still viewed assimilation as the best answer to
the ‘Indian problem’ and viewed tribes as incapable of caring
for their children. New projects began, such as the Indian
Adoption Project, which used public and private agencies to
remove and place hundreds of Indian children in non-Indian
homes far from their families and communities (Mannes,
1995). Few efforts were made or resources committed to
help tribal governments develop services on tribal lands that
would strengthen Indian families. As efforts to outplace Indian
children continued into the 1960s and 1970s, the Association
on Indian Affairs conducted a study in the 1970’s that found
between 25 percent and 35 percent of all Indian children had
been separated from their families (George, 1997). This study
also found that in 16 states in 1969, 85 percent of the Indian
children were placed in non-Indian homes (Unger, 1977). The
long-term effects of these massive out placements of Indian
children were only just beginning to be understood in the
1970’s, which included effects not only on individuals, but also

15



16 part one. American Indian Adoptees

the well-being of entire tribal communities. Not until 1978,
after the passage of the Indian Child Welfare Act (P.L. 95-
608), did the federal government acknowledge the critical role
that tribal governments play in protecting their children and
maintaining their families”

— Act Against Indians, Terry Cross (Seneca Tribal Na-
tion) STATEMENT OF THE NATIONAL INDIAN CHILD
WELFARE ASSOCIATION PRESENTED BEFORE THE SEN-
ATE COMMITTTEE ON INDIAN AFFAIRS Regarding the
REAUTHORIZATION OF THE INDIAN CHILD PROTEC-
TION AND FAMILY VIOLENCE PREVENTION ACT S. 1601,
SEPTEMBER 24, 2003 [online source]

“These are the facts. Between 1958 and 1967, Child Welfare
League of America (CWLA) cooperated with the Bureau of
Indian Affairs (BIA), under a federal contract, to facilitate an
experiment in which non-Indian families removed 395 Indian
children from their tribes and cultures for adoption. This
experiment began primarily in the New England states. CWLA
channeled federal funds to its oldest and most established
private agencies first, to arrange the adoptions, though public
child welfare agencies were also involved toward the end of
this period. Exactly 395 adoptions of Indian children were
done and studied during this 10-year period, with the numbers
peaking in 1967. ARENA, the Adoption Resource Exchange
of North America, began in early 1968 as the successor to
the BIA/CWLA Indian Adoption Project. Counting the period
before 1958 and some years after it, CWLA was partly respon-
sible for approximately 650 children being taken from their
tribes and placed in non-Indian homes. For some of you, this
story is a part of your personal history. Through this project,
BIA and CWLA actively encouraged states to continue and
to expand the practice of ‘rescuing’ Native children from
their own culture, from their very families. Because of this
legitimizing effect, the indirect results of this initiative cannot
be measured by the numbers I have cited. Paternalism under
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the guise of child welfare is still alive in many locations today,
as you well know...”

—Working Together to Strengthen Supports for Indian
Children and Families: A National Perspective, Keynote
Speech by Shay Bilchik at the National Indian Children
Welfare Association (NICWA) Conference, Anchorage, Alaska
on April 24, 2001

“If the Native American population was 2 million and just one
quarter of all children were removed before the Indian Child
Welfare Act of 1978, then (on-paper) 80,000+ children were
removed from their families during the early to mid-1900s. If
the population was 3 million, then over 100,000 were removed
and relocated via adoption.” (You do the math...)

—Trace A. DeMeyer, One Small Sacrifice: Lost Children of
the Indian Adoption Projects

“In 1984, 80% of American Indian infant adoptions into non-
Indian homes were made without notification to the child’s
tribe or the Secretary of the Interior. Six years since its
development, the ICWA still was not understood, was not
being implemented correctly or was simply ignored. The prob-
lem exists today; and with the time-frame of child adoption
procedures being accelerated under President Clinton’s new
adoption policies, the risk of Indian children being perma-
nently removed from their families, their tribes, and their
culture continues to increase””
—American Indian Child Resource Center

An adoptee’s ‘records’ include: the adoption decree; information
about birth parents and their families gathered during pre-placement
interviews; and the Original Birth Certificate (OBC). Several states
offer restricted access, like Michigan. Restrictions include consent
vetoes, required parental permission even for adults, mandatory
intermediaries, and open records for adoptees born in certain
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years. Proposals to change the laws are being considered in several
states.

(Source: http://www.reunite.com/adoption-records/the-open
-records-debate.html)


http://www.reunite.com/adoption-records/the-open-records-debate.html
http://www.reunite.com/adoption-records/the-open-records-debate.html

3. I will die with all the damage
done to me as my legacy

Evelyn Red Lodge (Lakota)

Figure 3.1. Evelyn Red Lodge

I awake every morning with thoughts that define me. I lie in wait for
a better day. As I rise I take a step into the new day, but it is always the
same day. It is the day my nightmare began.

Every motivation I have is based on this day.

My ultimate awakening began the day I turned 50. I realized the
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wasted time I spent trying to make my adoptive family love me. I awake to
the fact that I live each day just to get through it. If I came out alive, then
I did and nothing more. Survival is my destination, and I will be glad for
that for this day.

I was born in 1961. It was the time of the American Indian Adoption
Projects and the last vestiges of the horrendous Indian boarding schools. It
was one frying pan or the other for me and countless other Indian children
as I would find out much later in life.

In 1961 there still were Whites-only drinking fountains and signs on
restaurants and bars in my home of South Dakota that read “No Dogs
or Indians allowed” (Chapter three Racism In Indian Country by Dean
Chavers, 2009.)

It was a time that what those Caucasians did to me I will never
recover from. I have sometimes severe depression, debilitating anxiety,
and fibromyalgia. The damage caused by them can most likely be seen
in a study of my brain. I will live out my life never knowing the tools for
living and nurture. I will die with all the damage done to me as my legacy.

As adopted by Caucasians, I was dispossessed of my language, culture,
traditions and had imposed on me the history and religion that was not
mine.

At 51 years old, I still glean for what happened to me. I am at a loss
as to why a whole family would make me as a beautiful child feel so much
less than them. They are Caucasian and maybe felt the supremacy the
United States Government portrayed at the time. Everyone was taught
that freedom of religion is a constitutional right. But, I found this to be
true, iffen you are White and Christian. The right to practice our traditions
was only given to us (the Lakota) in the 1970s. It is a right from God since
the beginning of time, but we were heathens and government was based
on Christianity as it is today.

So, how does this God of the chosen come up with the Doctrine of
Discovery or Manifest Destiny. You see, it was not God who did this, as I
realize today. It was man, and I mean man.

I learned in school that Indians massacred and in church my people
were heathens. How was [ supposed to love myself even in the institutions
that were to be most kind? How did God who is love, keep me locked in a
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nightmare? Did God only love White people?

I tried to believe there was a God. Ithought he did miracles and maybe
he could do one for me.

So, I remember being so desperate to believe when I was six-years-
old that I went inside a corn crib on my adoptive grandmother’s farm and
prayed hard to God to make me appear on the outside of the crib. Of course
that did not happen, and it became clear that God would do nothing for me.

At about the same time, my adoptive mother in one of her rages
slammed my head against a piece of wood over and over. My faith was
further shaken as my teacher asked me the next day why I had knots all
over my head. Itold her what happened and thought sure I could go home
to my mother Virginia. As with God nothing happened.

God took my adoptive parents when I was fifteen-years-old. Except,
he took the most beautiful baby in my life with them in a car accident. She
was six-years-old and her mother young. My seven-year-old adoptive
sister had to crawl over her and her young mother to escape the car. The
baby was on the floor clutching her doll with an eternal heavenward stare.

I remember the baby in her little casket wondering why she had to go
with such evilness as her company. Her mother, who I told a long time ago
that her husband raped me, failed to report this to anyone.

What was that baby taken for? I would soon find out as my favorite
cousin, who had witnessed the alcoholic rape of me said, “I don’t think (the
baby) could have endured what we went through. I think she would have
died” So, there it was that the baby was saved from the rapes that would
follow.

She was saved, but my little adoptive sister was put in the same position
prior to the baby’s death. She was about six-years-old when she told me
that the alcoholic uncle did things to her and licked the baby. I told her
never to go over there again. I felt it was all I could do as I was about
fourteen-years-old at the time. We felt we could never say anything about
abuse.

I think the quote from this woman says much about my experience as
a result of adoption. She said,

“I think the cruelest trick that the white man has ever done

to Indian children is to take them into adoption court, erase
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all of their records and send them off to some nebulous family
. residing in a white community. And he goes back to the
reservation and he has absolutely no idea who his relatives
are, and they effectively make him a non-person and I think ...
they destroy him.
—Louis La Rose, Winnebago Tribe of Nebraska, testifying
before Congress on behalf of the proposed Indian Child Wel-
fare Act (enacted 1978)

I used to stand looking in the mirror at myself and wondering why I
was so ugly. I wanted to rub the dark pigments from my knees and my
face. I used to wonder why people hurt me and why they raped and beat
me so bad.

I know now they are most likely sorry in the eyes of their God yet rely
on the culture they were raised in order to live with themselves. A culture
of men, and a culture of supremacy without a true God.

As the supreme took everything from us, he did lock us in concentration
camps known as Indian reservations. His name is wasicu (Taker of the fat
which was best part of the meat).

Now the supreme wonder why our culture is so stricken with sadness,
and I think Aaron Huey described it best when he said, “The last chapter
in any successful genocide is the one in which the oppressor can remove
their hands and say, ‘My God, what are these people doing to themselves?
They’re killing each other. They’re killing themselves while we watch them
die This is how we came to own these United States. This is the legacy of
manifest destiny” (http://www.ted.com/speakers/aaron_huey.html)

Was there a god? Why would god let this happen to me? Why did he
forget me?

God forgot me for 40 years of my life. The son of God I learned to pray
to never once saved me from anything.

It took me 40 years to come back home and find the true God for
me. His name is Wakan Tanka. I learned I did not have to fear him and
was robbed of his love those four decades. Miracles do happen as I have
been shown through him that I am not ugly, nor less than any one person.

It is finally my time to just be. To be as one who can look in the mirror
and not feel disgust. I am a person who had children and tried to make
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better their life for them as compared to mine. Yet, I failed so tremendously,
and I am so eternally sorry for that. T am a person without the tools for
living.

I am a poor person, and I have to live with that. My children paid for
what was not mine. They paid in that I had to learn to nurture from others,
but I love them and made their lives a hundred times better than mine.

I do not know how to express this to them, and I am still defined as a
victim as my brain was damaged. I am damaged, and I will never recover.

I created a family that is damaged by historical trauma, and I beg
Wakan Tanka to forgive me and not let me define their actions. I am
so damaged. I try as I sit here and think of the damage I caused
unintentionally with lack of knowledge. I am a nut-job and my children are
paying, because you freaking nut-job racists and you child-savers ruined
my life and that of my descendants. Did you child-savers once check on
me?

I see no difference from my experience with the experience of American
Indian children today. They are taken for cash, and it is true.

I sit here and think of how I fit into life. Of course I am defined as a
victim, yet I advocate for those who suffer the consequences of the child-
savers. I rise and scream, “Go moms!!! Go grandmas!!! Get the children
back!!!!

Evelyn Red Lodge is a member of the Sicangu Lakota Oyate in South
Dakota and currently resides in Rapid City. She is a journalist and author
who specializes in Indian Child Wefare Act issues and advocates for ICWA
families.

This story contains excerpts from her own book slated for publication.






4. "The Only Good Indian is a Dead
Indian”

Trace A. DeMeyer

After the Indian wars, American and Canada decided to educate Indians
to extinction. Every Indian has heard, ‘Kill the Indian, and Save the Man,
or ‘the Only Good Indian is a Dead Indian’ Both were uttered by Capt.
Richard C. Pratt, the head master and founder of Carlisle Boarding School.
Beginning in 1887, the government tried to ‘civilize’ Native Americans
by educating young children. By 1900, thousands were studying at 154
boarding schools in the United States alone. Carlisle, Flandreau, Hampton,
Haskell Institute and others were built. The U.S. Training and Industrial
School was founded in 1879 at Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania. Carlisle
provided vocational and manual training but systematically stripped away
tribal culture. Students had to drop their Indian names, they could not
speak their languages, clothing was burned and long hair was cut off.
Cutting off the hair was done in many tribes when a relative died. For
some alarmed children, cutting hair meant cutting off contact.

Carlisle’s founder Captain Pratt said the following to an 1892 con-

vention, which portrays his frequently brutal methods for ‘civilizing’ the
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‘savages.

A great general has said that the only good Indian is a dead
one, and that high sanction of his destruction has been an
enormous factor in promoting Indian massacres. In a sense,
I agree with the sentiment, but only in this: that all the Indian
there is in the race should be dead. Kill the Indian in him, and
save the man.

Pratt decided Native traditions are wrong. Many tribes strongly dis-
agreed with the American/Canadian government’s system of residential
boarding schools and adoptions. Our culture is our tribal family. Yet in
the past 100 years, tribes lost two or three generations to the government’s
system of removals and adoption.

Pratt said in a speech to the Board of Commissioners in 1889: ‘I say that
if we take a dozen young Indians and place one in each American family,
taking those so young they have not learned to talk, and train them up as
children of those families, I defy you to find any Indian in them when they
are grown. .. Color amounts to nothing. The fact that they are born Indians
does not amount to anything.” *DeJong, Promises of the Past, 110.

Opposing both the reservation system and the allotment of communally
held lands to individual Indians, Pratt wrote, ‘I would blow the reservations
to pieces. I would not give Indians an acre of land. When he strikes bottom,
*D. W. Adams, Education for Extinction, 53.

‘Civilization was defined as white, Christian (preferably Protestant),

B

he will get up.

capitalistic, modern and industrializing... Indians were still primitive...,
Margaret D. Jacobs writes in White Mother to a Dark Race: Settler
Colonialism, Maternalism and the Removal of Indigenous Children in the
American West and Australia, 1880-1940. ‘Perhaps the most crucial goal of
the nation builders in each settler country was to gain complete control
over the land; authorities looked to indigenous child removal, in part, to
help them achieve this objective. *Jacobs, 82-83.

As part of the assimilation policy, Congress passed the 1887 General
Allotment Act, also called the Dawes Act, to break up tribal lands and allot
each male head of household 160 acres of land. This land was to be held in
trust by the BIA for twenty-five years to prevent its sale. All told, Indian
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people lost about ninety million acres through the implementation of the
Dawes Act. *Jacobs, 83.

The act provided eighty acres to single Indian women. * Hoxie, The
Final Promise.

Footnotes:

DeJong, David H. (1993) Promises of the past: a history of Indian
education in the United States. Golden, Colo: North American Press.

Adams, D. W. (1995) Education for extinction: American Indians and
the boarding school experience, 1875-1928. Lawrence: University Press of
Kansas.

Jacobs, Margaret D. (2009) White Mother to a Dark Race: Settler
Colonialism, Maternalism, and the Removal of Indigenous Children in the
American West and Australia, 1880-1940. Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press.

Hoxie, Frederick E (1984) A Final Promise: The Campaign to Assimilate
the Indians, 1880-1920. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

“In contrast to the biblical book of Genesis, in which God
creates man in his own image and gives him dominion over
all other creatures, the Native American legends reflect the
view that human beings are no more important than any
other thing, whether alive or inanimate. In the eye of the
Creator, they believe, man and woman, plant and animal,
water and stone, are all equal, and they share the earth as
partners — even as family. Recurring themes include the idea
of Mother Earth as life host, the relationship of reciprocity
that exists between human beings and animals, and the
Indians’ dependence on animals as teachers. The plots are
often complex, take numerous twists and turns, and
commonly include humor. But any comic elements never
detract from the story’s sacred purpose.”

—The Spirit World, Time-Life Books






5. Red Lake Anishinaabe Split
Feather

Joan Kauppi (Red Lake Anishinaabe)

I was born in 1960 in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Within days of my birth,
a middle-class family in Bloomington, Minnesota adopted me. I have an
older brother Scott who was also adopted. Several years later a brother and
a sister were born to my adoptive parents.

We were a relatively happy family. We went on family outings and
went to church every Sunday. I was not abused in any manner and
was rarely physically punished. My dad was a very dear and wonderful
man. He was quiet and often hard to warm up to, but I knew he loved me.
He has passed and I miss him terribly although I know he is around me
frequently.

Both my parents were good and kind people, but somehow I knew I
was different. I always had a feeling I did not quite fit in. As a child I did
not have the ability to intellectualize or verbalize my feelings. I was well
into adulthood before I understood why I felt different.

My family regularly attended church but I never felt a connection to
Catholicism. I went through all the required motions, First Communion
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Figure 5.1. Scott and Joan (10 months)

and Catechism. It was expected of me to complete these rituals. I wore the
little white dress and promised to live my entire life within the rules of the
Catholic Church. The adoption agency was Catholic Charities. Their role
in my life felt like a stranglehold. It reached way beyond my adoption.

As a child and a teen I began having spiritual dreams and visions, which
were chalked up to my childish imagination. I learned very quickly not to
discuss them with anyone for fear of ridicule, yet they were very real to
me. My dreams consisted of spiritual messages, occasional precognitive
knowledge of future events, and what is known as out-of-body experiences.
All of these experiences are in opposition to Christianity. I felt like I was
betraying my church.

My parents told me that I was adopted very early on. Since this knowl-
edge was a part of my earliest memories, it was never a shock. However,
I did have conflicting feelings. I was picked out, chosen by two loving
parents, but my birthparents abandoned me. I struggled to reconcile these
two realities.

To add insult to injury I was considered an oddity. I was forced to
explain the concept of adoption to my friends. They were curious as to
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why my real parents didn’t want me. Of all my experiences, this was the
most painful since I had to keep retelling and explaining my adoption over
the course of my childhood.

In the summer I was always darker than the neighborhood children.
Many of my friends tried to sunbathe in order to obtain the same beautiful
bronze I was able to achieve without the awful sunburn. When they had
to stay indoors for several days due to their sunburns I was secretly a little
happy. It was one of the few attributes that I owned, one they were envious
of.

I began kindergarten at the age of four because I had taught myself to
read. I was a very bright child and I breezed through elementary school.

My junior high years were difficult for my parents. I began smoking,
drinking, and experimenting with illegal drugs as a means of acceptance. I
was pretty tough and became a bully. I wanted the other students to fear
me so that they would keep their distance. I believe I wanted an emotional
distance so I didn’t have to explain my adoption and why my birth parents
relegated me to the State of Minnesota.

Things changed when I started high school. Around age fifteen I
became acutely aware of my physical attributes and their effect on the
opposite sex. Their attention made me feel beautiful and important. The
more attention I received, the more I wanted. It wasn’t long before
this behavior became addictive. It continued into my young adult years
and eventually evolved into promiscuity. I was searching for something—
anything that would help me reconcile with myself.

By age seventeen I began dating a man who had chemical dependency
issues. Several years into the relationship I gave birth to a beautiful
daughter. Becoming a mother helped me achieve a sense of responsibility,
which I enjoyed and needed. Shortly after my daughter’s birth, I left him.

Soon after, I met another man and we were married within a year. I had
a second daughter.

During this time I received a letter from the adoption agency. I learned
that my birthmother was enrolled in the Red Lake Band of Ojibwa and
that she had enrolled me as a tribal member. The letter also stated that I
would be receiving a check for approximately $1200 for a land settlement

payment.
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I decided to initiate a search for my birth family. I spoke to a repre-
sentative at Catholic Charities. I was advised to request ‘non-identifying
information.’ I immediately began the process. After what seemed to be an
endless wait, I received a letter from them. It was exciting to learn where I
came from, but more questions than answers started to emerge.

The basic information I received stated that I was the youngest of five;
all of us were put up for adoption. My parents were very young and lived
in poverty.

During this time my marriage deteriorated and my very controlling
husband moved out.

My two daughters and I relocated to a town thirty miles away. I did
not know anyone. After we adjusted to our new living arrangements, I
once again contacted Catholic Charities. The woman said she knew exactly
who I was and said there was an entire file cabinet dedicated to my birth
family. The woman took pity on me and provided me with the names of
my mother’s sisters. I was also given the name of the city where they lived.
I immediately found a telephone book and called one of my aunts. She was
so happy to hear from me. We both became very emotional. She notified
her sister and the three of us met several days later.

I drove to my aunt’s house with my two beautifully dressed daughters
in tow. Her house was a nice single level home in a northern suburb of
Minneapolis. The tears flowed, but this time I was hugged and welcomed
into the family. I distinctly remember feeling comfortable and at ease. A
sense of peace set in.

We had a lovely lunch. I can still remember what she served and
how her home looked and felt. Her sister was also kind and welcoming.
After lunch we began talking about my mother. They told me that since
the adoption she had remarried and had five more children, two with
my birthfather and three during a second marriage. She and her second
husband lived five miles south of my childhood home.

She divorced her second husband for unknown reasons and became a
recluse. Due to my education and years of research, I now understand her
pain along with her historical and generational trauma.

My birthmother, Annetta, frequented a local casino. She maintained
her love of bingo. She sat in the back in an attempt to remain invisible,
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they said.

At the conclusion of our afternoon together, my aunts gave me the
names of two of my full-blood brothers. They were unaware of their
current home city but would let me know if they ever found out. For the
first time in my life, I felt as if [ was moving towards wholeness.

Unfortunately, this feeling was short-lived. It was the only meeting
I would have with my aunts. I called them several days later, and they
were quite rude. I was told that my birthmother was very angry I had
contacted them. She told them that they were to not speak to me again. I
was dumbfounded.

I decided to try to find my brothers. This was before the internet. I had
no idea how to find them. I looked in phone books but could not locate their
addresses. During a telephone conversation with my next-door neighbor,
I explained my situation and that I was attempting to find my brothers.
When I told her their names, she told me to come over immediately. She
met me at her door with a photo album open to a page that displayed
pictures of my brothers. She had known them for years. She contacted
them for me.

At first they did not believe they had a sister. After we met, they said
they knew I was part of their family. After meeting, we became close. We
keep in contact via Facebook.

Several months later on Christmas Day, I was introduced to two half-
sisters who looked upon me as a stranger, like an enemy. They never
warmed up and according to other family members they are unhappy
women. At that time they both lived within three miles of me. We also
have a brother Charlie, my half-brother. He has decided not to meet me. I
have learned that he and his wife adopted a child from the Red Lake Nation.
They also have biological children. The information I have regarding my
four older brothers is sketchy at best. The oldest still lives on the Red Lake
reservation and is somewhat of a recluse himself. We met briefly and have
not kept in contact. The mother of my cousin, who I met at Bemidji State
University, raised him. He expressed interest to my cousin about building a
relationship with me, but I have not made the effort. I believe I am hesitant
because I fear more rejection from family. Unfortunately I have hurt him in
the process. He has little family and tends to be a recluse himself. He lives
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on the reservation and has expressed interest that I spend time there. From
past experiences on the reservation I felt as if I didn’t belong there either. I
was perceived as an outsider.

I have little information regarding the three boys that were also put
up for adoption. One brother, named John, committed suicide, and another
brother was in drug rehab. The third brother I know nothing about.

One of my greatest gifts is meeting my two birthbrothers. Both were
born within three years of my birth. I experienced them as kind, gentle, and
loving. They have their own dysfunction and trauma to deal with; their
lives had been filled with abuse, violence, drugs, alcohol and deception.
Neither was shown healthy parental or familial affection. One brother has
been divorced four times. Sadly, he physically abused his wives. He has
married a fifth time and appears to be happy. He has turned to God and has
become a minister, although his religion has not helped his anger problem.
He is a good, kind and loving man.

My other brother was also tormented by the temptation of drugs and
alcohol but has been clean now for many years. He is married with four
daughters and a son and is faithful and loving to his wife. He lives in
Minnesota and we keep in contact.

My brothers contacted our mother Annetta shortly after our initial
meeting and she denied that I existed. At the time it was extremely hurtful
but I understand now why she did it. After our adoptions she plummeted
into a life of additional childbearing, gambling, alcohol abuse and self-
imposed exile.

She and I never became close and only saw each other a few times. I
was her fifth born child. She was nineteen at the time of my birth. I wish
I could refer to her as my mother, but she never held that role in my life. I
questioned her about my birthfather, but she declined to talk about him.

I have a relative who worked in the insurance industry. She was able
to obtain a brief glimpse into a file on my birthfather. He was a Sicilian
man named Robert. He was incarcerated shortly after one of my brothers
was born. He was a member of the mafia in Chicago and reportedly
incarcerated for homicide. He was released in the 1990s and passed away
in 2000. Additionally, I have a brother on this side of my family tree. He
has chosen not to contact me.
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When I spoke with my mother, I experienced her as cold and very
private. At that time I was struggling with identity issues that I was
unaware of. I was unknowingly looking to her to help me understand
myself. Our relationship was doomed from the start. Ifelt further rejection,
which was very difficult for me to handle. I now know that someone
who was just as broken as I was could not somehow magically make me
whole. She did give me one amazing gift and that was the name she was
going to give me if she had been allowed to keep me: Caroline Annetta
Rossetti.

Unfortunately she began her journey to the next world several years
later, alone. She did not want any of us to be with her at her passing. We
were instructed not to have a funeral. We honored her wishes. As I reflect
on her desire to be alone, I am certain it is due to the loss of children to
adoption, death and divorce.

I can verify that she gave birth to twelve children. I was told that
there are two more, but I cannot verify this. I still grieve the loss of
never really knowing her and not growing up with my siblings. More
importantly, I grieve for the pain she suffered in silence. I regret my lack
of historical knowledge of our people. Maybe I would not have held on to
the resentment for so many years, which I believe, poisons your body and
soul.

I am truly thankful for the gift of my education. Without it I would not
have understood all the components of her pain or been able to look at the
situation from many different angles. I would not have been able to forgive
her. I suffer from prolonged depressed states and have recently emerged
from one that lasted over six months. I will always be a broken individual
in many respects but I now have the tools to manage some of the negative
emotions that have followed me throughout my life.

I have found a path of healing which has ended the intergenerational
trauma for my children and me.

Although it’s a healing that will take time, patience, thought, and will,
the intergenerational trauma in my family will end with me.

Joan Kauppi is an enrolled member in the Red Lake Ojibwe Nation in
northern Minnesota. She is blessed with four children and five grandchil-
dren. Currently she is writing an academic paper about identity issues as
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an adoptee which she plans to turn into a Master’s thesis. She plans to write
a book on American Indian birthparents that lost children to adoption.



6. Healing the Wounds of your
Ancestors

“... Our ‘job’ here is to be the light that we already are and
reflect that light outward so that others might find their own
way in the darkness. The wounds we carry dim the light. As
we do the work of transforming our wounds into gifts that
help to bring about healing, we literally begin to shine. We
become radiant beings who reflect their true nature, which is
luminosity. Or, as Carl Sagan said, “We’re made of star

stuff” We are light beings as much as the stars. It takes
courage to do the work of healing. It’s not comfortable,
convenient or easy. It’s not ‘business as usual, or maintaining
the status quo. It means the end of denial, pretending and
avoiding. It means being radically honest with yourself and
those around you. This kind of honesty won’t necessarily
win popularity contests, but it will recalibrate your DNA. If
we’re healing and transforming the wounds we carry from
those who came before, we’re also changing the trajectory of
those who come after. Those who follow will have a different
standard as the foundation for the linage. If we break the
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chain of addiction, violence or other inherited, limiting
beliefs, our children and their children and those who follow
them are given access to possibilities not available to the
ancestors. And thus, the entire lineage evolves....

— Healing the Wounds of Your Ancestors, Dr. Judith Rich



7. Marion Morrison (aka John
Wayne)

Trace A. DeMeyer

“I don’t feel we did wrong in taking this great country away
from them. There were great numbers of people who needed
new land, and the Indians were selfishly trying to keep it for
themselves.”

—Actor John Wayne (real name: Marion Morrison)

Remember John Wayne? Remember cowboy movies when the only
American anecdote was to kill and exterminate those savages?

In reality, America’s War Chest (dollars and land) was necessary to
fight Indians the further west they invaded. In the western films, any truth
was massacred and slaughtered along with Indians. Yes, American Indian
people were portrayed as savages in movies. It’s not a stretch to see how
taking Indian children was part of their overall game plan. Finding white
people to raise savage babies would make us white, or so they thought.

In every Western, mostly the Apache and Lakota were the focus
of the cowboys or infantry. They rarely got it right. Movie Indians
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were bare-chested savages riding horses while shooting arrows from their
bows. Accuracy about Indians wasn’t important. Few movies captured the
beauty, or dignity, or explained reasons why Indians fought back.

Behind the scenes the Great White Father, the U.S. President in Wash-
ington, was busy seizing more and more tribal lands, signing bogus treaties
or breaking them. Several states forcibly removed tribes west. There were
many trails of tears.

Tribal enrollment and determining Indian blood was not so heavily
valued until the passage of the 1887 Dawes Act, which created the Dawes
Rolls, a very long list of Indian names. What does surprise me—°‘experts’
from institutions of higher learning seem genuinely interested in Indian
history now. Academics are busy publishing newly discovered journals and
documents which outline plans to sterilize, kill, rob, poison or assimilate
Indians. Really.

Just three American Presidents, Teddy Roosevelt, John F. Kennedy and
Bill Clinton visited Indian reservations. Oprah Winfrey taped an episode on
her visit to the Navajo reservation in 2006. No wonder so many Americans
seem disconnected from Indian history.

They watched too many John Wayne movies.

“Good words do not last long unless they amount to
something. Words do not pay for my dead people. Words do
not pay for my country, now overrun by white men. They do
not protect my father’s grave. They do not pay for all my
horses and cattle. Good words will not give me back my
children. Good words will not make good the promise of
your War Chief. Good words will not give my people good
health and stop them from dying. Good words will not get
my people a home where they can live in peace and take care
of themselves. I am tired of talk that comes to nothing. It
makes my heart sick when I remember all the good words
and all the broken promises. There has been too much
talking by Men who had no right to talk”

—CHIEF JOSEPH (HIN-MAH-TOO-YAH-LAT-KEKT), NEZ
PERCE, 1840-1904



8. 45 Minutes

(Nancy) Verrier’s work in ‘Coming Home to Self, published
in 2003, points to a study by Joseph Chilton Pearce, author
of ‘Magical Child and Evolutions End, who states that it
takes less than forty-five minutes for an infant separated from
his mother to go into shock and this reaction has immediate
impact on the brain and functions like sight.

“The secret society of adoption contains two turbulent popula-
tions who are by public design held secret from one another—
adoptees and birth parents. They are kept apart by a secrecy,
which takes the form of sealing of records of the transfer of
babies to adoption. The link between the adopted person and
his forbears is removed from their grasp.”

—Jean Paton, Orphan Voyage Founder

“Why is one person’s ‘crazy’ another person’s ‘genealogical
research?” Why are adoptees not supposed to complain when
they are treated in a manner that, if occurring to anyone
else, would be unjust? Why are mothers expected to forget
they ever had a child? If a child dies, the mother is allowed
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her grief; vice versa if a child loses a parent. But if you’re
separated by adoption, tough, and if you speak out, you’re nuts.
Note that the people calling us crazy are, primarily, adopters
and adoption ‘professionals,’ the sole winners (and creators) of
The Adoption Game. I say ‘professionals’ in quotes because
any bozo can sell babies, no certifications required. Adoption
is a business, a for-profit venture, not a charity. ...
—73Adoptee Blog comment, November 2008

“Today’s Aboriginal youth need their homeland...to
understand who they are, where they belong and how they’re
connected to country, the land, nature, the universe. We need
to walk with them and help them feel comfortable living in
Two Worlds...”

—Elder  Miriam  Rose  Ungunmerr-Bauman,  Nature
Conservancy Magazine (Fish River)



9. Scraps

Anecia O’Carroll, Sugpiaq

Figure 9.1. Anecia O’Carroll
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An excerpt from her forthcoming book, Loud Blood

Adoption Fallout.

When the US government divided our indigenous American families,
crushing languages and traditions, my extended family was in pieces from
the cultural genocide maneuvers of the day. It was not ancient times, but
1961; fully affecting we who are alive today in 2011. The shame, physical
and mental abuse and anxiety inflicted at the government boarding school,
left young Indians disconnected from their communities, unskilled, alone,
and vulnerable.

When my mother and I were separated, it wasn’t just my mother and
newborn-me-—it was some HUNDRED THOUSAND of us Native American
mother-child pairs being torn apart by the practices of the day. Given these
numbers, it qualifies as cultural genocide.

Yet it seems I'm one of the lucky ones. I know my tribe. I met my
mother and extended family. I got my ‘pedigree card’. I know the soul-
altering experience of being held in the arms of my mother — twice. When
the social worker broke the ‘Don’t Look’ rules that were meant for the
newborn to be whisked away and the mother’s eyes to never to land upon
her newly born, which would somehow make “true” that this birth never
happened. But for us, an angel entered the social worker and brought
newborn-me to my mother’s arms, so that she could hold her freshest
flesh and say, “I love you. I love you so much. I wish you a rainbow
life. Goodbye” Half an hour later she let go, and love stretched like a hide
over a drum’s wooden frame, carrying the pulse of our connection until
our next embrace nearly 24 years later.

The moments that my mother and I met are a brilliant tattoo on my
deepest being. So are the moments of ‘goodbye’

Sometimes the all-encompassing

magnificent joy

of reconnection

is a dwarfed embrace that

goes bouncing

and bounding down,

down,

down
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the long, dark mineshaft of loss

for which a bottom

is yet unknown.

One good thing: as the joy of all the cultural explorations and reconnec-
tions goes bouncing and bounding down, with it a healing light is drawn
into the great shaft, curing and brightening all that hurts, causing new
depths of joy.

For this I live, and am grateful.

But to grow, I must take my heart and mind into the wounded places,
look around, embrace the sacred joy and sacred sadness, understand, and
establish bridges; starting with the scraps.

Scraps

I have been fed, clothed, and sheltered, yet my spirit must live off cultural
scraps that I go begging where Native people gather - a story, a song, a
weave, a smile... where I feel a resonance and filled and soothed, but sadly,
also invisible, broken, culturally orphaned, and lonely.

Will I forever be a guest among my own people? Who will celebrate
my joys and triumphs with me? Who will mourn my sorrows? Who will
laugh at some shared history? I want to join in my Native community, to
participate, to serve, to share what I have, and to receive recognition and
feel valued. But even on this side, there are those Indians that I thought
were friends who walk past blankly in fuller-blood situations, or those
who look at me in public settings with flash-card eyes as they calculate
their racist arithmetic with no thought of how they’ve adopted the blood-
quantum mentality constructed by the colonists. I yearn to feel welcome
somehow. I need to heal myself enough to come forward to work, for
otherwise I remain immobilized, hollow, invisible.

I can hear the critical thoughts of others; I think them myself — Get over
it. Geesh, move on. Stop feeling sorry for yourself.

I’d love to. The same as someone uses crutches when they are injured,
or someone wears bandages after surgery, or someone wears glasses to
compensate for not being able to see on one’s own; I am doing the best I can
under the circumstances. But I need to be my own auntie and tell myself,



46 partone. American Indian Adoptees

‘Chin up. Get over it. Move on with life. This I can do. It’s the smiles,
nods, and hugs that are harder. My grandmother’s spirit did come with me,
but she cannot hold me connected alone. When I am acknowledged with a
smile, a hug, a nod — these small acts mean so much to me, reminding me
that I am here, less hollow, less invisible.

I must expect nothing. This is not my business, not my community. So
what am I doing here? What is the draw? It used to be my honeymoon,
my infancy of native identity. What didn’t take hold? What connections
failed? I am not connected to these people; we are connected as human
beings, but not as relatives. I am a guest.

Because my mother was taken into the dominators boarding school and
made vulnerable in the world by separating her from her family and tribe,
she acquiesced to the stinging, convincing words to let me go to the white
man’s church-people with the hopes they would find a wonderful family
for me. I am indebted my adoptive parents, who did choose to parent me
and raise me in the best way they knew how. But I must accept that I am
henceforth a guest among my tribe. Anyway, my lack of tribal knowledge
and family history must make me seem like some sort of imbecile in a
place where the connected members are at home. It is as though when
my mother said, “Goodbye,” all conscious Native training ceased. When I
reconnected with my Native family, and began listening to Native stories,
songs, and conversations, my life as a Native resumed. So I gather scraps,
like Yvonne, an educator and Chehalis master weaver who collects cedar
bark scraps from the weaving tables because she soaks and blends them
and makes them into functional, spirited cedar paper. I want to gather the
bits and pieces of my life and process them into something functional and
spirited. I can’t wait to get over this deep-seated wound of detachment and
melancholy. I want to heal and live fully the life that isn’t about solving
disconnection. Once this is healed and resolved, what will I be writing
about? What work comes next? Who am I in another context? I long to
find out.

It has been so soothing to be present at Native gatherings — witnessing
tribal connections, witnessing families, witnessing powerful leaders; seeing
Indian faces after growing up among blondes. When attending the 150
Year Anniversary of Treaties Symposium in The Evergreen State College
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Longhouse, one word stood out: “Quyana”, the speaker said. Thank
you in my mother’s original language. Quyana, I heard. Quyana, I
comprehended. Quyana, I felt run down my cheek.

Quyana to you, Alaska Native speaker Sally Smith.

A group of young speakers from the Makah Nation stood together at
the microphone to share stories about their life and relations. Afterward, I
wrote to them:

Thank you for appreciating the beauty of your culture and tribal
connections. As a person who was given away from her family and tribe
as a newborn baby, who feels so alone in this world, who has no family
connections to celebrate big days, like the births of my three babies who
are strangers to the people who would be their grandparents, aunts, and
uncles. I also mourn my losses alone. This is a heavy burden; a wound I
don’t know if will ever heal. But perhaps it will, because when I see young
people like you that love and appreciate the connections you have to each
other and your culture, this beauty gives me healing.

Thank you for appreciating knowing the names of your grandparents
and great-grandparents, aunties, uncles, cousins.

Thank you for speaking.

I fully support my birthmother’s pseudo-decision to release me to
adoption. What choices were there? How is it that she and I are one set
among over 100,000 others that experienced this? Whose genocidal plan
conceived this “solution?” Instead of creating or supplementing support
systems for mothers in great need, they were set up to break contact with
their family’s next generation; en masse.

Part of my story is finding out that there are so many others. It
changes everything. I experienced myself as a Native who stood alone,
yet now I know there are hundreds of thousands of other Natives directly
affected, and hundreds of thousands more affected in the aftermath. This
fact produces in me an empathetic stupor for us hundred thousand humans
dispersed and scattered into strangers homes.

On a Dakota-Lakota-Nakota site, a link reads,

For the Children in Exile.

I feel the exile pain. Though I'm not a child anymore, the exile
remains. I live free, moving to many places. A tumbleweed. Free. Just
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the same, the longing for connections to my people, my tribe, my familiar
blood, rises in waves like a daily tide. The exile is not punishment from my
tribe, but a natural consequence of the benign genocidal practices of the
colonists.

In our lives, the security of connection to parents, aunts, uncles,
grandparents is absent. I've no older relations to call up and ask important
questions or drop-in to witness, observe, share.

According to a quote by the International Indian Treaty Council from
the 57th session of the UN Commission on Human Rights in 2001, as
Agenda item #13: Rights of the Child, it seems that all or a majority of
us have suffered extreme loss:

Current studies have investigated the damaging effects of
transracial placement which include psychological damage,
ethnic identity confusion, self-concept formation difficulties,
and adolescence repercussions such as alcoholism and high

rates of suicide.

Growing up, I thought something was very wrong with me — not
looking like others, not thinking like others, and when I could feel, not
wishing to live. But fortunately, I didn’t feel often.

Ok! Enough of that! Beloved Upper Skagit elder, Vi Hilbert came to
the microphone to give an even shorter variation on her signature “Ten

line story” about Lady Louse.

Lady Louse was a sponge. Lady Louse became self-absorbed,
and that was the end of Lady Louse.

I am going to be ok. I am willing and able to work, I just also need to
heal enough to not fall into that huge gaping wound at my core and walk
and talk. I see the hole now and can go around, jump over, build bridges
of songs, stories, smiles, hugs, drumbeats, actions, and continue to listen,
learn, light up the bridges and work around it. I have encountered many
full wings — on my own, with my husband, the spirit of my grandmother,
all my spirit helpers — all lifting me up.

I do have my immediate family to celebrate with, to laugh at shared
history with, to mourn tragedies with — my brilliant husband, and three
beautiful daughters, each bestowed with multiple intelligences.



Scraps 49

The day I stepped off the plane and met my mother, brother, and
sisters, then, I looked like someone. I met cousins, aunts, uncle, and
cousin’s children. From that point, I looked like a lot of people and
something began to settle. Some new sense of belonging, substance,
visibility, and authenticity rose above feeling detached and unseen and
mismatched. With this strength growing inside, I must squeeze the self-
absorbed sponge, and re-focus and make constant, scraps of beams of Joy.

Sacred scraps. Scraps are no less than a single stroke of paint on the
ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, no less than a single spray of water breaking
away from a thousand others as it topples and falls over a river’s cliff and
lands together with itself in a cool mountain pool; no less than the flash of
the match that starts the fire for heating the sacred grandfather stones that
will share their stories in the ancient sweat lodge ceremony.

Scraps are no less than the words of a beautiful innocent spirited four-
year-old Native girl who says to the lost-n-found-soul woman as they lay
under the trees cooling off in the shade after the first round of the sweat
ceremony, “I never met you. You were a stranger.” She sat closer and looked
into my face and said, “I'm an Indian. You're an Indian. And we’re not
strangers anymore.”

Anecia O’Carroll, M.A. is Sugpiaq with family roots in Bristol Bay,
Alaska. Her life is a pulsing collage of stories, dances, dreams, spirited
conversations and lasting connections made together with Kevin, her hus-
band of 25 years, three daughters whom Anecia feels so privileged to know
— Kathleen, Bridget, and Fiona, and friends-turned-cousins in Hawaii, the
Caribbean, Alaska, New England, Pacific Northwest, and Ireland. Anecia
now lives in her blood’s home, Alaska.






10. Mosaic Mother

Patricia Berdan Cotter-Busbee (Cherokee-Shawnee)

1

- -
Figure 10.1. Patricia with her adoptive mother Helen

I was pruned from my family tree when I was six days old. I have
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spent a large portion of my life gathering snippets of conversations, faded
pictures, and half told tales in an attempt to construct a cohesive family
history. I believe that there was some sort of genetic code written upon my
soul that literally drove me to discover who I was and where I came from.
On many occasions I felt like a monk with a begging bowl going from
person to person seeking information about my biological family.

My adoptive parents, Helen and Edmond, were married twelve years
before they adopted. I am sure my mother’s infertility was a difficult
challenge as my father came from a large Catholic family. He had eleven
brothers and sisters. After years of trying to conceive they finally turned to
an adoption agency. They picked me up from Mercy Hospital in Columbus,
Ohio when I was six days old. I became their only child.

I was told I was adopted very early on. Baby Doe was the name on
the adoption papers. When I was thirteen I went through the papers when
my parents weren’t home. I discovered more documentation. Vicky Lynn
Fraley born July 28, 1958. I demanded to be called Vicky.

I remember asking lots of questions about my biological mother. If I
pushed for details about my background or birth story they told me I was
being ungrateful and disrespectful. They explained that my real mother was
unfit. My adopted mother used facial and body gestures that emphasized
her distaste. My father would laugh and call my biological mother a woman
of ill repute. Other names to describe her were: whore, hill hussy, scrubber,
shady lady, and the woman with the long stringy red-hair that had an itch
she couldn’t scratch. I had no idea what any of these terms meant but I
remember feeling upset over their obvious dislike of her.

My parents came to Findlay, Ohio after living in New York City. Even
as a young child it was evident to me that Findlay wasn’t the best choice for
my adoptive parents. My artist mother, and her eccentric way of dressing,
clashed with the smokestacks that filled the sky. My father, with his
Columbia degree, a propensity for poetry and fine wine, did not make him
your typical factory town person. There were no museums, art, skylines,
cocktail parties or culture in Findlay. Helen’s only means of escape was to
crawl into her glasses of Manhattans. Once she was down there, her vision
became so blurred she never did find her way back out.

I grew up believing I was Irish. Helen got sick of people asking where
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my red-hair and freckles came from and assigned me a heritage. I remember
hearing over and over that I was Irish. She was olive skinned with dark hair.
I became obsessed with Ireland. I wanted to go home. It was very clear to
me that [ did not belong with this family. I loved them but I knew I was in
the wrong place.

By age thirteen I began executing elaborate plots to escape my subur-
ban existence. I was driven by some inner instinct to find my mother. I
repeatedly left my adoptive parent’s home motivated by something I could
not name. I preferred the streets. By the age of sixteen I had run away more
times than I have fingers to count.

This leaving was my way of rejecting my parents. My home life and my
adoptive parents were perceived as falsehoods. Untruths. Not real. I needed
to find the truth.

Since I wasn’t old enough to drive I stuck my thumb out on I-75. This
was a statement to others and to myself that I needed to journey. What I
really was saying was, please help me. Take me to where I need to go—
please help me find my mother. I was consumed with finding out where I
belonged.

Eventually my short day trips became week-long getaways. Sometimes
months would pass — one trip turned into a year. I returned to my
adoptive parent’s home at 424 Mona Lane when I became exhausted and
overwhelmed from living out of suitcases and sleeping on different beds,
floors, and couches. I was seeking my tribe, my family.

My need to travel would temporarily recede and then the pattern
would start all over again. My running away eventually burned itself out.
Such drastic behavior was hard to sustain. My decision to attend Bible
College was birthed from my excursions. If I couldn’t find my family on
the road then maybe God had the answers. I applied to a Bible College
in North Carolina. Within six weeks I was sitting in the front row of the
prayer chapel. Six weeks later I was told God did not like questioning as it
displayed an ugly distrust of Him.

I trained to become a missionary. After studying the customs of other
cultures I realized I did not want to touch a hair on their heads let alone
convert them. The missionaries were dangling food and services. Payment
came in the form of souls. My views did not make me very popular.
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I married during my second year of college. The minister was pleased.
I believe he hoped that marriage would settle me down and I would stop
asking so many questions. During my last year of college I birthed a baby
girl and received my diploma within days of each other. Right after the
graduation ceremony the pastor stuck his head inside our packed car and
gave us his last sermon.

‘God is your father and your mother. What I had learned about God
was that he was not my father. I had no idea about God as a Mother. If
She did exist we were never properly introduced. Even though I didn’t
want anything to do with my minister from Bible College, his words about
God being my mother stayed with me. I was now a mother. I wanted to
understand what a mother was, both heavenly and earthly. Both of my
mothers were missing from my life. I was a new mother in desperate need
of a mother.

After graduation we broke all ties and left behind our beliefs, our
community and all remnants of our lives in college. Leaving a community
that I had invested a lot of time and energy into was very difficult. As an
adoptee this was especially challenging. At one time I was sure that this
was my tribe—my home.

Leaving did not render me any less spiritual. I set out to discover who
God really was. I needed answers. I studied several branches of Buddhism.
I gravitated towards practices that had female representations of God. I
bypassed the father and went directly to the mother. I was asked if I
was going to become a Buddhist. I remember saying, ‘No. I really love
Buddhism. I just don’t feel connected to the Buddha.

I began collecting statues of Mother Goddesses. They quickly filled
every nook and cranny of my home. The searching and collecting was my
attempt at constructing a personal mother figure. My mother became a
blending of imagery and ideas. A Mosaic.

I have been on a Goddess path for over twenty years. I maintain a
practice as an intuitive. I have always recorded my dreams, predicted
events and had an odd sort of knowing. At the heart of all my studies is
the Goddess—a female, a Mother.

I have always been drawn to Native American spirituality but never felt
comfortable practicing because the only people that were teaching classes
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in my area were white. I was never comfortable taking classes from anyone
outside of the culture. My earth-based spiritualities were as close as I could
get to what my soul knew.

When I married I told my husband that I wanted a large family. If I
couldn’t find my family then I would create my own. My ability to produce
a large family never progressed. After the birth of my biological daughter I
had a secession of miscarriages. Eight.

I wanted to surround myself with babies. I wanted to bake bread
from scratch, concoct my own baby food. I wanted to become a domestic
alchemist. I wanted to be Demeter, earth mother—grain Goddess. I wanted
to give my children what I did not have—a loving mother. My body refused
to comply.

After my last miscarriage I had a very disturbing dream. In my dream
I was being led around by an umbilical cord that jutted out from my belly
button—it was miles long. Hundreds of hands were tugging on it—leading
me. I woke up and announced my plans to find my biological mother.

I was consumed with an urgency that I could not explain even to myself.
I had a sense that I would encounter something at the other end of this
search but I had no idea what it might be. I made an appointment with
the Columbus, Ohio court system and drove the three-hours from Findlay.
When my name was called I approached the judge. She handed me a file
that was paper-thin. As I opened my file I was asked, ‘Is this what you
wanted?’

I quickly scanned the document.

‘There isn’t much here. What about my father?” The woman snatched
my folder and read the contents. ‘You are very lucky. You actually have a
name and an address’

Shirley Marlene Fraley. 3131 Main Street, Alger, Ohio.

There was nothing else in the file. I left the courthouse and set off for
Alger, Ohio to find my mother.

Whatever house had been there was no longer standing. I didn’t care if I
had to go knocking on doors I had to find my biological mother. Alger was
very small. Someone had to know something. I drove through the town
and found a local diner. Several people glanced up when I walked in. I
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interrupted their lunch and called out, ‘If anyone knows Shirley Marlene
Fraley and where I can find her, please speak up.

Everyone stopped eating and smoking to stare at me. A thin woman
with tight pin-curled hair came out from the back and slipped into a red
booth. “‘Your mama’s dead. She’s buried up on the hill in the Alger cemetery.
You have kin. A sister. She’s in prison’

I shaded my eyes from the light that was reflected off the tall metal vase.
Its mirrored image was positioned like a guardian on top of my mother’s
tombstone. At first I couldn’t tell if the flowers were real or fake. When
my eyes adjusted to the mid afternoon sun it became clear that they were
grimy and plastic. Tall faded spears of daffodils and washed out lilac sprigs
were packed in tightly together.

For the last twenty some years I had rehearsed what I would say to
my biological mother. Now that I was standing in front of her tombstone
fragments of sentences stuck in my throat like chards of a broken mirror.
There were many reunion scenes that I had played out in my mind. I had
even prepared myself for the idea she might be less than thrilled that I had
showed up in her life once again, both times uninvited.

I did not get the chance to find out how she would have responded. She
was dead.

A man came over and stood beside me. He said the woman from the
diner had called him. He told me my father was also buried in the cemetery.
I followed him to my father’s plot. Unlike my mother’s grave my father’s
looked well cared for. Two fishing rods were stuck in the ground and a
picture of a fish was on his tombstone. Several cement vases of flowers—
real flowers surrounded his grave.

I was informed that he was not buried next to my mother because he
had another family—a wife and children.

‘That woman over there was barely sixteen when she got pregnant.’ I
learned that my mother was sent away, banished to an unwed mother’s
home in Columbus, Ohio. I was informed that my father had a son that
lived close by. I called him from a pay phone, but he denied knowing
anything about me. (Years later, he apologized.) I was also told that there
was a town historian. I paid her a visit that afternoon. She confirmed my
questions. I had found my mother. I asked about my father. The historian
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said, ‘Now you know. Let it go. Do not bring this up again. Some things are
best left alone’

Several days later I drove to the Marysville correctional facility to meet
my sister.

I pulled up to the guardhouse of the prison and was met with suspicious
eyes that studied my expressions and analyzed my answers. I think he had
been dealing with convicts for so long that he only saw people as criminals
or potential criminals. My notebook and pen were questioned. I explained
that I needed to take notes and why I had come.

He looked at me and said, “With family history like that why would
you want to know?’

My sister was one of the last women brought into the room. I couldn’t
help but notice that she was nearing the end of her third trimester. Her
stomach strained against the jumpsuit that was several sizes too small. If I
had doubts about my connection to this family they were instantly wiped
away. We looked like sisters.

My sister was the first to speak, “You are about the same age as mom
when she died. You look exactly how I last remember her. You look like
mom.

My sister leaned forward. T'm pregnant. 'm due any day now, and if
someone doesn’t take this baby it’s going to the state. 'm in here for a very
long time. My baby’s daddy is black. You want this baby or not?’

I learned that my sister and I did not have the same father. She told me
that our mother was murdered. She was pushed in front of a car. I have
since had several family members affirm this as truth. I have no evidence—
though the police report is very suspicious.

My sister’s baby was born on June 17 1989 at 1:03 a.m. I was not
allowed to attend the birth. My sister was chained to a hospital bed during
delivery. My sister was considered a flight risk.

I picked my niece/daughter up from the hospital when she was two
days old. She is still with me. She is now twenty-one and in her last year
of college. As I was grieving the death of my mother I was bringing her
grandchild home to raise as my daughter. Life and death were twisted up
like braided bread. I realized that the urgency I had felt to locate my mother
was due to my sister’s pregnancy.



58 part one. American Indian Adoptees

I was unable to have any more babies. This was the gift in the trauma—
a baby daughter.

I still had a million questions about my lineage but I forced myself to
focus on my family and the tiny baby in my arms. I had found my parents.
They were deceased. It was time to walk among the living. Years past before
I finally engaged the questions that constantly surfaced. Often they would
bleed through my well constructed barriers causing a slow poisoning of my
heart.

After my daughters were finished with high school I decided to go back
to college to get my MFA. I chose to write a memoir for my thesis. During
my third semester at Goddard College I went to Ireland. I was thrilled to
be going to what I thought was my motherland. Finally, I was going home.
I wanted to do some research for my manuscript—hopefully uncover some
family members or ancestors. I had a wonderful time but was unable to
locate any information.

When I returned home I researched my surname, Fraley. I kept turning
up Frolick, which is German. At this point I thought the search was over.
I ended the manuscript with my trip to Ireland. I believed the book was
about closure—an end to my searching. I was emotionally exhausted from
reliving my childhood on the page. I had been gifted with a daughter and
a trip to Ireland. It was time to let go.

Even though I wanted closure I couldn’t deny I was experiencing a
sense of urgency. I knew there was more. The morning before I mailed my
manuscript to my advisers I decided to type my mother’s name into Google.
I had tried that many times in the past but nothing turned up. That morning
was different. Immediately I located a cousin. She had completed extensive
research on the Fraley line. She sent me the genealogical history that was
traceable back to Germany.

I am not Irish. I am German. She even sent a few family stories. I was
shocked to discover that I was not of Irish ancestry. I wondered what else
wasn’t true.

This discovery gave me the determination to figure out my father’s
lineage. I struggled with my father. I wanted to know his ancestry but my
feelings towards him were complicated. He was forty-four at the time of
my conception, my mother, sixteen. From a mother’s perspective I couldn’t
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help but label him as a sex offender. I was angry that my mother was sent
a way to an unwed mother’s home while his life continued.

I was able to track down a cousin on my mother’s side that had stayed
at my father’s house when he was in high school. He knew both my parents.
He was present when they were seeing each other. He explained to me that
they were in love and that my mother was sent away so that my father
could not pursue her. He said there were many stories about him attempting
to find her. As he was speaking I remembered my adoptive parents telling
me that my biological father broke into our family home when I was five.
I remembered the broken lock and the gouged wood around the door. I
remembered the police coming. Was it my father? I don’t know.

My cousin continued, “After she left the unwed mother’s home she
was sent to live with a relative because your father was still trying to locate
her. He was waiting for her to come home.” He told me my mother cried
a lot over being separated from my father and from her baby. I wanted to
comfort myself with this love story but I never quite reconciled my feelings.

Towards the end of our conversation I asked him about my name. ‘Do
you know anyone in the family named Vicky Lynn, or why my mother gave
me that name?’” He laughed and said, ‘Say that again. Vicky Lynn? That’s
what she put on the birth certificate?’ I affirmed that yes, this was the name.
“Your mother lived across the street from a car dealership, Vic Lynn Motors
in Alger, Ohio. Vic Lynn Motors was the name on a sign she saw every day
when she looked outside. She was friends with the owner, Vic Lynn. Vic
and his wife treated her kindly. Your mother never had enough love. She
was very mistreated. She named you after Vic Lynn Motors.

He continued talking. ‘It is quite likely you were conceived in the field
behind the sign, as that is where everyone went to park. I went from not
knowing my name—to where I was conceived. He gave me the number of
my half brother in Alger, Ohio.

When I got off the phone with my cousin I called my brother. I had not
spoken to him in years. The only conversation I had with him was when
he told me I was not his half-sister.

My brother explained that our grandfather’s second wife raised our
father. But he had no idea why. He had no clue what happened to our
grandmother. He gave me the name of our grandfather. I asked why our
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father never mentioned his own mother. He didn’t know. He apologized
for saying he didn’t know about me. He attempted to answer some of my
questions.

He said that my grandfather was a preacher and he had a small church
at one time. He began working in the coal mines when he was sixteen. I
discovered I had several brothers and sisters on my father’s side. I made
lots of phone calls. I quickly understood that not one of my siblings was
interested in knowing me. Sadly, that remains. I begged for pictures but
have yet to receive any. Thankfully people that knew my family sent
several.

I continued my search. I kept turning up Native American census
records—family members were listed as Cherokee. I knew I was in the
wrong place. I have auburn hair and white skin. I couldn’t possibly be
Native American.

When I had nothing else to go on I hired someone. Within two hours
a professional genealogist solved my mystery. He e-mailed documents and
sent hard copies. My grandmother was Alta Fletcher. Alta was listed as
Native American. I was mailed the Native American census records. What

I had uncovered was correct.

Name:
Age: 10/12
Birthplace: Kentucky
Home in 1900: Salyersville, Magoffin, Kentucky
Race: Indian (Native American)
Gender: Female
Relation to Head of House: Daughter

I learned that Alta died at nineteen years of age. She married my
grandfather, birthed my father, and then another son, Ray. Ray died a few
months after his birth. His mother, my grandmother, died a month later.
Both died of the Spanish flu. They were living in West Virginia at the time.

I learned that my grandfather’s father was Welsh and Cherokee and
his mother, Rose Ann Perkins, was Cherokee. Alta’s mother, my great-
grandmother, Stairvilla Cole was a Cherokee woman. She married George
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Fletcher. The Fletcher’s are also of Cherokee ancestry. I am related to the
Cole, Fletcher, and Perkins family in several different ways. All are of
Cherokee ancestry. I have photos, documents, census records but not a lot
of stories. My parents were third cousins. Their family lines cross back and
forth. I discovered I am also Shawnee.

I now have lots of documentation. There is even a 750-page thesis
written about the Coles, ‘“Who’s Your People. Most of my family is from
Alger Ohio and Magoffin County in Kentucky. The historical center in
Kentucky has numerous records about the Fletcher family and the Coles.
Thankfully there is an extensive paper trail.

Members from the Cole and Fletcher families have been generous. I
received several genealogy and census documents. I have been invited
to six on-line private sites. All the sites contain pictures, documents, and
government records.

I am struggling to reclaim a heritage I was denied. I have documents
but what I long for are family stories. More than anything else, I would like
a naming ceremony. I need to know my true name.

Questions I continue to ask myself : What does discovering my ancestry
mean? How do I learn to live as a Cherokee woman and a white woman?
I feel like I am between cultures. How do I bridge them? How do I reclaim
what was lost? Since my parents are deceased and my father was not listed
on the birth certificate how do I seek tribal enrollment? How do I connect
with other Native Americans? How do I learn about my Cherokee heritage
when the family members I have connected with are devout Christians?
They are not assimilated. How do I take myself out of the role of outsider?
How do I heal the wounded child that keeps peering through the window
of the candy store?

I am slowly coming to terms with the fact that these questions may not
be answered in this lifetime.

Even though I have no clue how to assimilate, I am deeply grateful for
the journey. Most days I can fully grasp that this is a life long spiritual
journey that has gifted me with a beautiful daughter and an amazing
heritage and history. Despite the lose threads and gaps in my ancestry,
understanding where I came from has been extremely healing. Yes, I have
moments and sometimes days that are overshadowed by sadness. The
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realization that I will never meet my birth parents has the ability to stop
me in my tracks.

Hanging on the wall in my writing room is an excerpt from Joy
Harlow’s Fear poem. It was sent to me by a friend. Joy’s words give me
strength and courage.

I take myself back, fear.

You are not my shadow any longer.

I won’t take you in my hands.

You can’t live in my eye, my ears, my voice
my belly, or in my heart my heart

my heart my heart



11. Lost Sparrow solves mystery but
leaves wounds exposed

Trace A. DeMeyer

Figure 11.1. The Billings adoptees from the Crow reservation

On November 16, 2010, the documentary ‘Lost Sparrow’ premiered on
PBS Independent Lens. Based on a true incident in 1978, two Crow Indian
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brothers (both adoptees) ran away from home and were found dead on
railroad tracks the next day.

Chris Billing’s documentary film takes a closer look at what killed these
two boys and what truth shattered his entire family.

The filmmaker is one of four biological children. His parents adopted
six, with four of them from the Crow tribe. Billing was 16 when the boys
died. The family buries them in New York and moves on with their lives.
His parents eventually divorce.

The filmmaker narrates how his little brothers Bobby (13) and Tyler
(11) were trying to help their sister Lana (who is also Crow). Lana told her
brothers she was being sexually molested by their adoptive father. The two
boys were going to Montana to get help. They knew who they were and
knew their tribe. Authorities believed they fell asleep on the railroad tracks.

As the film unfolds, Billings’ story becomes more about the despondent
quiet Lana, and how she didn’t survive the sexual abuse or find peace
after her brother’s heroic gesture and unfortunate deaths. Lana runs far
away from the adopters to North Carolina. Her pain is so deep the alcohol
abuse seems the only antidote she can afford. There are no signs of wealth
where Lana lives; unlike the Billings and their homes in New Jersey and the
summer mansion in upstate New York.

Journalist-turned-filmmaker Chris Billing said it took three years to
make the film. His parents, Mr. and Mrs. Billing, agree to see Lana on
film but neither managed an appropriate response to her troubled past.
Dysfunctional denial, which Mr. Billing’s exhibited while filming, seems
inappropriate and not an apology, considering the facts revealed during the
course of filming.

The man at the center of the conflict, the adoptive father, an all-
controlling philanderer, rich businessman, acts like nothing happened, like
he did nothing wrong. What you hope is he was charged as a pedophile
and sent to prison. This didn’t happen.

What does happen is the filmmaker and his siblings repatriate the two
boys to the Crow tribe and have them interned on tribal land. Chris films
the boys’ father and tribal family who knew the boys were adopted by a
rich East coast family but could do nothing to stop the adoption. Their grief
leaves the viewer tormented.
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After revealing the entire truth, the filmmaker said it did little to bond
their family or cure old wounds, ‘If it was good for Lana, then making the
film was worth it.

Wounds this egregious and deep are not healed by a 78-minute film.






12. I wanted my ldentity

Thomas H. Pierce (Menominee)

Figure 12.1. Thomas and his adoptive parents

Thomas, now 58, a member of Menominee tribe of Keshena, Wisconsin,
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is listed on their Descendent roll (because there is a 1/16 blood quantum
requirement for their Tribal Rolls) ... his tribal brother told him he has
more blood.

I am 3/16 Menominee and also 3/16 Stockbridge-Munsee Mohican. I
believe my father was Native American but I can’t find him, even though I
know his name. Ilack the 1/16 each tribe requires for minimum full tribal
status.

I was adopted when I was five days old. I found out my adoption was
due mostly because my grandfather would not allow my birthmother to
bring me home. My mother was a Navy Corpsman. (My birthfather may
have been also.) I was born at the Naval Hospital in Camp Pendleton on
the Marine Corps military base in California.

I was adopted by a career Marine, Lt. Col. Herbert E. Pierce, a soft
spoken “hero” in every respect. My adoptive dad was Cherokee, 1/4 blood,
but his family denied it because of racism in Oklahoma. He was a WWII
and Korean veteran and highly decorated.

Then there is my adoptive mother, an alcoholic, pill popper, ETOH
abuser. (ETOH Abuse means they are abusing alcohol. Most people have
not heard of alcoholism being referred to as ETOH abuse and this is because
this phrase is predominantly used in the medical and rehabilitation sector.
The word ETOH is short for ethanol, which is the primary ingredient in
alcohol.)

My mother, I believe, just hated kids. She treated us shabbily but she
held a special hate for me. When she was angry, she sailed on about me
being a bastard.

My father wasn’t around much due to his postings so I was raised
by my older sister who was eleven years older than me. When I was
about eight-years-old, she went off to school.

Because of my mother’s ETOH abuse, she slept in everyday until 10
a.m., so I never had anyone to rely on for getting breakfast, getting dressed
or ready for school. As a result, I was a wild child, feral in some ways.

I do remember my adoptive parents were going to adopt a Navajo boy
but he was violent—he grew up on the street eating from garbage cans,
taking care of his younger brother, so they sent him back. I took that to
heart and realized my tenure with my family was tenuous at best.
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They always seemed to be sending me off somewhere, every summer
vacation. I went to camps or to relatives and finally to a children’s home
where corporal punishment was practiced liberally.

I even made many trips to psychologists, until they told me my mother
was to blame for my problems. I don’t blame my Dad though he enabled
her and then he was dying, very sick, and passed away at age 54. At that
time, I lost my only defender. Then my relationship with my mother turned
for the worse, if that was even possible.

She sent me for a summer to an acquaintance where I was sexually
abused and where my own alcohol abuse started. She would do things out
of spite, like setting me up with a friend for a weekend, telling this friend
of hers I was gay, which I am not; but at least by this time I was old enough
to fight off my attacker.

Then later, she phoned child authorities telling them I was abusing my
own son, all proven untrue.

I was written out of the family will and received no inheritance or
money. She gave away land which we had bought but by then I didn’t
care. Our relationship was irretrievable. I just wanted the few possessions
my father bequeathed to me, the only things that would have mattered; and
she ignored my sons with their inheritance.

But believe it or not, I mourned at her passing, mostly for the lost
opportunity of a decent relationship she threw away.

I had no Indian friends growing up; there are not many Indians in the
snooty environs of Wyomissing, Pennsylvania, known for its wealth and
society types. In fact, Wyomissing was a great place to learn how to fight. I
was teased relentlessly. Ilearned to fight three or four guys at a time, just
to survive as my tormentors waited for me with a beating and racial slurs.

But I was proud to be an Indian and I knew I was adopted from my first
recollections. Despite the denials of being Indian from my father’s side of
the family, they told me to be mum because they were still hanging Native
Americans in Oklahoma and Missouri.

I was adopted nine years after the end of World War I and my adoptive
parents had been trying to have other children. My father wanted a
boy. Since he was part Cherokee, a Native child seemed natural. One
of my two sisters (their biological children) looked particularly Native
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American. After I was adopted, many of my father’s friends remarked, in
their words, “You certainly can’t deny him, Herb.” We looked remarkably
alike, even when I was in my 40s. I wished I was but alas I am not.

I was told by my mother that due to father’s military service
(malaria/jungle fevers) my dad was lacking enough sperm. I believe it
was her who had medical problems and she had a hysterectomy in 1956-
57. With her alcohol and drug abuse, as well as deep-seated psychological
problems, perhaps she felt inadequate.

I was psychoanalyzed three times. The psychologists keep saying my
problems were a result of her. She had a vicious temper and would assault
me many times over the years, like a woman possessed, often when she
visibly intoxicated.

My father and I had a good relationship, he was a mellow thoughtful
man whom I could confide anything.

After my father died no one could modify her behavior. She kept
an article on a blackboard about a theory that some children are “Bad
Seeds” This was pointed out to me constantly. She even blamed me for
my father’s death.

She also had a way of pitting sibling against sibling to achieve her aims.

In early 1977, when she accused me of child abuse, I got so angry I
threatened to kill her if she ever stuck her nose in my business again. I was
written out of her will and had no contact with any family until the early
90s.

It was established there was no abuse of my children. I have raised six
and never raised a hand in anger to any of them. I became my adoptive
father.

There was no religious or financial reasons for them adopting me.
When they sent that Navajo boy packing, that did affect me. I knew I
could also be sent away. I acted out in my older years. I felt my mother
just did not want me around.

I have been married three times. It took me three to get it right.

I have been clean and sober for 18 years now. I served in the military,
Marines and Navy, as a corpsman. I boxed as an amateur. I love fast cars
and motorcycles. I was Pre-Med in college but ran out of money. I'm
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studying for my Masters in Labor management, converting credits from
my B.S. degree in nursing.

I have worked at everything: carpenter, boilermaker, sheet metal
journeyman, and have lived all over this country. I've visited 49 of 50
states, lived in 15 states, and visited 25 different countries, as military, or
working in the trades, or just for fun. One can never get enough travel,
knowledge or evolve and involve oneself politically.

All the lessons I learned from the Colonel, early life with him, was a
great civics lesson. He was a born teacher. He taught at Yale and had
his PhD in History and also taught ROTC. He taught high school after he
retired.

I always knew my first mother’s maiden name and was curious in
1995. I felt I wasn’t disrespecting my adoptive parents. When I finally
found her, my mother and I corresponded, wrote letters. She never told
anyone about me so I never met her in person while she was alive, so as
not to embarrass her.

About four years ago I reached out to my family in Keshena. Our
reunion was grand. I come from such a proud and large family. I am still
getting to know them and regret not doing it sooner.

Dr. Verna Fowler is a nun and she started the tribal college. I
greatly respect my aunt and admire how she helped Native colleges
everywhere. She’s truly a beautiful strong woman.

Also, my Aunt Shirley was instrumental in regaining our Nationhood
back. (The Menominee were terminated but it was restored.”)

I learned my own birth mother took in and adopted many children, as
well as raising my two other half-brothers.

Unfortunately, due to many health issues and funds, I haven’t been able
to travel back to my rez often. Mostly it’s my health. I almost died in 2011
which awakened me to my own mortality, realizing I may have waited too
long. It took many attempts to unseal my records and finally be recognized
by my tribe.

One of my aunts thought I might be after something. She was right: I
wanted my identity. My only regret is not starting this process sooner. I
am fortunate to have such a wonderful family.

My advice to adoptees is “be persistent.” The laws are there but it’s just
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getting the system to work for you and it is slow. Yes, you might not be
as fortunate as I was. My Aunt Verna gathered up as many relatives as she
could and gave me a wonderful homecoming, catered at the College of the
Menominee. I was and still am humbled by her kindness and warmth. I
am still awaiting my naming ceremony, mostly due to health reasons, but I

have no regrets.

*The Menominee Indian Tribe’s rich culture, history, and residency in the
area now known as the State of Wisconsin, and parts of the States of
Michigan and Illinois, dates back 10,000 years. At the start of the Treaty Era
in the early 1800’s, the Menominee occupied a land base estimated at 10
million acres; however, through a series of seven treaties entered into with
the United States Government during the 1800’s, the Tribe witnessed its land
base erode to little more than 235,000 acres today. The Tribe experienced
further setbacks in the 1950’s with the U.S. Congress’ passage of the
Menominee Termination Act, which removed federal recognition over the
Tribe and threatened to deprive Menominee people of their cultural identity.
Fortunately, the Tribe won back its federal recognition in 1973 through a long
and difficult grassroots movement that culminated with the passage of the
Menominee Restoration Act, Public Law 93-197, on December 22, 1973. Read

more here: http://www.menominee-nsn.gov/MITW/aboutUs.aspx




13. The Ultimate Indignity

The Apology: Working Together to Strengthen Sup-
ports for Indian Children and Families: A National
Perspective, Keynote Speech by Shay Bilchik at the
NICWA Conference, Anchorage, Alaska, April 24,

2001

“Indian people knew from the beginning that this (adoption) policy was
very wrong. ... they saw this ‘as the ultimate indignity that has been
inflicted upon them.” ... David Fanshel’s 1972 Child Welfare League of
American (CWLA) study of these adoptions (which only covered five years
in the children’s lives), concluded that while the children were doing well
and the adoptive parents were delighted in almost every case, only Indians
themselves could ultimately decide whether this adoption program should
continue. “It is my belief,” Fanshel wrote, “that only the Indian people
have the right to determine whether their children can be placed in white
homes” Fanshel came to this realization, as he concluded his research,
because of the vigorous Indian activism that was underway in the early
1970s.

“...In the words of the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA), Congress
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endorsed the unassailable fact that ‘no resource is more vital to the
continued existence and integrity of Indian tribes than their children As
you have clearly articulated, children are the future. ... While adoption was
not as wholesale as the infamous Indian schools, in terms of lost heritage,
it was even more absolute. I deeply regret the fact that Child Welfare
League of America’s (CWLA) active participation gave credibility to such
a hurtful, biased, and disgraceful course of action. I also acknowledge
that a CWLA representative testified against ICWA at least once, although
fortunately, that testimony did not achieve its end. ...As we look at these
events with today’s perspective, we see them as both catastrophic and
unforgivable. Speaking for CWLA, I offer our sincere and deep regret for
what preceded us,” Bilchik said.



14. Congressional Testimony

STATEMENT OF WILLIAM BYLER, EXECUTIVE DI-
RECTOR, ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN INDIAN
AFFAIRS

Senator ABOUREZK. I just have a couple of questions before Mr. Hirsch
makes his comments. Can you describe how removal of Indian children in
adoption situation is accomplished?

Mr. BYLER. I can cite certain kinds of experiences that we have had.
One case, not too long ago in North Dakota, Indian children were living
with their grandparents. Their grandmother was off doing the shopping.
The grandfather was three miles away with a bucket getting water. While
they were away, the social worker happened by at that time and found the
children scrapping. When grandfather returned, the children were gone,
and I don’t know whether, in that case, he was ever successful in finding
where the children were. I think they were placed for adoption somewhere.

When that happens, Indian parents or grandparents are told this is
confidential information. We cannot disclose to you where your children
are. This makes is seem impossible for them to even try to do
anything about it.

Senator ABOUREZK. You mean the children were taken from the
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home and the grandparents never were allowed to see them again or to
try to fight the actions?

Mr. BYLER. That is correct, and as far as they knew, they never
received any notice that there were proceedings against them or against
the parents. This is very often the case, there is no notice given, or if notice
is given, it is in such a form that the people who get the notice don’t

understand it; It does not constitute a real notice.

—HEARINGS BEFORE THE SUBCOMMITTEE ON INDIAN AFFAIRS
OF THE COMMITTEE ON INTERIOR AND INSULAR AFFAIRS
UNITED STATES SENATE NINETY-NINTH CONGRESS SECOND
SESSION ON PROBLEMS THAT AMERICAN INDIAN FAMILIES FACE
IN RAISING THEIR CHILDREN AND HOW THESE PROBLEMS ARE
AFFECTED BY FEDERAL ACTION OR INACTION, APRIL 8 AND o, 1974



15. Carry their blood

Trace A. DeMeyer (Shawnee-Tsalgi-Euro)

Figure 15.1. Trace in braids in first grade
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It is in remembering that our power lies, and our future
comes. .. this is the Indian way...
—Anna Lee Waters (from The Man to send Rain Clouds)

“You can’t live in two places at once”

This quote from the Sundance movie BUCK about the Horse Whisperer
“Buck” Brannaman, refers to horrific childhood physical abuse he endured.
For me this translated, “I choose to be aware of my history and what
brought me to right now, where I live, how I live and what I choose to
be. I balance my two worlds.” The past abuse I endured no longer rules me
but it certainly defines me as someone who was adopted, molested by my
adopter and raised outside my culture.

As this adoptee, I make no claim to be an expert on any culture but I
have lived near reservations most of my life. I cover Indian Country as a
journalist. I'm part of a world community, a part of this tribalism, no matter
where I live.

Being a Native person means everything to me but my birthfather Earl
did not live in ancestral territory or on the reservations in Oklahoma or
the Carolinas. He was well assimilated into American culture, lived in
Chicago and Pana, Illinois and died an alcoholic. We had our only reunion
in November 1994 and he died in 1996 and I attended his funeral.

In any tribal culture, relatives would need to invite me to ceremonies, to
teach and offer friendship. Other tribes offered this to me since I have not
lived on my own reservation. To live there, I’d need to be invited by my
relatives. The letter I wrote to the Cherokee newspaper went unanswered.

Tribes do need to create some form of welcome, but sadly, the only tribe
that called out to their adoptees was the White Earth Ojibwe and that was
in 2007.

I was well aware that people claim some Cherokee ancestry then get
ridiculed for claiming it. I needed to be absolutely sure what tribe or tribes
so I asked my birth father Earl when we first talked. He and my aunts
are proud of our ancestors and explained after the Indian removals, people
scattered all over the Midwest and south. Later I found out my paternal
great-grandmother Mary Francis Morris was adopted by relatives and her
family had migrated from Ohio to Missouri to Illinois. Understandably
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Indians were on the move during Andrew Jackson’s Reign of Terror. You
either hid out or ran, period.

Mary and her daughter Lona Dell Harlow (my grandmother) lived our
culture, even in Illinois. They did not need an identification card to be
Indian.

Being a breed, a person with a mixed-ancestry, I am proud of all my
ancestors and carry their blood.

After reunions with the Bland-Harlow-Morris relatives, I wrote my
memoir One Small Sacrifice: Lost Children of the Indian Adoption Projects;
in those five years it took me to write it, I changed so much I hardly rec-
ognized myself. That was a good thing. I needed to change. Understanding
adoption required my time, study and research. I was more than willing to
learn. And in learning, I changed.

I wrote on m blog that I desperately wanted my adoption file. In
September 2010, I mentioned this to Jackie W. on my book-tour in the
Midwest. Jackie helped Ani (Ben Chosa) get his adoption file so she gave
me the email address for the state offices in Madison, Wisconsin. I live in
western Massachusetts so this was convenient. I’d write them an email!

Wisconsin, by law, allows adoptees in a closed adoption (like mine) to
request and receive their non-identifying information. You simply fill out
their form and request it (and pay them $75 an hour).

Let me clarify: your non-identifying information is a bit of history with
no names. It will not help you locate your natural parent(s). In fact, it’s so
vague it’s really no help at all! It might say you have a Native parent, and
if it does, then you call the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) for help as to
which tribe or clan and how to contact them for enrollment. But the BIA
won’t release the name of your natural parents.

I decided to request my identifying information (aka the real deal:
my sealed adoption file.) They emailed back I would need a court order.
I needed to fill out their form, have it notarized and mail it back to them,
so I did.

Within a month, I spoke to a woman on the phone that proceeded to
fill out the legal paperwork for a court order. She would present it to the
judge and I didn’t need to be there.

What was weird: she asked why I wanted my file. Why was this so
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hard? T have a million reasons but I didn’t know what the judge wanted me
to say.

What was a good reason? I said I wanted my adoption file to help me
understand my early history and where I was the first months of my life:
that is what I think she wrote down. (I said I was nervous).

Ok, 'm sure the most used reason for such a request is the need
for family medical history and ancestry. (I could have told her I was
nervous dating strangers who might be my real brothers. Had the judge
ever considered incest? Well, I'm married now but at one time I had this
concern.) There are many good reasons, yes. But what did the judge want
to hear? I didn’t know.

If the judge read my request form, he’'d see I already knew the names
of both my natural parents. (I already read my adoption file when I was 22
and found both my families.) Heck I knew their birthdays and when each
of them died.

So like all adoptees, I waited and prayed. The un-named judge would
review my request. He or she could deny me.

But the judge didn’t.

Because I wrote my birth parents are deceased—that is why I believe
the judge granted my request. It’s only a guess. And if they considered my
age then—s54, I'm no kid. Maybe that is why.

So this white envelope arrived the day after Thanksgiving (in 2010) and
I was too emotional to open it. I was a wreck! I knew it would hit me like a
ton of bricks. It sat on the table, unread.

My friend Anecia (Scraps) met me for breakfast that Sunday and since
she is an adoptee too, she said she would read it to me. That was better, we
thought. It was best to do this with a friend who was also adopted. So she
read and I cried (in a crowded restaurant)!

The worst part was not my crying. There was family history on one
page and a small post-it note that said the next part (and page) was not on
microfilm. Pages missing? Yes. I did not receive the entire testimony my
natural mother Helen gave to the social workers. I do not know what else
was written down.

It did say my mother Helen did want to keep me. My file told her
story. In 1956 she was not able to since there was no family support, and no
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money for keeping me. It was clear she worried about the money she owed
the Catholic maternity home for staying there. (Apparently they charged
women so my mother Helen chose Minnesota so she could work at the
unwed mother’s home while she waited to have me.) She even arranged to
pay them in installments! Obviously she believed the nuns and society who
told her she was giving her baby (me) a gift: a set of new parents (two total
strangers who I would call mom and dad.)

I had a hard time accepting Helen wanted to keep me since she refused
to meet me when I finally located her.

This evolving story took place over several years, with as many years
to process it all emotionally. I was just 22 when I'd asked a judge in my
hometown (Superior, Wisconsin) to read my adoption file. Now I definitely
know this new paperwork is different than the file he let me read. His had
more legal paperwork. After 32 years, the effect on me is greater — and I
have my father’s version (what he told me) which was different than my
mothers. It’s complicated but at least I know.

One of the reasons I didn’t mention to the judge: I was in a foster home.
Who were they? Now I have their name and address. That was huge for me.
Now I know where I was the first days and months of my life.

I feel so fortunate I was able to get my adoption file. What hurts me
is so many adoptees are still living in the dark about their identity, name,
history and tribe. If an adoptee born or adopted in Wisconsin wants to do
this—if they need tribal information—it is on the form in Wisconsin and
the only way an adoptee can do this is through a court order. And pay $75
per hour.

The Indian Child Welfare Act was signed into law in 1978, after the
Indian adoption projects which placed children (even with more than one
ancestry) with non-Indian parents to end tribal affiliations. If I was born
after the Indian Child Welfare Act of 1978, then the social workers would
have been required by federal law to notify my father and the tribe. I would
not have been placed with strangers who knew nothing about me or my
ancestry. My dad Earl told me when we met he would have raised me, or
one of his sisters would have, which is kinship adoption and tradition in
Indian Country. Even though my mother didn’t choose to raise me, my dad
would have raised me.
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In a perfect world, a family unit, tribe and extended family raise
their own, in a culturally appropriate, sensitive, familiar atmosphere, all
across the planet. Regardless of clinical words, humans have an emotional
(mental) body, a spiritual body and a physical body, and all are interrelated
and react to the concern of the other. My Northern Cheyenne friend Steven
taught me that each of us has four souls. We possess a Spiritual Intelligence.
If we share DNA, we share the blood of our people. Removed from them
is traumatic and unequivocally disruptive and would take time to heal.
Finding them and finding the truth begins the process.

“We are linked by blood, and blood is memory without language.” —
Joyce Carol Oates



16. Know Who You Are

Meschelle Linjean

Figure 16.1. Meschelle with her adoptive parents

I have had three names: Linda Jean Fielden, Karen Meschelle Shanks,
and Meschelle Linjean Tickeater.
I believe that parental rejection is a shattering, near-mortal heartbreak
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and soul wound that can result in a deep-seated feeling of emptiness—a
lack of grounding and stability, a missing sense of place and purpose. It can
cause the “self” to float in a mist, like a dream almost remembered for a split
second upon awakening, but too quickly dissolved. What was that ... who
am I? The self that becomes tangible for however fleeting a moment is too
often lacking a sense of worth and efficacy. It sounds terribly cliché, but if
you don’t know yourself, love yourself, and respect yourself, how can you
relate to others in a healthy, meaningful way? I’ve learned that the primary
heartbreak and soul wound from parental rejection can have longstanding
repercussions well into adulthood. You’re lost until you’re found, or, until
you find yourself...

I knew I was adopted for as long as I can remember. When I was a
very young child, all that meant to me was that my parents were not my
biological parents. The flipside of my parentage—that there was a different
mom and dad out there somewhere who were my biological parents—did
not really sink in until I was about eleven-years-old. My adoptive parents,
or at least my adoptive dad, told be proud that I was Indian, but I never
knew what that meant, nor was I provided with any resources from which
to develop cultural pride. The first heartbreak and soul wound I consciously
remember was not from my birth mother, although she was the first one
who left me. The primary rejection I remember came from my adoptive
mother, when I was about four-years-old.

I was a painfully shy child. I remember clutching on to my adoptive
mother’s legs and trying to hide behind her when strangers would talk to
me. [ remember that I kept my head down and wouldn’t look at photogra-
phers. Someone would always try to lift my chin up before they snapped
the photo for a family portrait. I was scared of strangers, particularly
men with mustaches. The first time I was touched inappropriately, I was
a toddler. I remember several of these incidents and telling my parents
about some of them, but I don’t remember anyone getting into trouble for
it. When I was a teenager, I learned that my Uncle Mickey had been in
prison multiple times for child molestation and rape. He got thrown in
prison for fondling a toddler and a very young teenager during my college
years as well. When [ was grade school age, I can remember him holding
me in front of him, his hands on my shoulders, rubbing the back of my
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head into his crotch, surreptitiously, while others were standing around,
oblivious. Perhaps this is when I first learned to ignore situations that
made me uncomfortable or when I felt I was being taken advantage of. The
mustached Uncle Mickey was a man who was assigned to babysit me on
multiple occasions, sometimes overnight, while my adoptive mom was out
partying or dating. When I was a teenager, Uncle Mickey started asking me
about my sex life and fondly recalled how I used to do “cheesecake” for him
when I was a toddler. Then he told me that he had known my biological
mother and was probably my father. For a while, I called him Uncle “Dad”

Despite some dysfunction, I think I might have been a mostly happy,
though shy, child during my earliest years when my adoptive parents were
married. I was adopted by White parents as an infant and raised as an only
child. When I was adopted, my adoptive dad was 40 and my adoptive mom
was 25. My dad was a long-haul truck driver; my mom was a beautician
and later took art classes. When I was about three-years-old, my mom
began having an affair, running with a younger crowd of hippies or “heads”
(this was the early 1970s in a small town in Oklahoma). I can remember
waking up in a car, alone, outside of a bar in Chouteau, and crying outside a
liquor store because my mom left me there and I couldn’t go in. I was taken
to parties with beer and pot, and sometimes I was given beer too, starting
before kindergarten. This might have contributed to my own drinking
problem later in life (learned behavior, alcoholic genes, self-medication,
or the ultra combo? It took a lot of humiliation, shame, pain and more
heartbreak before I was ready to address that problem). Around this time,
I also saw my mom kissing another man. Although she told me not to
say anything, I told my dad. He begged her to stay for my sake but they
divorced. For a short time before I started kindergarten I lived with my
mom in Tulsa, but mostly stayed with her mother, my Grandma Hazel,
because my mom was out running around. A few times, my mom left
me with Grandma Hazel and then Grandma Hazel left me with another
babysitter the same night. I remember them distracting me with toys
so they could sneak out when I wasn’t looking. I became very insecure
and distrustful, scared of being left. I later learned this was referred to as
having “abandonment issues.” I would wake up in a strange babysitter’s
house, scared, and call my dad. If my dad was not on the road, he would



86 partone. American Indian Adoptees

always come to get me. He finally told my mom that she couldn’t continue
doing that to me and that he would take me with him. My dad was my
savior. Until I started kindergarten I often went with my dad on the road,
riding in his 18-wheeler through Kansas, Texas, and Oklahoma. When I
started school, I had to stay with babysitters again and my dad started
looking for more permanent care for me.

For about the next six years of my life I remember things but I'm
uncertain of their order on a timeline. Basically, elementary school is a
jumble, but here are some selections: Not long after I moved back in with
my dad, when I was in kindergarten; my mom arrived at my dad’s house
in a van to pick up a bunch of her things. She was with a “head” named
Bobby Nichols as I recall, and she was moving to Louisiana with him. I
asked her if I'd ever see her again and she said, “I don’t know.” I was
hysterical, inconsolable. Wouldn’t she miss me? Why didn’t she love me? I
don’t know how long she was gone—months or a year—but she eventually
came back to Oklahoma. Although I was scheduled to visit her every other
weekend, she often continued to leave me with Grandma Hazel on her
assigned weekends. Uncle Mickey lived with Grandma Hazel so sometimes
he was the babysitter. Sometimes he gave me beer. Many times my mom
would tell me she’d be back to get me at a certain time and then be gone all
night. T would call her apartment and the phone would ring and ring all
night long. One time a man answered and hung up on me when I asked for
my mom. Then, the phone was taken off the hook. Into my teenage years
I had recurring nightmares about trying to call my mom over and over, but
getting no answer or a busy signal. For a while, my mom lived with her
boyfriend in the same small town as me and my dad. She lived maybe two
miles from me—when I got a bicycle, I could ride it to her house—but I still
only saw her every other weekend at best. Sometimes I'd run into her at
Thompson’s Grocery Store and she’d buy me a pop or some candy. I was
always excited to see her but she might as well have lived in Tulsa. After
she moved back to Tulsa, many times she wouldn’t pick me up on her
assigned weekends. I’d sit on this 1970s velour patchwork ottoman, with
my overnight bag at my feet, watching the clock. Hours would go by and
I’d sit and wait. Sometimes she’d call hours late and claim she was sick or
that her car broke down, or that she’d forgotten about me. Sometimes she
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didn’t call. I didn’t have the gumption to get up and do something else, or
to hate my mom. I needed her. My dad was often gone on long-hauls and
my stepmom, who raised me in his absence, was worse.

When I first moved back in with my dad, he had left me in the care
of his second wife a few times while he was on the road. She was really
mean and told me that my mom didn’t love me. So, when my dad hired
a Seneca woman, Joy, who was born in 1917, to be a live-in housekeeper
and babysitter for me, I was misguidedly relieved. Because I needed a
mother, my dad gave me, at the age of about 5, the choice of which woman
he should marry—Mabel Ann, the former wife, or Joy, the housekeeper-
babysitter thirteen years his senior. To my regret, I told him he should
marry Joy. Joy was physically and verbally abusive to me. Without getting
into too much detail, my elementary school years were filled with belt
strappings, willow switchings, screaming, shaming, humiliation, and false
accusations of lying and sexual behavior. Joy’s grandchildren were close
to my age and highly favored. Basically, I was the unwanted, flawed,
scorned stepchild, while these other children, with whom I had to spend
most weekends, were loved and cherished. Children with more gumption
might have acted out but I didn’t do that at this point. I was just scared
and depressed and tried not to draw Joy’s attention to me. I think I felt that
I didn’t have anyone I could count on to help me and I didn’t know how to
help myself.

The other sad thing is that Joy and her family were Indian and had the
opportunity to provide me with Native cultural experiences, but that was
not to be. Many years prior, Joy had been married to a close relative of
Fred Lookout, the last traditional Osage chief. Joy’s children had received
naming ceremonies and her grandchildren danced in the Osage dances in
traditional regalia. My adoptive dad asked Joy to get me a dance shawl,
which she did, but I was never invited to attend any dances. Instead, Joy
told me that because I had been adopted out of my tribe, I was considered
White and not Indian. I have no idea why she told me this, because
it was certainly not true, as I learned as an adult. So, I grew up with
peripheral exposure to Native culture, seeing Osage cultural objects and
hearing stories about boarding school, but receiving no acceptance as an
Indian myself. In elementary school, there were times when they would
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call all the Indian students into a room and distribute some free pencils
and supplies. I always went to those gatherings because I knew I was
Indian, but I didn’t get the school supplies. There was always this sentiment
of, “Oh, you’re adopted. You don’t have an Indian card” I remained an
outsider.

My adoptive dad got ALS (Lou Gehrig’s disease) when I was about
nine-years-old. He could no longer protect me. His health deteriorated
very quickly and he died six days before my thirteenth birthday. The
parent who really loved me was gone. About a month later, I moved to
Virginia with my adoptive mom and the man she was living with and later
married. During the last year of my dad’s life, I had moved in with my
adoptive mom to escape my stepmother and I still harbor guilt over leaving
my dad. I had recurring nightmares about that until just a few years
ago. I would dream that my dad was still alive, but dying. He had been
waiting on me to visit him all these years. In my dream, I would suddenly
realize that he was still alive and I would be watching the house, hoping
that my stepmother’s car wouldn’t be in the driveway so I could sneak
in the house and see him without running into her. Also, during the last
year my dad was alive, I developed some serious behavior problems. My
grades went from A’s and B’s to D’s. I lost my virginity and became
promiscuous—looking for love and acceptance from adolescent and teenage
boys, I guess. This just compounded my self-esteem issues, experiences
of rejection, and fear of abandonment. About a year later, I also started
to experiment with drugs and got my first boyfriend. I became crazily
possessive, and later, physically abusive towards this boyfriend. I know
the possessiveness was related to my fear of abandonment. I think the
physical abuse was either me imitating my stepmother’s behavior or due to
me having so much anger inside that had not been addressed. Although I
carried these traits throughout high school and into college, I've thankfully
been able to overcome them.

During a summer visit to Oklahoma, my Uncle Mickey told me that
he had known my biological mother, Treva. Actually, he said that Treva
was “built like a brick sh*t house,” that she used to run with my youngest
adoptive aunts, and that these aunts had dared her to get into bed with
him. Such was the conversation he thought appropriate for his fifteen-
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year-old niece. Perhaps this conversation came about because I looked so
much like my mother did at that age. It turned out that Uncle Mickey had
been sleeping with my mom Treva when she was only 15, 16 and he was in
his late 20s. Treva had told him that he was my father. So, Mickey dropped
these pearls of wisdom on me, but refused to tell me anything more or help
me meet my mom until I turned 21. I suppose I could have done more to
find my mother on my own, but I was living in Virginia and, as a teenager,
I just wasn’t ready.

I was born Linda Jean Fielden at the Claremore Indian Hospital on
June 27, 1970, but I did not learn this until June 1991, when I received
my unsealed documents. When my mom gave birth to me, she had just
turned 17. She was married to my older half-sister’s father, but he had
been in VietNam when I was conceived (although he is listed as my father
on my original birth certificate). My mom Treva had been sleeping with
my adoptive Uncle Mickey, but a DNA test conducted when I was about
30 proved that he is not my father. (I still don’t know who my biological
father is but based on my looks, he is undoubtedly White). As soon as
Treva’s husband returned from Vietnam, he was paralyzed in a really bad
car accident and eventually died in a VA hospital; he was not a factor in
my adoption. The main problem was that my mom was extremely poor
and did not have a secure home. Her mom, my biological grandma, was
a really bad drunk and in no condition to help, even if she had wanted
to (she stopped drinking when she was middle-aged). My great-grandma
was also unwilling to help at that time. My mom had grown up with a lot
of domestic violence and sexual abuse when she wasn’t in mission school,
and had never had any good parenting role models. When I was born, my
older sister was staying with her own paternal grandparents. Grandma
Hazel (Mickey’s mom) offered to watch after me for a while until my mom
figured out what she was going to do. I believe I was four-days-old when
my mom left me with Grandma Hazel. A couple of days later, Mickey’s
sister Karen dropped by and saw me. She decided she wanted me and
convinced her husband that they should adopt me. Then they convinced
my mom Treva that giving me up for adoption to them was the best option
for me since Treva didn’t even have a home at the time. The way I see it,
it was the best option for them. The best option for me would have been if
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they would have helped my mom Treva find a safe place to live with me.

The adoption of “Baby Girl” Fielden was decreed on March 24, 1971
and my name was changed to Karen Meschelle Shanks. A falsified birth
certificate showing this name and my adoptive parents’ names was issued
April 5, 1971. My adoption papers list me and both my biological parents
as White. I have White blood, but I am Cherokee, Bird Clan. I became
enrolled in the Cherokee Nation when I was 21, after obtaining my original
birth certificate. When I was 20, I told my mom Karen that I wanted my
Certificate Degree of Indian Blood (CDIB). She agreed to help me by telling
me who had handled my adoption. Karen had a sister and two brothers
that had been adopted out as children but they reunited with their birth
family as adults (Grandma Hazel had 11 children), so I think that helped
her understand my need for information. I contacted the law firm and told
them I wanted all my records. They contacted my adoptive mom to get her
permission. Even with my mom Karen’s permission, the law firm still sent
my adoption papers and original birth certificate to Karen, and she sent
them on to me.

The first time I tried to contact my mom Treva, also at age 20, I wrote
a very stilted letter, identifying myself and letting her know that I wanted
her help in getting my CDIB. I had no idea she’d ever tried to keep me
or find me—I thought she’d just given me away and didn’t look back. I
didn’t get a response to my letter. About a few months later, I got really
angry that I hadn’t received a response, so I wrote another letter. This time
I let all my personality and quirks fly—including my anger and sense of
humor (at some point I asked her if I should address her as Treva, Mother,
or “Mommie Dearest”). I also sent a photo of me and a self-addressed
stamped envelope. With that letter, I got a tear-stained response within
two weeks, saying, “You sound just like one of us!” and “Call me ‘Mom’ if
you want. Your sisters do.” Then I got a letter and photos from my youngest
sister, a little rocker who, like me, loved Led Zeppelin, the Rolling Stones
and Aerosmith. We didn’t have the same father, but we could’ve been
twins, we looked so much alike. I couldn’t stop looking at that picture. To
finally see someone who looked like me was overwhelming. It was like I
had finally been born. I made my plans to meet my mom in person that
summer, but I didn’t tell her I was coming—I was scared she would try to
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get away and I wasn’t about to give her a chance to escape me.

I drove from California (where I was in college) to Oklahoma that
summer, stopped at the Git N’ Split near her small town and told someone
who worked there who I was looking for. I feigned that I was traveling
across country and that my mom was my aunt. The person said, “Yeah, you
look like you could be kin to her;” and gave me directions. So, I showed up
on my mom’s doorstep and my little niece, who answered the door, thought
I was my youngest sister. My mom said, “Oh, I know who you are!” and
gave me a big hug. She told me that she loved me and that she was so
grateful that I found her. All three of my sisters came over to meet me
and soon afterwards, I met my grandma, my great-grandma, uncles, and
great-aunt. They were all very welcoming of me and my youngest uncle
became my pen pal for the rest of my college years. I continued to visit my
family every summer and I moved back to Oklahoma after I graduated so I
could be near them.

After I met my mom Treva, I learned that she had found out where I
was staying during my adoptive parents’ separation and came to Grandma
Hazel’s house once, wanting to see me. Instead of letting Treva see me,
they hid me and told her that my adoptive cousin, who was also there, was
me. This cousin was a year younger than me and had bright red hair. Since
I am part White and my older half-sister has blonde hair, Treva thought
that it was possible that my hair had turned red although I was born with
brown hair. Karen told Treva that she and my dad were going through a
divorce and it would be “too much trouble” for Treva to visit me. When
Treva found out that my dad had died, she again tried to make contact
with me. However, my adoptive mom and new stepdad had moved me to
Virginia a month after my dad died.

Treva found Joy though, and visited her on multiple occasions to try to
learn about me. Joy was cruel to Treva—told her that I didn’t want anything
to do with her—and never told me that my biological mom was interested
in knowing me. Iknew nothing of this until I was in my 20s. When Treva
told me these things, I confronted my adoptive mom and Joy, and then they
admitted they had kept her visits from me.

For years after I met my biological family, I vastly overcompensated
for the Native heritage I had been denied. I became very active in Indian
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political issues and developed an acute distain for everything I deemed
Euro-ethnocentrism. Awareness and activism are good things, but I was
out of balance, like a boomerang or a rock that had been released from
a poorly aimed slingshot. I had always been different from my adoptive
family. For example, I thought differently about animals and the natural
world, and my sense of spirituality was out of synch with the southern
Baptist views of my adoptive father. My tempo, approach, and views were
never quite a fit with my adoptive family. After I met my biological family,
I discovered we had many personality similarities (e.g., sense of humor,
approach to things). Ithought, “Okay, this is what I've been missing! This
is who I am!” T endeavored to follow the Indian ways I learned (mostly
from California Indians at college) as much as possible, although my family
members were Christian Cherokees and not so traditional.

When I moved back to Oklahoma after I graduated, I started taking
Cherokee language and heritage courses, and spent as much time as
possible with my great-grandma—taking her for traditional medicine and
listening to her stories. I changed my name to Meschelle Linjean Tickeater
(my grandma’s maiden name). The “Linjean” came from the name my
mom Treva gave me when I was born. I got a job with the Cherokee
Nation food distribution office so I could visit all the rural communities
when we delivered commodities. I married a full-blood whose mother
had worked with Treva and whose grandmother used to run around with
Treva’s mom. We got married in a traditional Cherokee ceremony and
I started spending my weekends fishing on the creeks, looking for wishi,
gathering watercress, and hanging out in Indian bars. For a while it was
like I finally had the family I was supposed to have had all along. I made
a heartfelt (but misguided) effort to forget about everything that had made
me who I was up until that point. Traditional Indian people say, “Know who
you are.” In dismissing 20 some years of my history, I fell out of balance on
the other side.

I don’t know how I thought I could reinvent myself as “Instant Indian”
and “poof,” be immediately accepted into a community I'd never grown up
in. Well, I was still young. I really wanted to work in the Cherokee Indian
Child Welfare department at that point, but my degree was in anthropology
and I didn’t have the right connections with the Cherokee Nation.
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Another problem was that I wasn’t a Christian, so I didn’t fit in with the
Baptist Cherokees. [ wanted to be accepted at the stomp dances, but I didn’t
have any family there except my husband’s (his uncle was a groundskeeper
but he had never grown up with the stomp dance himself; most of his family
was Christian). You’re supposed to sit with your clan at the stomp dances,
and my clan was different from my husbands. Iknew my clan but I didn’t
know the people. Furthermore, I didn’t know any of the customs at the
stomp dances, I couldn’t speak Cherokee, and I couldn’t play stickball. I
felt totally like an outsider. I was an outsider. I became disillusioned
and depressed, so my husband and I left Oklahoma to move to Virginia
where I had gone to high school. After we got here, we discovered that
we didn’t really have much in common except being Cherokee and our
families’ history together. So, we got divorced. I remained disillusioned
and depressed, with new and additional identity issues. Icouldn’t be White
and I couldn’t be a traditional Native. I felt disconnected and my “self”
continued to float in the mist, never quite tangible.

Now in my 40s, 'm still working on the insecurity and self-esteem
issues, but I’'ve come a long way. I am gaining a greater sense of strength
in myself, an ability to accept myself for who I am—learning that I don’t
have to choose between one world or the other. It is okay to walk in two
worlds and I even have special contributions to make because of how I was
raised. Standing with one foot on two different mountains does not have
to mean you're about to fall into the gap in between. It is a very significant
place with its own purpose.

I still live in Virginia, but I’'ve been working for a Native-owned federal
contract company for six years. There isn’t always a project to work on that
deals with Native issues, but more often than not, I've been able to work in
Native education research or curriculum development. I have reconciled
with my adoptive mother Karen for the most part (though I am still
working through some resentment) and I maintain frequent contact with
my biological mom Treva and my sisters. The most difficult life lessons
seem to be the ones that have given me a jolt in the right direction. One
door closes and another one opens. For me, finding myself has been
a journey. I reconnected biologically, racially and culturally. That was
good and vital for me. It filled in some holes in my core, but the fillings



94 part one. American Indian Adoptees

were sloppy and jagged for a long time—not quite filling some holes and
overfilling others.

Years later, I'm finally learning how to smooth out the fillings, find
my balance and, with a good heart and a good mind, live as a person of
integrity.

My very recent experiences with talking to other Native adoptees who
shared experiences similar to mine have been such a blessing. For my final
Sociology M.A. project, I wanted to conduct research about the experiences
and perceptions of Natives who were transracially adopted. I was excited to
find Trace DeMeyer’s blog and contacted her for resources. She put me in
touch with the Native American Indian Adoptees Facebook and American
Indian Adoptees Google groups. From those places I found adoptees willing
to participate in a survey and interviews about their adoption. In talking
with these people about how our adoptions have shaped our lives, I found
a type of understanding that had previously eluded me and I am grateful
for it.

Thank you, Trace and other fellow Native adoptees.



17. Unanswered Questions

Nolan Littlewolf Walling (Yakama)

I grew up in Vancouver, Washington, the same state as my biological family.
I found out at age four I was adopted. They got me from an orphanage
when I was three. My adoptive mother told me I was given up at birth to
an orphanage in Seattle, Washington. I was born on October 27, 1961.

I didn’t understand what ‘adopted’ meant, not at first. I did when my
adoptive parents divorced.

I just knew I didn’t belong there. I was rebellious, so I went with my
mother to her psychiatrist. She thought I was a problem child. I didn’t really
act out until I was older, but I would just shut down. I grew up with their
birth children, one boy and three girls.

I never did ask questions about my adoption and never really thought
about it much after my adoptive mother told me my birthmother was dead.
Now I find out that may not have been true at all. I didn’t ask about my
natural parents much because my adoptive parents were not easy to talk to
about anything, let alone my birthparents. My adoptive mother would get
upset over some things but my adoptive father, no.

When I was a kid, my adoptive mother was physically abusive; she
drank and took a lot of medication until she finally became a born-again
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Catholic. I was nine when they divorced, and I lived with her. The abuse
was physical and emotional. I was beat with anything that was handy by
my mother. She would leave marks. She was either married or in five
relationships by the time I was fifteen. Then I went to live with my dad
and his new family. I was not welcomed with open arms by my adoptive
father or my new stepmother or her children. All of my adoptive siblings
were grown by this time.

My adoptive parents were about thirty when they adopted me. I
was told he was an accountant then he became a motel salesperson. My
adoptive mother was from a wealthy Vancouver family. ’'m sure she was
educated, but she became a stay-at-home mother who dabbled in antiques.
Her family disowned her for marrying him.

I wasn’t treated differently in my adoptive family because I am Indian.
Not because I was Indian and not by the siblings when I was younger. I was
just a kid. I think mostly it was just because I was adopted, but I am not
really sure. However, now I really don’t have any contact with my adoptive
siblings.

I had good friends as far as friends go and I was just trying to be a kid.
I never really talked about me being adopted. I never really told any of my
friends I was Indian until I was older.

I didn’t meet other adoptees, none that I am aware of. When I married
my wife, she began to question me and ask things about my adoption.

I did try to find my natural parents but just briefly; it happened when
I was eighteen and I was working with Job Corps on the Yakima rez but I
got freaked out and did not go back. I didn’t go back to my rez until after
my daughter was born but I didn’t do a detailed search.

I had papers to read about my adoption and my actual birth certificate
and my adoption picture when I was three.

I didn’t use any adoption registries since I had those papers. I don’t
know if it was a private adoption or a religious organization or the state
who handled it. I don’t know the exact details.

I have not had a reunion yet but I am enrolled and so is my daughter.

The papers and information I was shown were given to me by my
adoptive father when I was eighteen. I do not know exactly when I was
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enrolled but I am in the process of writing the tribe for my enrollment date.
I was told at eighteen that my adoptive father had just enrolled me.

My adoptive parents didn’t take me to a reservation, unless you
consider the Pendleton Roundup which is on a rez. I did my first powwow
when I was in Job Corps at twenty or so.

What I am dealing with now is who am I and are there people who are
my family and my children’s family? I haven’t met other Yakamas. I have
not been invited to my rez for a powwow or ceremony. My father’s name
is Littlewolf and my mother’s name is Woods.

I did get advice from Trace DeMeyer on how to proceed and how to
approach them. She is the only one who helped me. My wife found her
blog and she sent us her book.

A few year ago I had wrote the tribal enrollment office through the mail
but it was only for an address change. I did ask them how I could get a hold
of a Johnny Littlewolf and they did reply that I could send letters to the
Tribal office and they would forward them to him. This man is supposed to
be my sibling.

Some years ago I had a lawyer contact the tribe about an issue with
my son and the state of Oregon removing him from his mother’s custody. I
was never contacted or told why he was removed until many years later; he
lived with his maternal aunt and uncle in San Jose. My memory is kind of
hazy but the tribal council either never responded or were not very helpful
in the matter. I am now beginning to reconnect with my son and build a
relationship.

I did contact the BIA. That is where I first heard about the government
and their program to adopt Indian children for profit.

Years ago on my rez, once I was picked up by someone who thought
I was someone else. I was told I looked identical to this person so this is
possibly one of my siblings. But I was twenty or so and the whole thing
just freaked me out. Last time we were there, my daughter was one and she
is thirteen now.

As far as ceremonies I missed growing up, I know about them but I
don’t know any details about them. I have never really been invited.

As far as a name, the interesting thing is that I do carry my parent’s
name, my father’s name which is Littlewolf. I have not had a naming
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ceremony. I do receive a per-cap from my tribe but I am not sure I would
ever move there.

I did not do well in school. I missed a lot, was behind, and had learning
disabilities that labeled me as slow. My wife believes I am dyslexic and
recently I was informed that my son is dyslexic, go figure. Art was my
favorite subject and reading was my worst. As far as discipline, I was sent
to the principal’s office.

I was affected by my adoption: emotional hurt, distrust of others,
unable to feel at times, anger and sadness, all of them. Of course I did
self-medicate with alcohol and drugs. Yes I have committed a crime and
been imprisoned.

As far as successful relationships, like marriage and girlfriends, yes
and no. Our marriage has not been easy! I do have trouble with trust in
relationships.

I have two children and they have helped me emotionally. Yes! I wish
for them to know and embrace their ancestry, definitely! They too need to
know who they are and where they come from and to embrace it.

As far as my tribal id card, I do not have one now but I did have one.

Nolan and his daughter Hailey are both enrolled with the Yakima
tribe and receive per capita. His son however is not and even though
paternity was established, Nolan has been unable to get a certified birth
record to give to the tribe. Nolan believes the only reason he met any of
his family (an aunt) was totally by chance. He was hitchhiking after
an Indian basketball game and someone picked him up said he looked
exactly like Johnny Littlewolf. It turned out Johnny is his sibling and the
women was his aunt. There was a meeting set up for Johnny and Nolan to
meet but Nolan was too nervous and never made it to the meeting. He went
back to his rez about 14 years ago on other tribal business and was told he
could inquire about Johnny Littlewolf by writing a letter and they would
be sure to forward any mail. Nolan’s wife said it’s because of fear and
frustration he has not made contact, after what happened and no help to get
his son enrolled. His wife Julaine decided to find his son Jovan and through
social networking, they met and are now building a relationship. Jovan is
a wonderful young man and totally eager to embrace his heritage and very
supportive when it comes to finding his dad’s family.



18. My Secret Life

Gail Huggard (Ojibwe)
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Figure 18.1. Betty, Ronald, Donald (the twins) and Gail (100% siblings blood-
related and reunited)

I always knew I was different from everyone in my adoptive family.
My personality was the complete opposite of my happy-go-lucky, outgoing,
and gregarious family members. I was extremely quiet and painfully shy.
I stood out from everyone else due to my red hair and freckles. I was
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considered a loner because I took long walks by myself and I enjoyed the
solitude of my bedroom.

I had my first adoption conversation when I was seven. While I was
eating my breakfast I asked Mother where babies came from. I wanted to
know if I was in her tummy. She told me that I was not in her tummy. I
was adopted. ‘Why was I was adopted?’ She explained my parents were
unable to take care of me.

Throughout my childhood and into my teenage years if I got into
trouble my mother often said, ‘Watch it, or you’ll be sent back to the
Indians’ I remember being told on a few occasions that nobody wanted
to adopt me because I was a ‘half-breed.’

When I reached my teenage years I needed to know more. I asked
questions about my birth parents and my heritage. Again, I was told that
my parents could not take care of me. Simple answers no longer satisfied.

Eventually Mother provided me with bits and pieces of information
about my biological parents. ‘Your father was tall with red hair. He was an
artist’ I decided this was where my artistic abilities came from. My birth
mother was described as short. She said my father was part Indian, maybe
Cherokee. She wasn’t sure. She went on to say that once when she and
Daddy were at the Seafair races in Seattle, they spotted my birth parents.
I was shocked. I questioned her further, but it was clear that this was the
end of the story.

After Mother’s brief description, I began drawing mental images of
what my birth parents looked like. My father wore a suit and tie. He
was tall and handsome with red hair. My beautiful mother was at his side.
I imagined that she also wore a suit. My parents were movie stars. I came
to the conclusion that they were so busy making movies they couldn’t take
care of me.

When I was fifteen, Mother took me to The Seattle Children’s Home
Society. I wasn’t given any warning or explanation. When we arrived she
announced, “This is where you lived as a baby and this is where you’ll be
sent back to if you act up again’

I was not the only one adopted in our family. My younger sister was,
too. Our childhood included many advantages. We lived in a lovely home
one block from Puget Sound. We took yearly vacations and went camping
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on the weekends in the spring and summer. We often dined at fancy
restaurants. I had private art, flute, and piano lessons. Mother shopped
for our clothes at the best department stores. What she didn’t purchase,
she and Grandma made. Grandma was a professional seamstress.

Our public and private worlds were very different. From the outside it
looked like I was living an idyllic life. This was not the case. My mother
constantly complained about how I looked and acted. I was always being
compared to my sister. ‘Why can’t you have curly hair like your sister?
Why can’t you be smart like your sister? Why do you have red hair?” I
didn’t have the answers she was looking for. If I tried to explain myself,
the threat to send me back to the Indians surfaced. This threat always
silenced me.

One of my memories as a child is driving by Indian reservations. My
mother would point at people, ‘Look at those dirty, rotten Indians. My
sister and I never saw a ‘dirty, rotten Indian.” We just saw ordinary people
with darker skin.

My eighteenth year was very eventful. I graduated high school, became
pregnant, and married my boyfriend. My mother was against the marriage
and wanted me to abort the baby. I was horrified! I was secretly excited to
bring a baby into the world—a person that would look like me—someone
that would love me just the way I was. My baby was born with curly red
hair and ‘grew’ freckles at the age of one. He was so beautiful and unique
and he had my blood flowing through his veins. We were connected.

Two years later, I birthed another son. He was also a darling red-haired,
freckled-faced boy.

Two years passed, and we found ourselves welcoming another son. Our
third son was a dark-skinned, black-haired baby boy. When we went
to visit him in the hospital nursery I noticed that people were gathered
together and they were cooing over the ‘little Indian baby. ‘What Indian
baby?’ I asked. ‘That one over there’ They were all looking at my baby!

Three years passed and my husband and I adopted a baby girl from
Korea. That was one of the most exciting and happiest days of my life. I
remember her being carried off the airplane and placed in my arms. My
daughter’s birth completed our family.

Even though I was a busy mother, the need to gather more information
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about my biological family never went away. The longing started shortly
after our third son Steven was born. Steven was shorter than his brothers
and he didn’t resemble any of us.

I decided it was time to write a letter to the Longview Daily News, the
local newspaper of Longview, Washington. (I was born in Longview) I
requested a list of women that birthed a baby on my birth date. They sent
the names of several couples and their addresses. I wrote to each of them.
All the letters were returned with an apology. No one had any memory of
my mother in the maternity ward. Only one letter came back unopened,
the letter to Mr. and Mrs. Woodrow Tully.

I decided it was time to ask Mother to tell me my real name. This time
there was no hesitation. ‘Delma Pearl Tully. I thought, what an odd name.
Yet, this was my name. She repeated the story about the Seafair Races,
the Cherokee heritage, and the red-haired father. She also told me that a
female attorney helped with the adoption and that this was a rarity in 1949.
I was placed in the Seattle Children’s Home Society, and was classified as
hard-to-adopt because I was a ‘half-breed.

I made an immediate trip to Longview. As I walked down the street I
stared at people’s faces. When I went into stores I studied people for clues. I
looked at people as they drove by. I was attempting to find someone,
anyone that looked like me. I made several trips to Longview, searching
for my parents. This sort of gut-response searching did not produce any
results. Eventually, I phoned The Children’s Home Society in Seattle and
made an appointment to ask my questions in person. My best friend, Sue,
and I drove to the Society together. I was able to ask my questions.

I also knew that they would not be able to give me any identifying
information. A few weeks later I received a phone call from the Children’s
Home. I was told they had some information. Sue and I drove back to
Seattle.

The following is the information that I was given. My parents were
married. My father was dark-skinned and Irish. He was 5’6, and had
curly black hair. My mother was short, just like me, 5°2’, but dark skinned,
with long black hair. She was part Chippewa (Ojibwe).

The social worker also told me that my mother had physical disabilities.
I was informed that twins ran on her side of the family. My parents
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birthed several other children but relinquished them due to psychosocial
and economic reasons. I was thrilled! I was part Indian and I had brothers
and sisters somewhere! Now I knew whom my son Stephen resembled, my
biological mother Lenore.

Since I knew my last name I decided to change my searching strategy.
I wrote to everybody in southwest Washington and even parts of Oregon
with the last name of Tully. I received no responses. A few months
passed. Then one afternoon while I was fixing lunch, the phone rang. A
man asked me why I was looking for Woodrow Tully. He told me he was
my uncle—my father’s youngest brother. And, he said he was sitting next
to my sisters! T had sisters! I eventually spoke with both of them. We made
plans to meet that evening at my sister Sharon’s house in Kelso. My whole
family came with me. When I arrived I saw a boy on the porch. He looked
like my son Steven. His name was Bob.

I met my beautiful sisters! We are all one year apart. I am the youngest.
My sister Betty was very pregnant and had silky, long black hair. Sharon
had shorter hair and dark skin. I met my Uncle Paul, and my sister’s
husbands and children. I will never forget that day as long as I live.

That night I discovered my biological parents gave up twins. “What
twins?’ I asked. ‘Oh, we have twin brothers.” I learned that the boys were
one year older than Sharon. My sisters had visited with them on and off
throughout their childhood. I wanted to know where the twins were. “They
live here in town, but we don’t see them anymore.’ This was told to me
matter-of-fact. I was beside myself.

During our next visit, a reporter and photographer from the newspaper
was there to take our picture and to write an article! We were front-page
news. When the paper hit the stand, one of the twin’s wives called my
sister Sharon to tell her that looking at me was like looking at Don, my
brother, and that we had to get together as soon as possible. That night
Sharon, Betty, and I arrived at Donald’s house. He was waiting for us with
his twin, Ronald. It was like a dream to be reunited with my beautiful and
handsome siblings. We could not stop staring and touching each other to
see if this was really happening. Donald had red hair, too!

Regarding the ‘Indian’ part of my life, my biological mother was born
and raised on a reservation in Montana. She did not speak English, only
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Chippewa/QOjibwe. She lived in a teepee. One day (and this is where it gets
a blurry), my father was on his way to Washington State when he happened
upon my mother on the reservation. Somehow, he put her on a train with
him and took her home to my biological grandma. Grandma apparently
had to ‘pick things out of mama’s hair and give her a bath” Also added to
this story was the fact that she was wrapped in an Indian blanket. Lenore,
(my mother) was not registered in the tribe, as her mother would not let her
due to her congenital hip deformity and blindness in one eye. Apparently,
my maternal grandmother was ashamed of her. Lenore was sent to a white
Catholic school but this only lasted through the second grade. According
to my sisters, she was illiterate and had a strange accent that they thought
sounded Cajun.

Our story is complicated. My twin brothers were adopted out, my
sister Sharon was given to our father’s mother, and my sister Betty was
in foster care as a teenager. All of us were raised by someone other than
our biological parents.

Sadly, Donald passed away last summer. But somehow, his death
deepened our relationship with our brother Ronald. The four of us are in
constant contact.

There is also another brother somewhere ‘out there; a half-brother,
whom we have been trying to find for many years. He was given to a
Catholic orphanage in Montana.

Regrettably, the girls were subjected to things they should not have
seen and heard or experienced at home. The boys, like me, were raised in
a fairly affluent household and had a wonderful childhood. All five of us
wish that we could have been raised together in one household. We still
talk about what it would have been like to grow up together. My sisters
wish that my mom and dad had adopted them, too.

Sadly, Mother disowned me after I found my biological family. Up until
seven years ago, she refused to speak to me. Right when we finally became
close, she suddenly passed away. So many years wasted. ..

When Donald was alive, the five of us would fantasize about what it
would have been like if we had all been raised together under the same
roof. We never actually discussed who our parents would have been in our
fantasy — our birth parents, my adoptive parents or the twins’ adoptive
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parents. We all just decided that we would have one big bedroom with
lots of bunk beds and the boys would teach us girls how to climb out the
window at night, teach us how to smoke a cigarette and introduce us to our
first drink.

Now in our 60s, Ron, Betty and I are actually considering the idea of
buying a home together where we could live out our fantasy as a real family,
making our dreams come true.

2011: After working as a medical office manager/medical transcription-
ist for over 30 years, I retired earlier than planned on the southwest coast
of Washington state. I have four grown children and seven grandchildren,
three of whom live next door. When I am not traveling, I enjoy collecting
Depression glass sherbet dishes and reading nonfiction.






19. Loranda Costello: Yakama
Adoptee

Figure 19.1. Loranda Kay Costello (Facebook Photo)
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[From the CONNECTICUT LAW TRIBUNE, August
20, 2007]

Loranda Kay Costello is $180,000 richer and met her birth father for the
first time, all thanks to her attorney’s successful efforts to open Costello’s
adoption records.

Born a member of the Yakama Indian Nation in Washington state,
Costello was whisked away to Connecticut at the age of 6. Her birthfather
was imprisoned and her birthmother had a drinking problem. Here she was
adopted by a Stratford couple, and her name changed from Laronda Peter
to Loranda Neupert. (Later when she married, she took her husband’s last
name.)

Growing up, she and her brother, Joseph, had vague knowledge that
they were Native American, but didn’t know the name of the tribe to which
they belonged and had no contact with their birth parents, according to
Costello’s attorney, Allison M. Near, of Hurwitz, Sagarin, Slossberg & Knuff
in Milford.

In college, Costello grew more interested in her heritage and learned
that members of certain tribes may be eligible for scholarships, Near said.
As it turns out, members of the Yakama Indian Nation receive financial
payments from the tribe generated partly from the tribe’s timber lease.
“That’s something that would have been paid out [to Costello] in various
installments throughout her life, had [the tribe] known her whereabouts,”
Near said.

Over the years, the installments added up. Online, Costello eventually
learned the U.S. Office of the Special Trustee for American Indians was
holding benefits under her birth name that had amassed to roughly
$180,000, according to Near. The problem was she needed proof that she
was, indeed, that little girl who was separated from her biological parents
some four decades earlier.

The agency that handled Costello’s adoption attested, in a letter, that
her parents were, indeed, Yakama tribe members, and gave her some other
non-identifying information about them. To satisfy the requirement for
proving her name change, however, she needed to obtain a copy of her
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adoption decree. In April, the Stratford Probate Court directed the adoption
agency to release a copy of the decree with non-identifying information
about her birth parents pursuant to C.G.S. § 45a-748. That still wasn’t good
enough to satisfy the Yakama tribe. It required a copy of the decree certified
by the probate court itself.

Costello’s husband is a longtime Hurwitz Sagarin client. Represented
by Near, she petitioned Probate Judge F. Paul Kurmay to allow her access
to her court adoption record under the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA).

“Under Connecticut law, you really can’t get anything without parental
consent,” said Near. But in the interests of promoting the stability and
culture of Indian tribes and families, the ICWA provides Native Americans
who were adopted access to information about their biological parents ‘as
may be necessary to protect any rights flowing from the individual’s tribal
relationship.’

Kurmay found Costello had a ‘powerful due process and equal protec-
tion of the law argument’ and held that the federal law took precedence in
the matter before him.

Last month (July 2007), with a certified copy of her adoption decree
in hand, Costello traveled to Washington and collected what is owed to
her. Though her birth mother has since passed away, she and her brother
reunited with their biological father who had long been in search of their
location.

“She’s got siblings she didn’t even know about,” said Near. “It’s really
been an incredible experience for her”

[Source: Scott Brede, CONNECTICUT LAW TRIBUNE, August 20,
2007]

Laronda now lives in Florida and sings on a drum. She is friends with
Trace on Facebook.






20. Numbers

Trace A. DeMeyer

The actual number of Native American adoptees is very hard to determine.
The numbers are staggering if you begin 500 years ago, when colonists
were taking land, at war with or displacing tribes they needed to conquer
and colonize. Child slavery was the precursor of adoption. The archives
at the Mashantucket Pequot Museum in Connecticut have copies of such
‘child slavery’ indenture contracts.

The Schaghticoke Tribe in Kent, Connecticut, tell a story of a white
couple who in colonial days stole an Indian couple’s two children, needing
them for farm and domestic work. The farmers couldn’t do it legally so
they gave the Indian parents alcohol to get them drunk. The Schaghticoke
did everything they could to get their children back but were not success-
ful. I heard their story at a history conference for Eastern tribes at the
Pequot Museum.

Pequot and other tribal children in the East lived in poverty, a condition
they didn’t create. State-appointed overseers controlled their land and
what money families had, just like a slave owner. If you needed fabric
or medicine, you had to ask the overseer. If a Pequot couple moved off
their reservation to find work, they were never allowed to return. More
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than one Pequot family came home from work to find their children were
taken, gone.

The Eastern Pequot tribal chairwoman Marcia Flowers told me of an
older woman, never told she was adopted and raised in Hartford, Connecti-
cut, found adoption papers then contacted the tribe to let them know she
was one of them, discovered through ancestral research. Her tribal parents
never knew what happened to her.

When non-Indian children were captured in earlier wars, they were
often intended for adoption into tribes, to replace lost or dead chil-
dren. Captive white children were not forcibly assimilated and treated
very well. In many instances, the captives chose to remain, marrying into
the tribe, described in various narratives. The narrative I recall most is
about Mary Jemison who lived with the Seneca in the 1700s.

“Ritually adopted into an Indian family ...time and the wealth of
kinship relations they found in Indian society healed many wounds,” author
Colin Calloway writes in New Worlds for All

Definition of Chattel Slavery:

Chattel Slavery is closest to the race-based slavery that pre-
vailed in early American history. Chattel slaves (children
of minorities) were considered their masters’ property — ex-
changed for things like property or money and expected to
perform labor and sexual favors. Their children were expected

to do the same.

Job, aged 9
From a sales document of a child:

Know all men by these presents that I Zachariah Thomlin-
son, of Stratford in the County of Fairfield and Colony of
Connecticut in New England, for the Consideration of eight
barrels of good merchantable pork already in hand Recd of
Joseph Woodruff of Milford which is to my full satisfaction
and contentment, Do relinquish, release and pass over to him
the said Joseph Woodruff and to his heirs and assigns forever,
all my right, title and interest in, and unto the Servitude of one

Certain malatto boy named Job, aged nine years, born of an
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Indian woman named Nab, to have and to hold said Malatto by
free and clear from all claims and Demands made by me or my
heirs and further I the said Zachariah Thomlinson Do for my
Self and my heirs Covenant with the said Joseph Woodruff and
his heirs that he and they Shall Quietly and peaceably possess
and enjoy Said Malatto boy Job without the Least Interruption
or molestation from or by me or under me or my heirs forever.
In witness whereof I have hereunto set my hand and seal, this
21st Day of May 1765.

The collection of the Fairfield Historical Society, Connecticut Colonial
Records, Public Records of the Colony of Connecticut, Volume 1 [Source:
http://www.cslib.org/earlygr.htm]


http://www.cslib.org/earlygr.htm




21. PAPAL BULL

Papal Bull declares the legitimacy of Christian domination over (Indian)
pagans, sanctifying enslavement and expropriation of property:

Romanus Pontifex, January 8, 1455 — ... We bestow suitable
favors and special graces on those Catholic kings and princes,
... athletes and intrepid champions of the Christian faith... to
invade, search out, capture, vanquish, and subdue all Saracens
and pagans whatsoever, and other enemies of Christ whereso-
ever placed, and. .. to reduce their persons to perpetual slavery,
and to apply and appropriate. .. possessions, and goods, and to
convert them to... their use and profit*

(European Treaties bearing on the history of the United
States and its Dependencies to 1648, Editor Francis Gardiner

Davenport, pages 20-26)

Note: Papal Bulls are the fabric of United States and International
law. Papal authority is the basis for United States power over Indigenous
peoples, not generally understood in American culture. The Doctrine of
Discovery is still being used as an active legal principle. Empirical attitudes
are not dead. —Trace A. DeMeyer
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“I would like to quote a very prejudicial doctrine that was
handed down by the Supreme Court in 1823. It said that the
Indian Nations do not have title to their lands because they
weren’t Christians. That the first Christian Nations to discover
an area of heathen lands has the absolute title. This doctrine
should be withdrawn and renounced to establish a new basis
for relationship between indigenous peoples and other peoples
of the world”
—Floyd Westerman (Sisseton Wahpeton Oyate, Lakota)



22. The Adoption Era, defined:
Native Americans expose a
forgotten period in their history

Stephanie Woodard (Story and Photo)

“'m an angry Indian,” Roger St. John, Sisseton Wahpeton Oyate, told
the First Nations Repatriation Institute’s second annual adult-adoptees
summit. The elite panel included child-welfare specialists, judges, lawyers,
community activists and scholars. The most important experts, according
to the organization’s founder/director, Sandra White Hawk, Rosebud Sioux
Tribe, were adult adoptees—such as St. John—who related their experiences
at the three-day meeting at the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities in St.
Paul.

“I'm more than glad to tell you I'm pissed off,” continued St. John, a 49-
year-old truck driver with dark hair pulled back in a ponytail. “T was the
youngest of 16 children, grabbed at age 4, along with three older brothers—
no paperwork, nothing. The other kids in the family escaped because they
took off”

Soon, St. John and his siblings ended up in New York City at Thanksgiv-
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ing time. The year was 1966. “We were on the front page of the newspaper,
along with lots of good talk about the holiday and adoption. We were
brought up without our culture, which took a terrible toll on our lives. I
grew up angry and miserable”

St. John’s experience was replicated all over Indian country in the
mid-to-late 20th century. The boarding-school era that had begun in
the late 1800s was winding down, and the abusive residential schools set
up to isolate and assimilate Native children were being closed down or
turned over to the tribes, a process that was largely completed by the
1970s. Meanwhile, another means of separating Native children from their
communities was gathering steam.

The Indian Adoption Project was a federal program that acquired
Indian children from 1958 to 1967 with the help of the prestigious Child
Welfare League of America; a successor organization, the Adoption Re-
source Exchange of North America, functioned from 1966 until the early
1970s. Churches were also involved. In the Southwest, the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter Day Saints took thousands of Navajo children to live in
Mormon homes and work on Mormon farms, and the Catholic Church
and other Christian denominations swept many more Indian youngsters
into residential institutions they ran nationwide, from which some children
were then fostered or adopted out. As many as one third of Indian children
were separated from their families between 1941 and 1967, according to a
1976 report by the Association on American Indian Affairs.

“People have heard of the boarding-school era and know it was bad,
but they don’t know our adoption era even exists,” said White Hawk, who
was taken from her family on the Rosebud reservation as a toddler in the
mid-1950s. “A few small studies of adult adoptees have been done, and
we’re just learning how to talk about what happened. We need think tanks
and conferences and scientific research to explore what occurred and how
it affected us”

Then, White Hawk said, that information will inform current Indian
child-welfare cases. “When experts take the stand to testify in a child-
welfare hearing [about placement of a child or termination of parental
rights, for example], they need academic backup to explain the relationship
between, for example, suicide and being disconnected from your culture,”
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she explained. “The courts want Ph.D.-level research to back up what we
tell them.”

A paper by Carol Locust, Cherokee, describes Native adoptees suffering
from what she calls Split Feather Syndrome—the damage caused by loss of
tribal identity and growing up ‘different’ in an inhospitable world. “Lost
bird” is another phrase researchers have used to refer to the group, recalling
one of the earliest Indian adoptees. A Lakota infant who survived the
1890 massacre at Wounded Knee sheltered by the frozen corpse of her
mother was claimed as a war trophy by a general who named her Lost
Bird, according to her biographer, Renée Sansome Flood in Lost Bird of
Wounded Knee.

Thanks to newspaper coverage of the massacre and its aftermath, Lost
Bird became her generation’s celebrity adoptee, but fame did not save her
from a fate that was a harbinger for too many Native children. She endured
intolerance and isolation, and when she rebelled as a teenager, was shipped
back to her birth family, where she no longer fit in. After a stint in Buffalo
Bill’s Wild West Show and the loss of three children—two died and she
gave away the third, according to Flood—Lost Bird was felled by influenza
in 1920, at the age of 30. “Throughout her life of prejudice, exploitation,
poverty, misunderstanding and disease, she never gave up hope that one
day she would find out where she really belonged,” Flood wrote.

At the summits and other events White Hawk has organized or spoken
at since 2003, modern-day adoptees have recounted their dramatic life
journeys, sometimes for the first time. “The stories vary from the most
abusive to the most beautiful, but that’s not the point,” she said. “Even in
loving families, Native adoptees live without a sense of who they are. Love
doesn’t provide identity.”

“T never felt sorry for myself] said St. John, “but if I ever got hurt,
it wounded me to my soul, because I felt no one was there for me” In
recent years, he has found his birth mother and connected emotionally
with his adoptive parents. “They were so young, in their 20s, when a priest
convinced them to adopt four Sioux boys from South Dakota. It was too
much—for all of us”

During the adoption era almost any family problem—from minor to
serious—could precipitate the loss of an Indian child. Two Native people
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interviewed prior to the summit said they were separated from their
families after hospital stays as young children, one for a rash, the other
for tuberculosis. A third was seized at his baby-sitter’s home; when his
mother tried to rescue him, she was jailed, he said. A fourth recalled that
he was taken after his father died, though his mother did not want to give
him up. A fifth described being snatched, along with siblings, because his
grandfather was a medicine man who wouldn’t give up his traditional ways.
As in St. John’s case, no home studies or comparable investigations appear
to have been done to support the removals. “Indians had no way to stop
white people from taking their kids,” said yet another interviewee. “We had
no rights”

Eighty-five percent of the Native children removed from their families
from 1941 to 1967 were placed in non-Indian homes or institutions, said the
Association on American Indian Affairs report. The aim, said White Hawk,
was assimilation and extinction of the tribes as entities, as their younger
generations were removed, year after year—just as it had been with the
boarding schools.

“We can’t be afraid to use words like genocide,” said summit participant
Anita Fineday, White Earth Band of Ojibwe, managing director of Casey
Family Programs’ Indian child-welfare programs and a former chief judge
at White Earth Tribal Nation. “The endgame, the official federal policy, was
that the tribes wouldn’t exist.”

As Native adoptees struggle to recover their identities, some have
trouble accessing their original birth certificates. Many states seal adoption
records to protect the confidentiality of the process. “In a state that does
this, you have to be a detective to find out where you’re from,” said White
Hawk.

Or lucky. According to Sharon Whiterabbit, Ho-Chunk Nation, a
business consultant and internationally known rights advocate, the son
she’d given up as a teen mother found her because he lost his social security
number. To get a new one, he had to petition the courts for his original birth
certificate and, using the information he found there, tracked her down.

Could something be done on a tribal level to keep adoption records
open and available for those who want them? Whiterabbit asked the group.
This summit was about solutions, as well as problems, and Fineday had an
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answer: “Tribes have a right to know their members, so we can demand the
records. We’re not requesting, though. We’re demanding. At White Earth,
we were successful with this tack in a couple of cases. When the [adoption]
documents arrived, I got goose bumps.”

Carrie Imus, director of social services and former chairwoman of the
Hualapai Tribal Nation, suggested that tribes do pre-enrollment of children
who are being adopted out, to ease their return.

According to Terry Cross, Seneca Nation of Indians and director of the
National Indian Child Welfare Association, nontribal child-welfare workers
usually did not recognize the large support network that Native children
enjoy: “In the 1950s, ’60s and ’7os, children were removed from Indian
families because auntie was taking care of them, and the system called that
neglect. But it was simply a different cultural way of meeting the child’s
needs. To this day, social workers who remove Native children don’t know
what an Indian family is and what supports are available in the extended
family and tribe”

Decades of stolen children caused unresolved personal and community-
wide grief and high rates of alcoholism, suicide and other social ills that
stalk individuals and tribes to this day. “It took me years to realize nothing
was wrong with me and the response I had to the trauma I’d experienced
as an adoptee,” said Sandra Davidson, White Earth Band of Ojibwe and
a program manager for Praxis International, a nonprofit dedicated to
eliminating violence toward women and children.

Often referred to as ‘historical trauma, the pain can’t be cured with
quick-fix programs, said Cross. “In Canada, we looked at places where
suicide is the highest, and it’s where the culture is most broken down,” he
said. “In such cases, do you start suicide-prevention programs, or do you
restore balance in the community through more self-governance? I have
found that unless you change a community systemically, you can’t affect
the symptoms of imbalance, such as suicide.”

Linear thinking—see a problem, apply a solution—is ineffective, he
added. “Mainstream society’s services are so fractured. Medical doctors get
the body, psychologists get the mind, judges get the social context, and
clergy get the spirit. But, in fact, we are all whole people, and real solutions
have to address that”
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Cross pointed to the sweat lodge as a way of caring for the whole
person. “It’s done in groups and includes teachers, stories and protocols
for how to conduct oneself, which relate to the social context,” he said.
“You sweat, and you experience aromatic herbs, which heal the body; you
participate in prayers and songs, which are in the realm of spirit; and when
you come out, you feel better and have moments of clarity that are aspects
of mind”

That type of healing is required for entire communities, as well as
for individuals, and is a part of what Cross called the ‘remembering’ of
indigenous cultures. Colonization has pulled indigenous cultures apart
worldwide, as colonizers have taken land and resources. “They also usurp
sovereignty and attack spirituality,” he said. “The last item is removal
of children to educate them in the language and worldview of the colo-
nizer. Now, though, we Native people are remembering our traditions and
remembering our communities. We’re healing from within”

The adoptees’ stories must be articulated so they can heal, so their com-
munities can be restored, and so the experiences can help remedy Indian
country’s ongoing child-welfare crisis, said White Hawk. The percentage
of Native children cared for outside the home remains disproportionately
high across the nation, despite the Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA), a
1978 law that sought to ameliorate the situation—but has yet to do so. In
Alaska, Native children make up 18 percent of the child population but
55 percent of the children in foster care; in South Dakota, Indian kids are
15 percent of the state’s youngsters, but 53 percent of those in foster care.
Other states topping the list for skewed numbers include Minnesota—where
the overrepresentation of Native kids in foster care increased substantially
from 2004 to 2009—Montana, Nebraska and North Dakota.

Another summit attendee, Gina Jackson, Te-Moak Tribe of Western
Shoshone Indians, is helping educate judges through a model-court pro-
gram of the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges, in
Nevada. The program helps jurists understand ICWA and relevant best
practices. “We've signed up 66 jurisdictions and will help them work for
compliance,” she said.

Education of the judiciary is crucial, said Arizona state judge Kathleen
Quigley: “ICWA cases are not the bulk of a judge’s work, so many are not
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familiar with the law.” And the concept of the ‘active efforts’ needed under
ICWA to find and notify a child’s tribe of a possible removal from the family
is not dealt with sufficiently in case law, she said.

“At this meeting, it has been critical for me to hear from folks who’ve
been in the system and to understand how being taken from their families
and communities affected their lives,” Jackson said. “I want everyone who
works with kids and families to hear these voices.” Michael Petoskey, Grand
Traverse Band of Ottawa and Chippewa Indians and chief judge of the
Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians, agreed. “Thank you for sharing your
stories,” he told adoption era survivors. “We judges may underestimate the
impact on people’s lives when we terminate parental rights”

“You’re saying that is medicine for those of us who’ve been through
this,” White Hawk responded. Going forward, the repatriation institute
will work to affect policy and will organize a day of prayer and healing for
Friday, November 2, 2012. “We’re hoping to have events at state capitols
nationwide,” said George McCauley, Omaha, head of the Institute’s board
of directors.

Jerry Dearly, the renowned Oglala Lakota storyteller and educator
who serves as White Hawk’s advisor, told the group that healing is about
identity, understood on a profound level. “You have to find out who you
really are, who you really were,” he said. “Go to a quiet place where it’s
just you and the Creator. All of us are beautiful, but you have to believe in
yourself”

“Now I have cancer and am waiting for an operation,” St. John told the
summit. “But I believe in myself, and I can survive anything”

A version of this story was first published in Indian Country Today.
More of Stephanie Woodard’s writing on Native issues can be seen there
and on her blog, stephaniewoodard.blogspot.com.



124 partone. American Indian Adoptees

For Colonialism to Succeed

* Take Temitory - Land

* Take Natural Resources - Energy/Food

* Take Sovercignty ~ Disrupt Leadership
and Governance

» Take Away the Legitimacy of Thought -
world view, langua; " ituality, healing

* Take the Children

Figure 22.1. Cross says child-
welfare workers too often ig-
nore the large support network
for Native children.



23. Lost: Incarceration and
Reincarnation

Jessup Floyd Neu-
bert (Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe, Lakota Nation)

On October 24, 1984, my nineteen-year old mother Cheryl Fasthorse
brought me into this world on the Rosebud reservation in South Dakota.
She gave me the name Desmond Jacques Fasthorse and planned to raise
me by herself. My father is of the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe and a few
vague, shadowy memories are all that I have of him. On my fourth birthday
Cheryl had moved us to Utah and that is where much of my story would
eventually culminate in loss.

I've lost many things during my twenty-six years of life. One might
even say that my life has been characterized by incessant loss. I lost my
mother to addiction. Then I lost her again when I was adopted. I don’t know
where she is. I've also lost something that many people take for granted,
freedom. These losses began twenty years ago.

I was six-years-old when the police carried me and my two-year-old
sister Tashea to the cruiser. Our mother had been fighting with Tashea’s
dad again. As the red and blue lights flashed I watched them restrain our
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Figure 23.1. Jessup and Tashea (on his 11th birthday) (Family Photo)

Mom with handcuffs and lead her to another police car. I held my baby
sister in my lap as she cried on my shoulder. Though I didn’t comprehend
the full gravity of our Mother’s alcoholism, I knew something had gone
drastically wrong. I tried to comfort Tashea while the police drove us to an
unknown destination. It was a shelter for children, a house in Provo on a
lake. Although our first stay would only be a couple days, it was the first of
many.

The first separation from our mother, Cheryl, was the catalyst that
forged an unbreakable bond between Tashea and me, one which lasts to
this day. We only had each other. It was my duty to protect and comfort
her as we went through the gauntlet of an alien system.

After the state of Utah allowed us to return to our mother, it was only
a matter of time before her addictions manifested again and we found
ourselves back at the children’s shelter. This cycle of being taken and then
restored was not only endless it was progressive. The separations grew
longer in duration. Eventually we were kept from our mom for months
at a time.

Sometimes we were treated like welcome guests in the white foster
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homes and other times we were treated as temporary visitors. It was in a
foster home of the latter kind when I first exhibited my anger toward the
white people who had control over us. It was also one of the first times I
heard the word ‘orphan’ used, referring to Tashea and me.

They were a Mormon family with children of their own. Their eldest
child never failed to remind me that his parents were his, not ours. We
didn’t want his parents. We just wanted to be returned to ours. Tashea
would often cry when I left her sight and the white foster parents could not
understand why. One time after they locked her in a room alone, Tashea
began crying for me. They told me, “This is for her own good. I would
have none of it. When the foster dad knelt down and tried to patronizingly
explain his reasoning, I snapped. With my small six-year-old fist, I swung at
him. His nose immediately filled with blood. His wife ran to his aid. While
they attended to his bloody nose, I went in the room and calmed Tashea.
I don’t recall what they said, but I knew they wanted us ‘orphans’ gone.
Soon after, our caseworker arrived and took us to another foster home.

This process of being taken to and from strange foster homes went on
until I was eight. By the time we were about to be returned to the custody
of our recovering mother, we had entered the household of the family that
would eventually adopt us five years later. This was the fourth or fifth
foster home that Tashea and I were subjected to. Thankfully this family was
unlike any of the previous ones. They actually treated us like we were their
own children. They were a large Mormon family that had nine children of
their own. Four of their children were still living at home. I will always
recall our initial stay with the Neubert’s as a loving experience. This was
also one of the first times I remember that Tashea didn’t cry when I left her.

Our first visit was temporary. We were returned to our mother. This
time we had a new baby sister to help with. Her name was Tonika. Both
Tashea and I were thrilled to finally get our mother back. Unfortunately
it didn’t last. Within a year, our mother would lose herself again to her
addictions.

When we were first reunited, we lived in a small pink and white trailer.
I told myself that things would be different. In the beginning everything
seemed to be right in our world. I'll never forget how good it felt to be
home and around some of my own kin. During those first few weeks it
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appeared our mom had changed. I almost forgot the adversities Tashea and
I endured over the last two years.

When our mom began to disappear, Tashea and I already knew how to
take care of our new baby sister and ourselves. Peanut butter sandwiches,
macaroni and cheese, and cereal were the main staples of our diet. We
quickly learned how to make formula for Tonika and how to change her
diapers. When mom began to disappear for days, I had no choice but to
skip school. I simply could not leave my two sisters alone. It was now the
three of us against the world. We adapted to our circumstances. Together
we found solace. We had each other.

Sometimes our mom would come home drunk or with some strange
guy. I learned to keep Tashea and Tonika away during those times. When
there wasn’t any food in the house I learned how to steal from the grocery
stores. Sometimes I would borrow food stamps from our neighbors. Because
our mother wasn’t around, we had to pretend we weren’t home when a
caseworker showed up unannounced. We didn’t want to be taken away
again. This happened several times.

Once Sandra, our last foster mother, came by for a visit. It wasn’t until
she was about to leave that I realized who it was. I had to run and catch
her before she left. Sandra was checking on us. Tashea and I would often
call her when we could. Sandra became a beacon of light during our time
of darkness.

As we approached the last time we would ever live with our mother
again as a family, I was aware that things were changing. My mother was
losing her battle with alcohol. Before we were taken the final time, our
newest baby brother Miguel was born. Now there were four of us. Reliving
this time in my life evokes deep pain. We lost more than just our mother.
We lost each other.

The state of Utah decided we were to be separated. Tashea and I
would go to one foster home; Tonika and Miguel would be sent to another.
Thinking about this still brings tears to my eyes. I wonder what might have
been if I had told the white caseworkers no, that we didn’t want to leave.
But I didn’t. The ramifications of our mother’s alcoholism would produce
even more suffering, as we grew older. We would lose things that can never
be completely recovered.
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Tashea and I did return to the wonderful and loving parents of our last
foster home. We were allowed to visit our mother Cheryl. We could see
Tonika and Miguel once a month and on special occasions. Shortly after
we left, our mother became pregnant again. She named our new brother
Emilio. After he was born, the state of Utah gained custody and he went to
the foster family that had Tonika and Miguel. When I was twelve we were
all adopted by these two families. All the boys had their names changed. I
went from Desmond to Jessup. Miguel became Michael and Emilio became
Steven. Tashea and Tonika retained their birth names. When I lost the name
Fasthorse I was born with, I lost a vital connection to my Lakota identity.
I didn’t understand the full magnitude of this until many years later. My
understanding came after many years of inner suffering, disconnection, and
imprisonment.

We lost our mother to her addictions. We lost our names. I lost my
connection to our blood because we were adopted into white Mormon
families. I lost three of my siblings when their adoptive family moved to
another state soon after our adoptions. All the memories we might have
shared were taken from us. Lost.

Even though we lost so much in the devastating wake of our mother’s
addiction, I discovered many positive things about living from our new
white family. I discovered that the meaning of family isn’t limited to
genetics and skin color. The meaning of family can and does go beyond
such superficial characteristics. The meaning of family is love. I have only
good things to say about the Neubert’s and the five or six years I lived
with them after our adoption. I too carry the last name, Neubert. They will
always be a part of who I am.

When my last sibling was born, our adoptive parents Sandra and Danny
made sure that my new sister wasn’t lost to the system. Anna was adopted
into our white Mormon family, too. Thanks to them, I have Anna in my
life. She is truly a blessing.

Though our past may drag us down with the weight of sadness
and regret, I am convinced of our very real potential to transcend the
limits society places on us, and the imagined limitations we place upon
ourselves. In spite of writing this in a maximum-security prison in Arizona,
I understand that loss isn’t the only aspect of life. There are many good
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things, too.

My ‘loss’ today is a loss of freedom. This loss was my choice. It
belonged to me and me alone — no one else did it to me, or for me. Because
I lost myself to the bottle and drunken violence in 2007, I am now losing
eleven years of freedom due to my involvement in an armed robbery.

Separated from my people, culture, and history, at an age when I
already knew I belonged to my Lakota nation, wasn’t without inner conflict.
I now know that my past, including the time I lived with my mother, made
me stronger. But I have to ask, where was my tribe when my family needed
them? Do my people even know I exist?

Even though my mother failed in many respects, I have unconditional
love for her. I understand how she could lose herself to drugs and alcohol.
My empathy comes from my own experiences with alcoholism. I started
drinking at age seventeen. Now I understand the terrible role that drugs
and alcohol often play in the circumstances surrounding the neglect and
abuse of our Native children and the subsequent removal of those children
from such dangerous situations. Instances like this are but symptoms of
the underlying epidemic of alcoholism and drug addiction that has been
tearing at our people’s spiritual and cultural fabrics since those poisons
were first introduced to us. If we are to address the many issues that affect
our people effectively, we need to remain aware of those issue’s underlying
causes. Otherwise we are only dealing with the symptoms while neglecting
the actual disease. Our approach to the problems of losing our children to
interracial adoption — must be holistic in scope and nature.

Currently, I am trying to correct my wrongs and shortcomings. I am
working on reconnecting to the things I lost while remaining grateful for
the many things I gained.

Reincarnation

Today is the day I die. As I languish in this concrete cage, I often wonder
what might have been. Initially I believed I was absent the day they taught,
‘Life and How to Live it. After numerous failures I became convinced that
the curriculum of life was beyond my intellect and ability. With my life
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in shambles and shackles, what other plausible explanation could there be?
Was there something lacking in me? Why did tragedy always occur?

My reality at that time was that people, places, and things could not
be trusted or relied upon. Before my eleven-year sentence, I was blinded
by addiction and denial. I was positive that I had no intentions of ever
harming another person. Yet it became apparent that in most, if not all
of my interactions with other people, I imposed suffering. I have come to
understand we are all interconnected. We will always affect one another,
whether we intend to or not.

Shortly after I began to realize this, the remorse actually made my heart
colder. I came to the conclusion that an individual with my disposition
couldn’t possibly belong with the rest of society. This twisted desire to be
alone was birthed from the idea that if I am alone, cut off from society then
I couldn’t inflict any more suffering. The judge and state prosecutor agreed.
Their ineffective justice system discarded me. I was labeled a ‘Menace to
Society’ It was argued I should be removed from society for no less than
fifteen years. I actually wanted to be alone with my suffering. My heart
became the coldest it has ever been. I became an outsider looking in—or to
put it more succinctly, I became an insider looking out.

A solitary warrior became my identity. I was selfishly attempting to
protect myself from the realization that my choices had hurt other people.
Prison with all its deprivation humbled me. I had time to objectively and
consciously examine the notions I had previously held on to. I was able to
determine that a certain amount of narcissism was involved. I internally
romanticized my struggle. How I self-identified was no longer consistent
with reality.

Seneca’s Epistle XLVIII helped me to recognize the need to destroy my
identity of solitude. ‘No one can live happily who has regard to himself
alone and transforms everything into a question of his own utility... you
must live for your neighbor, if you would live for yourself’

If T was going to remain intact during my incarceration, a spiritual
rebirth and psychological awakening were required. I realized that in
order to begin the healing process; I had to risk experiencing even more
suffering. This process demanded that I sift through the wreckage of
my life. Cultivating optimism, selflessness, and insight through honest
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introspection and spiritual reflection, became paramount to my recovery.

So with these realizations in mind today, I begin to dismantle the
isolating defense mechanisms.

Today, I begin to trust and make myself open to the peace that reality
offers.

Today, I commit the quiet suicide of my misguided self.

Today is the day I die. I die so that I may achieve my freedom, so that I
may live.

This is my reincarnation.

I have sincere aspirations to attend and graduate from a four-year
college after my release from prison. Education is the primary avenue
of positive change for me and my main objective is to apply all of the
knowledge I gain towards helping my Native people. I'm presently single
but plan to marry and start a family of my own as soon as I find the right
woman. My hopes, thoughts, prayers to Wakan Tanka remain with all who
suffer—especially my fellow Split Feathers. May Wakan Tanka continue to
guide us all in our struggles toward peace.

Mitakuye Oyasin!

Jessup is currently incarcerated in Arizona with a projected release date
of zo016. He’ll be 31 upon his release. Diligent and resolved to further his
studies, he is earning college credits through Rio Salado College and plans
to earn degrees in Chemical Dependency and Business.



24. Drew’s Lyrics

How did I survive, able to be alive, ‘cause I was born to fail, just
ridin’ the rail of brutality and abuse, there was no excuse for
the bullying or anger, just give me the hanger to end the pain,
the tears of rain, goin’ insane, it is not in vain, for my head is
low, the blood don’t flow to my heart, can’t you see, it isn’t
meant to be, that I live a good life, cause ‘dad’ and his wife
don’t give a shit about me. Well I did survive, despite your
strife, a better man, you are now banned from my uplifted
spirit, so hear my lyrics, you failed to cease my living lease,
and I will not die ‘til ’'m ready to say goodbye!
— Drew RedBear Rutledge (Native American adoptee)
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25. Good Medicine, Bad Medicine

Trace A. DeMeyer

The lesson (is) to realize the value of an alternative
perspective. And that is why we are here. That is why the
Creator allowed some of us to remain, in spite of all the

attempts to destroy us.

— Tall Oak (Everett Weeden), Absentee Pequot/Narragansett,
500 Nations documentary

For 150 years and counting, Indian Country has been dealing with
weakened immune systems, sugar diabetes, amputations and heart dis-
ease. Loss of traditional foods has reeked havoc on our bodies. Genes do
remain a factor as an adult. Without medical records, every lost child-
adoptee is like a time bomb. If we don’t know our medical history, we are
at a greater risk.

Tribal leaders do struggle to make things right or better, but it’s not
easy in this ‘conquered’ Third World, fighting for the scraps we call food,
sovereignty and dignity. After an avalanche of alcohol (bad medicine), then
an ever-increasing supply of new (sometimes illegal) drugs, reservations
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are facing new epidemics: fetal-alcohol syndrome, high suicide rates, drug
addictions, crack cocaine, arrests, high prison populations and more than
their fair share of domestic violence. This ‘image’ tarnishes reservations
when typically these stories and photographs fill American newspapers.

It’s as important to understand what these removals and adoptions
accomplished in America and Canada as it is to see where Indians stand
today. Some American Indians say if we keep our languages strong and
return to our ceremonies, our tribal nations and people will grow strong
again. That is good medicine, they say.

For those living on their rez, they too have experienced upset and
turmoil in ever-changing traditions, living in their two worlds.

As the United Colonies became the United States, spreading and
erecting more and more fences and boundaries, Indian people were the
first to be removed, the last to be consulted, and not on the majority’s
conscience. In fact, there are opposing histories to many of the Indian
Wars in America. Numbers of casualties differ by who’s telling the stories;
the cause of death is not called murder but war casualties.

Over 400 peace treaties were signed with promises made to care for
the Indian people sent to reservations. Many were starved, froze or killed
by germ warfare, using smallpox sent in blankets. No one really expected
Indian people to survive, let alone thrive.

Perhaps because it is too tragic or ugly to think about, Indian people
were written out of history books until recently or the writers completely
missed the point.

Oral history teaches Indians what really happened.

We are at a place in this world where we need to recognize
that we need to go backwards in order to move forward,
reclaim those parts of tradition that embraced respect and
dignity. Teach our children the things that our
great-grandparents were taught as children. Until this is done
there cannot be unity among us, any of us...

—James Magaska Swan, United Urban Warrior Society, Black
Hills Chapter



26. A Work in Progress (Adoption or
Adaption?)

Andrea (Andy) Miller Hill

I have made six attempts at documenting the search to find my birth family.
If T had written with pen and paper the past five tries would have ended up
in the waste bin. Luckily the earlier drafts were not lost and I was able to
go back and decide what I wanted to include. This is my final attempt.

This is not the story of how I came into ‘being.’ This is the story after
that. My story is about my search for my biological family.

Where to begin? I thought long and hard about this. My earliest
questions came from pure human curiosity. Who am I, where do I come
from, what makes up the whole of me, my eye and hair color, height, and
health, etc.

For most people, these basic questions are easy to answer, but not if
you are an adoptee. I am fifty-one years of age, and until 1999 I lived with
guesses, dreams, and bits of pieces of a history that may or may not be true.

I wanted to write this with as much accuracy as possible so I pulled out
my adoption paperwork along with the few photographs that I have from
childhood and onward. I sat on the floor with everything spread out around
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Figure 26.1. Andrea (Andy) Miller Hill

me. When I began looking at it all T realized that instead of answers I had
questions.

After reviewing the documents, I now know that I was placed in foster
care with my prospective adoptive parents at the age of two months in
October 1959, not at three months, as I previously believed. My adoption
wasn’t finalized until November 1960, not November 1959. I discovered that
they were already a family, complete with their biological daughter, who
at the time would have been three years old.

I always knew I was adopted and that my older sister was not adopted.
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There was never a sit down explanation at the age of five, six, or seventeen,
etc. There was always the understanding that I was not theirs. One of the
books read to me as a child that I enjoyed, but also felt conflicted about,
was Are You My Mother? Like the bird in the story I realized I was different,
but the bird eventually found her mother. I wondered if I ever would find
my mother.

As I reviewed my life through photos, I felt that the word adoption
could be replaced with the word adaptation. From early on I learned how
to adapt within the family as the adopted daughter. I tried to be somewhat
hidden while the day-to-day in the household carried on. It was not a
horrible life, by any means, but it was also not what my friends experienced.
There was no comradely between my sister and myself. At a young age I
began blaming myself for this. At times I fall back on this way of thinking.
If only I had been five inches shorter, worn a size one at the age of fifteen,
had curly hair rather than stick straight dark brown hair, was smarter and
more aggressive, then maybe, I would have fit into my family, but then I
would have been their biological daughter and not me.

Along with the photos and the court documents, I made chronological
lists from my childhood to present. In doing so I realized that my closest
friends became my family. With them, I was me, not the masked child
trying to be what her adoptive family expected her to be. With my
childhood family, I always stood before them with an invisible hand across
my mouth out of fear of being rejected and judged not good enough and
returned to the grocery store where my adoptive sister told me I came
from. Unfortunately to a certain extent, I still bring that mindset to other
relationships. It puts one’s life in a whole new perspective when you allow
yourself to touch what has been causing you pain. I choose to let go of the
pain and to live positively. I view myself as a work in progress. I am an
artist.

In 1992, my adoptive father gave me an envelope that contained the
court papers and a brief history of my biological parents. The reason he
gave them to me was he hoped that they would help me uncover which
Native American Nation I was from. He was interested in the monetary
aspect. He wanted to defer some of my college costs. I was in the middle of
a divorce and raising my two young daughters when this happened.
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At the time of my adoption, possession of court papers was totally
unheard of. My adoption was handled through the law firm where my
adoptive dad was a partner. The lawyer that was in charge of the adoption
felt it was unfair to leave me, the adoptee, to be in the dark about my past.

For the first time in my life, I told my father no. I wanted the
information, but I refused to use it for college expenses. I explained to him
that I would not take monies away from someone who was more needing
than me. I have Grandpa Jack, Dad’s father, to thank for my views. He was
raised in foster care and made it on his own in life. He did so well that he
was able to provide his children with all the luxuries that anyone could ask
for.

It was during one of Jack’s LONG afternoon drives through the north
country of Arizona, Navajo Land (as the adoptive family called it back in
the 1960s) that I learned this lesson. As we pulled up in front of a tar paper
shack with a torn faded black cloth for a door, a skinny tan and white dog
tied to the side of the structure, and the air conditioning blasting through
his new Cadillac’s vents, he turned to look at me and said, “You may have
come from this, but this is not who you are.” This, of course, was his notion
of what it meant to be Native in America in the 1960s, in Arizona. It was the
only trip that I ever took with him that my sister Victoria was not invited.
It made a huge impact on how I viewed my life and the lives of those less
fortunate.

In 1997, five years later, my friend Tim Thundering Hawk Warner
(Lakota) and I were having a conversation about what Nation I might be
from. He recommended that I start looking. Knowing that it could have a
large impact on our lives, I went to my daughters with it. The consensus
was unanimous: we or I would start the search into which Nations had
the Miller family (my birth name) in their communities. I discovered the
Miller name was in the Mohawk, Mohegan, Mahican and/or Cherokee
Nations. My searching came to a standstill as I only had two generations of
biological names.

With the Mohawks, [ was able to send a letter of query to Six Nations in
Canada. Three weeks later I received a very lovely letter telling me to keep
in contact and that any further questions I may have would be answered if
possible. However, with the scant information I had given they were unable
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to find any direct link.

My daughter and I decided to do a direct search for the family to see
what came up. It became a central part of her social/history class. We began
by looking in the social security (SS) archives online. Thank goodness for
the internet! I found my mother’s name with the correct birth date, but the
archives stated that she had died in the 1970s. We moved on from her name
with the hope that she was somebody else’s mother. We tried her mother’s
name next. It was a hit, not only her name and dates but we also located the
state of residence. According to SS, she had passed in 1985 in Susquehanna
County. The county she resided in was less than forty minutes away. Katie
and I followed up at the county courthouse. I hoped to confirm or deny the
fact that my mother had already passed on.

To shorten the telling of the story, in Montrose, Pennsylvania—
Susquehanna’s county seat, their local paper no longer archived their
newspapers. All of the county court paperwork was warehoused in
Scranton, PA. A stop to the Montrose library was now in order. It was
10:30 a.m. and of course they didn’t open until noon. After brunch we
went back to the library. It was a success! They did have the newspaper’s
obituaries on microfilm. I found the one I was looking for. Half of the
surviving children that were mentioned had her name, the other half had
a different last name. I assumed she had married.

We decided to call one of mom’s local half siblings to see if I was
accurate in my presumptions. He lived in Appalachin, New York. After
many tries, I was finally able to speak to a human instead of an answering
machine. I was told all the information I’d need was in the phone number
given to me. So I dialed it and called the United Way of Tioga County.
L, of course, apologized for having the wrong number. The voice on the
other end asked what I was calling for, so I told her. She confirmed that my
mother was married and that her maiden name was Miller. Then she asked
who I was, so I said I was a distant relative hoping to make contact with
her. At this point, the conversation came to an abrupt end. ‘T can’t talk to
you, but if you give me your number, I'll give it to my Uncle Milt who will
know what to do’

Of course, I said thank you and that was that. I left it all on hold for over
a year while waiting for the return call. Frustrated, I finally did a search
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using the white pages and looked up my mother’s name on the computer.
There were three possibilities. Only one was from Tucson, Arizona where
she resided when my grandmother’s obit was written in 1984.

On June 6, 1999, I am volunteering at the Otsiningo powwow, when my
friend Tim came over to talk to me. It was the end of the day and all the
artists were packing up and getting ready to head home after the weekend
art and music festival. What I was told would be the pivotal piece in the
finding of my mother.

I had decided the year before that I wouldn’t look any further, feeling
that it wasn’t my right to come barging into my biological family’s lives.
Tim told me that he felt that now was the time to connect with my mom
and if I waited, it may be too late. I took his advice. He seems to be always
right about what he sees and feels!

Monday morning, June 7, 1999, I mailed a letter to my biological mom at
the address in Tucson. The body of the letter started off with an apology for
intruding in her life. I asked if she was the correct ‘mother’ and I stated that
I wanted contact. ‘Please send back the stamped postcard that I included. I
recall T asked her to write ‘yes or no.

If she was my mother and she didn’t want contact, the postcard with
‘no contact’ should be sent back. If she was not the correct mother there was
a stamped postcard for that as well. With my letter I included photocopies
of the adoption papers.

On June 11, 1999, Katie and I were working on her math homework
when my phone rang. I answered it and the voice asked if I was Andrea.
The person on the line gave me her full name. I said she didn’t need to call
me Andrea, and she said, ‘That’s what moms do.

[ started crying. Kat came in and asked me, “‘Who’s on the phone?’ I
told her, ‘It’s your grandmother.” She started crying. Mom asked me, “Who
is that?” and I told her, ‘It’s your granddaughter Katharine’ Mom started
crying. It was a long-distance lifelong-awaited happy crying fest.

I had found my mom and my sister Beth. We kept in touch by phone
for weeks. Towards the end of June I was asked what I would be doing
on a certain weekend in July. We planned to be in Victor (New York) at
Ganondagan for their Native American art and music festival. Beth finally
let the surprise out of the box. They would be flying into Syracuse, New
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York on that weekend, staying overnight, and then driving into Binghamton
the next day to meet us. April, my oldest daughter, and I drove up to
Syracuse to meet their flight. My first impression was, ‘well now I know
what Kat will look like when she’s my mother’s age, except Kat is seven
inches taller’ It was a wonderful weekend. There would be two more trips
east for mom and my sister Beth over the next two years and the last one
included my niece and my brother-in-law.

In the fall of 2002, my daughter April and I packed our truck for a cross-
country drive for a three-week trip to Arizona so that we could spend time
with our family. It was wonderful!!! I made two more trips in 2006, and
again in 2007. (I hope for another trip to Arizona in the fall of 2011.)

We are always in contact, laughing, loving, and missing one another.
I have an extended local family as well. There have been deaths in my
biological family and those gone are greatly missed. Most deaths were
cancer-related. Mom was diagnosed with cancer and was still recouping
from the surgeries when I visited in 2007. She is still cancer-free and I
believe in my heart that that was the overlying shadow Tim had seen that
prompted him to push me in 1999 to complete my search for her.

Through the help of one of my great aunt in-laws, on my mother’s side,
my biological father was contacted in the fall of 1999. It did not go well,
but then my aunt’s view of my mother’s story was not the true picture.
Knowing the pain that was caused by my father, up until recently I left
that side of the family alone. This past summer (2010) on Facebook my
father’s son came forward asking questions. We have connected and will
stay connected, regardless of the fact that my father refuses to acknowledge
that I even exist. It’s his loss, not my brother’s or mine.

My adoptive father died on August 27, 2010 in California. Their
biological daughter Victoria had relocated both he and my adoptive mother
in March.

My two daughters and I were able to connect with my adoptive mother
through Skype. We wanted to speak with her Easter evening ‘face to face.
She told my adoptive sister, “Those people are not anybody that I recognize.
It was very sad for my girls and me.

Choices that we make affect many people—sometimes generations.

I hope to stop in California to see my adoptive mother on my trip to
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Arizona, knowing that it will very likely be the last chance I’ll have to talk
with her about our lives together. At the very least I can hold her hand and
say thank you and goodbye.

My name is Laura Lee Miller by birth and Andrea Ragine Hill by
adoption. And thank you to the U.S. Department of Social Security for
allowing me to become Andrea Miller Hill in 2004, honoring my past and
my present.

To family and friends, I am Andy, mother, daughter, sister, aunty, artist,
of mixed ancestry and memories, with Mohawk, Pawnee, Shawnee, British
Isles ancestors and who knows what else on the side of the family that
I recently made contact with—all of which makes not the sum of me but
rather enriches the whole of me.

I recognize that I am in the small percentile of adoptees that found their
birth families and had a positive outcome with regards to that finding. So
to those of you who are still searching, may you find what you seek with
love and blessings.

Andy works as an artist and is a student of healing arts.



27. Ani’s Story

Ben Chosa, Jr. (Lac du Flambeau Ojibwe-
Menominee) with Jackie W.

Figure 27.1. Ani and his father

I found out fairly young that I was adopted. It wasn’t really hard to
figure out that, ‘one of these things is not like the others. I was the short
dark one amongst the tall willowy blonds. For the most part, it never meant

145



146 part one. American Indian Adoptees

much to me. I had no clue what was missing so I had no frame of reference.
It was only when I got around other Natives that I began to understand the
scope of what had been taken away from me.

Growing up I heard the usual comments about being Native. Since
I didn’t have a frame of reference, most of what was said was pretty
meaningless. For the most part I identified more with whites than I did
with Indians.

As a child I was told on numerous occasions how my adopters had
‘chosen’ me. Attached was the unsaid implication: I had better be grateful,
I had better behave, and I had better be a better son.

I was an uneven student. I had a lot of natural gifts, but I didn’t do well
in school. I didn’t graduate from high school and got my GED at Ethan
Allen School for Boys where I spent four years of my life from age fourteen
to eighteen. This trend extended even into college where, without much
effort, I pulled a 3.0 GPA. This feat was accomplished despite the fact that
I was in prison, or possibly, because I was in prison.

I seemed to do really well at certain things that led people to expect
things of me that I couldn’t sustain. Knowing this pattern, I'd find myself
pulling out when the bar got set too high. Better to move on to something
else than come crashing down, disappointing everyone around me. I was
average in sports. The only team sports I participated in as a child were
wrestling and track. In juvie, I played football, but I was too much of a
security risk (I tended to impulsively walk away from places) and was
kicked off the team.

Academically, I did better at things that required reading, and multiple-
choice tests. I remember always being able to read. I used to pour over the
encyclopedia at home, and when I’d skip school in junior high, you could
often find me in the town library, looking through art books.

I never wanted the name of my adopters. Even before finding out about
my history, I wanted to change my name. Like a lot of other things, I
wanted to change the world. I never managed to break the inertia of the
helpless. After coming home in 2002, one of the first things that I asked for
was an Indian name. I had been taught that the reason that Indians have
names is so the ancestors and the spirits know who to look after. White
names are too common. How can the spirits tell the difference between me
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and another ‘Scott’? I received my name and now the ancestors and spirits
know me.

The name on my birth certificate is Ben Chosa Jr. I like its brevity. No
middle name or even an initial. The ‘Jr. is misleading as I am actually the
third in my family with that name. I kept that name for the first few years of
my life. Like so many Native Americans from northern Wisconsin, destiny
would soon drag me far from my family, reservation, and culture. Destiny
took the form of social policy and Christianity. I then became Scott Carl
Kieson, the stolen child (adoptee) of Gary and Barbara Kieson, and the
unwilling brother to Cindy and Tammy Kieson. I never fit in with them.
I was a dark, short boy, in the land of tall, willowy, blond Germans. I
was chosen to be the standard-bearer for the Kiesons, who were unable
to produce a natural male heir. And while that plan didn’t work out for
them, I find myself stuck with this name. I call this name my ‘government’
name that was thrust upon me when I was adopted.

I'm fond of the saying, ‘all things by the will of the Creator” Not that
I'm always in agreement with the Creator. But then again, he saw fit
to bring me home to my people even if it was 30 years later: addicted,
convicted, filled with confusion and anger, but at least metaphorically
home, if not physically.

Since one of the first things I wanted was a name, I asked my natural
father to help me. I wanted a name I could use when I was at ceremonies.
I'm not sure the ancestors knew who the hell Scott Kieson was. So my
newly re-found father made arrangements with a medicine man to hold
a naming ceremony. The medicine man prayed for many days for the
Spirits to send a name, but nothing came to him. As he left Minnesota
for the long drive to my rez in Lac du Flambeau, Wisconsin, a storm
began to form behind him that followed him as he drove East. The
storm was filled with black clouds, thunder, and lightening and chased
the medicine man to the borders of my reservation where it broke up
and dissipated. I guess a medicine man’s main quality is being observant.
As he experienced the storm chasing him, he received my spirit name.
Animikiigiizhig (Thunderbird Sky). A thunderbird sky occurs during a
thunderstorm where lightning arcs from cloud to cloud as opposed to
striking the ground. The lightning is said to take the form of a thunderbird.
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It’s a good name, a name of power, a name I have my doubts that I can live
up to. But if it’s all the same to you, I think I'll try.

So this brings me to the last name I have, the diminutive of Animikiigi-
izhig. Admittedly, Animikiigiizhig is a big old Ojibwe mouthful, not only
for thick white tongues, but for most Natives too. Thus, all my friends and
loved ones call me Ani. Just like my enemies, and the white people who run
these iron houses, they know me as Scott Kieson; just like my family knows
me as Ben Chosa Jr; just like my ancestors know me as Animikiigiizhig.
Whatever you choose to call me is your choice, but I hope you would call
me Ani.

I've had one long-term relationship that has withstood the test of
my buffoonery. When I was younger, | was not particularly available
emotionally, but I wasn’t dead either. My problem was that I trusted no
one, which meant that I wasn’t all that truthful with my girlfriends. To a
certain extent this is true today. My philosophy is that it’s easier to ask for
forgiveness than to ask for permission. I’ve never had problems attracting
companionship.

My best friend is Jackie W. I met her when I was fourteen or fifteen. Oh,
one of the things you will come to realize is that one of my many disabilities
is not being able to accurately place chronological events. If time is like a
train, and events are box cars, then my box cars don’t connect to each other.
They just sort of bang up against each other and will move and shift their
place in line. If my brain is the locomotive, let’s just say that this train
moves kind of s-1-o-w-1-y. I'm just saying.

I met Jackie when I was locked up. Having pretty much nothing in
common, we nevertheless (sort of) clicked. She has her version of what
attracted her to me. What I remember the most about her was a pair of
white shorts that she wore. In my defense, I was a fifteen-year old boy
and none too sophisticated. One of the things that stands out to me is that
the woman always told me the truth. I was always acutely aware of the
lies adults told children. Call it an adoptee’s sixth sense. One of the more
insidious lies I was told by my adoptive parents is that ‘we chose you. The
implication is that my birth parents simply did not want me. I could get
into how my adoptive parents were no prizes, but that would be a bit off
topic. I knew that I wasn’t some sort of item left in the bargain bin at the
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adoption agency.

Jackie always tried to give me some control over my life. Not that my
being in control is always a good thing, but her heart has always been
in the right place. Even from the start, we had a complex relationship.
By the time she met me, the Kiesons had all but given up on me. She
would smoothly transfer from role to role as needed. She was a confident,
a friend, and even a mother figure, even though she has three children of
her own. Even now, from time to time, she still acts in those roles. While
it’s a bit confusing to me, it seems to work for the most part. I can say
with some sense of certainty (and a little embarrassment) that I seem to
have gotten more out of this relationship than she has. Not only has she
been with me in my darkest hours, she has withstood my most outrageous
and chaotic behavior. I am not the easiest child/man to know. I have lied
to her, stole $7,000 and shot it up my arm, been unfaithful to her, and
generally been an insensitive bastard. I can’t blame my misdeeds simply on
being an untrusting, unreachable, deeply flawed human. I am all of that, but
sometimes I just can’t stand the closeness and intimacy of another person.
I am working every day to change those things and right what I can. I
am repaying the money I stole, and while the truth and I have a nodding
acquaintance, I try to avoid the big fat bald-faced lie. The problem with
that is not only does she know me so well, I have discovered that I don’t
have a poker face. My deceptions tend to be fairly transparent to her. Jackie
will also ask the most pointed questions that leave me no room to wiggle.
She has taught me that with her, truth really is the best policy.

For example, recently I had to take a piss test that [ knew I was going to
fail, since I was high when I took the god-damned thing. In the past, I would
not have told her—not only was I going to go to segregation, I would most
likely have denied my guilt, even in the face of overwhelming evidence. It’s
a convict thing: You never admit anything, even if they bust you with a bag
of weed and the pipe in your mouth. But the truth always does have a way
of coming out—so I've learned. This time, I told her ahead of time that not
only was I smoking the ganja, but I was too stupid to get away with it. (It’s
ridiculously easy to avoid detection in prison, unless you're careless, or in
my case, too stupid.) With her being far from thrilled with this news, we
dealt with it pretty quickly and moved on. So admittedly, they can train
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bears to ride tiny bicycles faster than teaching me not everybody is my
enemy. I have proven that I can learn and change. Some things just take
longer than others.

Now let me tell you about Sally. I met Sally through Jackie, who met
her through an online Parents of Adoptees’ organization. I tend to cast a
jaundiced eye upon some of the people Jackie finds online. Most fall into
the category of quacks and cranks. However, like I said, I’'m evolving. I now
give the benefit of the doubt to people. I am so glad that I did because then
I met Sally. Even though she lives in Australia, half-way around the world,
she has had a large influence upon me. So often people will instantly write
off people like me as beneath contempt. Being me, someone who would
dismiss another human being without thought, I understood the dynamic.
I like to believe that Sally looked beyond my obvious flaws as a human
being, and saw the spark of good within me. I'm a far more humble man
when I think that another human finds enough value in me to include me
in her life. Holy Crap. I just made her sound like a saint. I know Sally is
human, imperfect like everyone else, but she works hard to make the world
a better place for her family. If she can do that, then I can face my own
short-comings and be a better man.

That’s a fairly small circle of humanity, eh? I believe that a person is
pretty lucky if they can find one or two good friends in a lifetime. At least
that’s what I used to believe. It was fairly naive. I'd surrounded myself
with junkies and criminals and was somehow shocked my life was empty.
I closed myself off from the world. I never connected with people; a legacy
of being born to a woman who was ill-equipped to deal with her own
losses. Her inability to attach to me as an infant resulted in me never fully
attaching to others in my life. My understanding of that process shakes
me to the core of my being. Since I was never able to emotionally connect
with people, I never learned how to empathize. I could cause pain in others,
but not feel that pain. Never once during any of my crimes did I feel the
damage I was inflicting. Even today, I struggle with my past by not being as
emotionally available as I want to be, as I can be. [ am also overwhelmed by
the trail of devastation I left behind me. I can’t undo that, ignore it, or wish
it away. All I can do is accept my responsibility in causing that pain, face
it every day, and work to never be the same man I was then. It’s a small
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restitution, but it’s all I can do right now. Maybe tomorrow will allow me
to do more.

I didn’t think of doing much about my adoption until I got around other
Natives. It was then I realized knowing where I came from was important.
The adopters gave me some information, but it wasn’t all that accurate. I
had no knowledge of the circumstances of my birth or how I ended up being
adopted. I didn’t actually set about finding my family until the adopters
were dead. I'm not sure how they would have reacted.

I think that someone told me that there was a law in Wisconsin that
allows adoptees to get their adoption records. All I needed to do was fill
out some paperwork. I think I learned that in 1993, but it didn’t actually get
done until 2002.

I’'m not too sure I want to talk about my family other than acknowledg-
ing that most of what has been said about them is true—as far as I know
it to be. I tend to live my relationships rather than analyze or understand
them. My brain doesn’t work like that—nope, I don’t do abstractions.

My birthfather (my only father—I never refer to the adopters as parents,
mother or father) enrolled me some time in the 1980s. I was very young
when I was taken. Both of my parents at that time were drinking and that
had a lot to do with why I was taken. I've read the records of why and how
but I have a lot of anger about how things were handled by tribal officials
and employees of the state and the adoption agency.

That being said, here’s what my relationship with my birthparents was
like: T only knew my father Ben Sr. when I met him at my sentencing in
2002. He died a few years after that. This left me feeling very angry and
cheated.

Maybe I do understand that once he sobered up, he really tried to do
his best by me. But so what? Understanding doesn’t do shit for me. It seems
to do more for other people. So he’s gone and I'm not. Knowing him was
nice, maybe even great. I have a dad. He existed. And he was a billion times
better than the other one that thought he could buy himself an heir. Since
I don’t think I have much to say about ‘fathers, let’s move on to the next
crappy exhibit: Mothers.

To me, my birthmother was a drunk who chose to go boozing with my
‘Aunt’ rather than take care of her child. Maybe she was more than that in
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her later years but that means little to me. Maybe there is a reason, a damn
good reason, for being such a failure of a human being, but that doesn’t
change things for me. Do we see a pattern forming? Let me break it down
for you—family is a weapon the universe uses against people least equipped
to defend themselves from its deprivations. I have a family, but for the life
of me, I don’t know what good it is or what to do with them. There isn’t
much to say about this subject.

I miss my dad, Ben. I miss what I was denied. I will never be complete
and I will never stop being full of rage the way it all turned out. Best never
to talk about this again. I think I'll just steep and stew in my bile for the
next few decades.

My tribe has a casino, as well as other financial means of support.
In a normal year I usually receive a per-cap. The recession and a bit of
mismanagement affected our tribe and for two years I didn’t receive a
payment. I got one this year. I have a strange sense that the tribe owes me
for not being able to stand up for me when I really needed them back in the
1960s. I was born in Chicago and at the age of six months, my mom and dad
brought me to my dad’s rez in northern Wisconsin. A month later, I was
taken from my parents and I never saw them again until I found my dad
in 2002. I've never been back to the rez since I learned that is where I am
from. I haven’t been able to. This time I've been locked up since 2001. But
I also have mixed feelings about it. 'm somewhat conflicted about being
enrolled. I feel the tribe, and to some extent my family, let me down, so I
have no problem saying that a per-cap is the least that my tribe owes me.

Life history from Jackie: Ani’s story

The story that I tell now I learned mostly from Ani’s birthfather when I met
him for the first time in 2002, and from Ani’s birth aunts and uncles, and
from history books that tell the story of the Indian Relocation Movement
in the 1950s and 1960s. During that time, people came to the reservations
and told wonderful stories and showed pamphlets about life in “The Cities’
for Indians. The pamphlets said that people would be taken care of and
they would get wonderful jobs and make lots of money, and that life would
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be better in ‘the city’ than on the reservation. For many reasons, Ani’s
family was a prime target for these ads. They were intelligent and ambitious
people, and the eldest family male had for generations left the family at an
early age to explore the world. And they were not afraid to try new things.
Ani’s father, Ben, said that his family was the first one to have a radio and
how they always had a car when he was growing up— in the 1930s and
19408, when most others did not.

So Ani’s father went to Chicago, with Ani’s Aunt May, Aunt Betty,
Aunt Yolanda, and Uncle Mike. In Chicago they looked for jobs, and
socialized with other Indians, and became politically active in AIM for a
time. A lot of this socializing went on in bars on Chicago’s near north
side—on Clark Street. It was in a bar that Ani’s father met Ani’s mother,
who was from a different reservation and a different tribe. But in Chicago,
this didn’t matter so much, as being Indian is what drew people together.

Ani’s mother, Betty Pierce, came to Chicago from the Menominee
reservation in Wisconsin in 1966. At first Betty stayed with her sister Shirley
and her husband who had come to Chicago to find jobs in 1959. Betty soon
started hanging out on Clark Street, which her sister Shirley referred to
as ‘ghetto, and Ben’s sister referred to as ‘Skid Row. But that was where
the action was, even if some of it was on the rough side. That was where
you could meet people and that is where Betty Pierce from the Menominee
reservation met Ben Chosa from the Lac du Flambeau reservation. Before
long, they were living together and about nine months later Ani —or ‘Baby
Ben’ as he was called then, was born.

Ani didn’t know any of this story or who his parents were until he met
his father Ben for the first time. He was thirty-five years old. The last time
he’d seen his father was when he was seven months old. Ani never saw his
mother again, after his adoption. By the time we found his father in 2002,
his mother Betty had died.

Ani loves his birthday. It is a great pleasure for me to share with him
his delight and glee over the day of his birth. To be with Ani is to be given
the gift of unabashed pleasure and fun as a child feels these things.

I can only wonder if Ani’s mother and father felt some of this
excitement and anticipation over his impending birth. I have the feeling
they did. I knew Ani’s father from 2002 to 2006 and spent quite a bit of
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time with him. He had a great respect for relationships but also some fear
of them. As I learned more family history, I understood more about the
complexities of the Chosa family. I do not believe that Ben would have
given a son his own name if he didn’t intend to raise him. There is love and
pride, promise and anticipation, in the act of giving his name to his son.
And Ben Sr. was capable of huge amounts of these things. He was a man of
very deep feelings.

From everything I heard about Betty, Ani’s mother, she was a fun-
loving and caring person. She also had a very complicated family history
from what I know about it. It will be important to get more information
about Ani’s mother before her relatives who store this information are no
longer with us. Betty was her mother’s oldest child. At some point, Betty
lived with her grandmother and was adopted by her at age fourteen. At this
time, Betty changed her last name to be the same as her grandmother.

When Ben and Betty met in Chicago, they were not teens. Betty
was twenty-nine and Ben was thirty-six. Betty had already had seven
(possibly nine) other children before Ani. This was at least her eighth
pregnancy. Modern science tells us that a mother’s emotions create a
chemical bath that passes through the placenta. In this way, her baby
feels at a physiological level what his mother feels. If the mother is
calm and peaceful, the baby’s nervous system grows in an environment
of different hormones and chemicals than a mother who is under stress.
Ani’s experience of family starts here, with a combination of genes, family
history, culture, health, and intimate body states as he grew inside of his
mother for nine months, listening to his father’s voice. Ani has a basic
knowledge of what it means to be loved, and so I believe that joy was in
Ani’s mother’s heart as she waited for her eighth child to be born. Perhaps
she also experienced an uncertainty.

Ani was born at 7:17 p.m. on Christmas Eve in 1966 at Cook County
Hospital in Chicago, Illinois, and was named by his parents Ben Chosa, Jr.
On his birth certificate, it states that parents lived at 4131 N. Sheridan Road,
that his father was a mover from ‘Laflambeau, Wisconsin,” age forty one,
and that his mother, Betty Marie Pierce Chosa, age twenty-nine was born
in Neopit, Wisconsin.

This information is not available to many children and adults who were
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adopted. Ani was able to obtain it with the help of an attorney in 2002. This
original birth certificate is an incredibly precious document. I would like
to thank Attorney Michael Edmonds for helping us to obtain it and Jacy
Boldebuck of the Adoption Search Program in Madison, Wisconsin who
sent Michael Edmonds the adoption file. We were told that the county who
took custody of him in 1967 might have more records. We did contact Vilas
County and got a court order — which was not difficult. After the court
order, they looked in their basement and found Ani’s record on microfilm.
They printed it out and sent it to us and their file had the original birth
certificate in it. We would like to thank Beth Moore at Vilas County for
helping us to get these Vilas County records.

As I have learned firsthand about Ani’s experiences with family, I
realize how I take my own family for granted. I take the fact that [ know my
mother and father for granted. Family members have repeated the story of
my birth to me many times on my birthday. I take for granted the feelings
that I store in my body that create my assumptions about permanency
and security and who I am. It is difficult to realize that my beliefs and
assumptions come from these experiences that shaped my world view from
infancy through adulthood... and that my experience is just not true for
Ani. T often state things about ‘the way life is’ with such certainty that I
must sound incredibly naive or superior-sounding to Ani. What must he
think when he hears these unintended assumptions about parenting and
family as if they are the only way life happens...and yet they exclude his
experience entirely?

I was taught to ‘feel sorry for’ children who didn’t grow up like me. As
a child, I sensed that there was something disrespectful, arrogant, ignorant,
and downright dangerous about that teaching, yet I think that I was an
unusual child. Aren’t we wired to learn our culture’s way of doing things
so that we can succeed in it? And so wouldn’t adoptive parents naturally try
to teach their children how to succeed and give them the best they know?
Yet, this wiring must get confused and criss-crossed when a child is taken
out of his own culture and raised by strangers who don’t share his DNA,
his instincts, his language, his history, or his culture! There was little or no
education for adoptive parents in 1968 about raising children from another
culture.
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In 2002, Ani learned who his parents were and was told the story of
his birth. During a visit in the prison visiting room, Ani’s father told him
the story of his three children. ‘T always said that you (Ben Jr.) were my
Christmas present, Linda was my birthday present (born near his birthday),
and Barbara was my turkey (born on Thanksgiving). We all laughed at the
family joke. I can still hear him saying this and it is a glorious memory.

Ani has said he can never make up for what he lost. The loss sits there,
huge, and yet there are good things, too. Families are never perfect. But
Ani has one. In fact, for better or worse, he has four — his father’s family in
Lac du Flambeau, his mother’s family in the Menominee tribal nation, his
adoptive family, and now my family.

This is Ani’s story.

Ben maintains a blog http://www.scottckieson.blogspot
. com/ and is working on several art projects.


http://www.scottckieson.blogspot.com/
http://www.scottckieson.blogspot.com/

28. Becoming Cricket

Susan Smith (Grand Portage/White Earth Ojibwe)

il
N

Figure 28.1. Suzie and family

I found out I was adopted when I was maybe 7 years old; I do not know
the exact age, but I know I was in grade school. I overheard my adoptive
mother Virginia telling my sister Connie. Connie was also adopted, four
years older, and of Irish ancestry. I attended a private Catholic grade school,
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and was the only little girl that was dark. I remember how my mom
immediately tried to express I was “special,” that I was picked out of the
crowd of other children. I don’t really recall feeling any particular sort of
way but I just knew that I was different. Eventually I would learn that other
people had compassion for me because I was adopted. At times I learned
they would actually feel sorry for me!

I would not know this until later, when I reached 6

grade. Friends felt
sorry for me that my adoptive parents were much older, often confusing
them for my grandparents. I didn’t look like my siblings so they felt sorry
for me about that, too.

At the young age of 7, I was not aware of what being adopted meant.
I gradually became more aware, especially at doctor’s visits when my
amother Virginia would tell the doctors, “Suzie is adopted so there are no
details of her health records.” This always left me with a hole in my heart,
reminding me that [ had no records. As I grew older, I scheduled my own
doctor’s appointments. I recall doctors asked, “Any history of this/that in
the family?” I'd say, “I am adopted, so I am unsure if it runs in my family
or not”

I did not pursue any search until I moved out of the house. I moved
out before I graduated from high school. This was against their wishes but
I had already made up my mind. I moved into a beautiful English Tudor
home with three friends from high school. We shared the second and third
floor of a house near Lake Calhoun in South Minneapolis in the same area
they filmed the Mary Tyler Moore sitcom.

Once I had my freedom, I figured I could begin my search. It would
not involve or hurt them in any way. I was no longer hiding the desire to
find my biological information. I could write and receive letters in the mail
without consequences!

I knew that it hurt my adoptive mother that I wanted to search. To this
day, I do not know how it made her feel. She discouraged it from the very
beginning. My adopted sister Connie has no interest in a reunion with her
biological family. We have very different paths now.

I did try to find answers. Ireceived some detailed genetic background
information from Catholic Charities. This non-identifying information
was three pages long. It contained information about my mother, her
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height, her education level, and her siblings. The document stated, ‘At
the time of your birth she had a sister who was seventeen years of age. At
the time of your birth she had a sister who was nineteen years of age. It
covered all of her siblings including a younger brother who was blinded at
an early age due to rheumatic fever. It indicated that my mom moved out
east to live with her uncle who was an artist at the time. (This artist turned
out to be the famous Ojibwe artist George Morrison). With this three-page
letter, I was able to post my information on the Internet on an adoption
search-board. I posted the duplicate information on three or four different
search-boards hoping I would someday get a hit.

I had a house fire in 1987 and that letter was lost in the fire. When I
tried to go back to the state to get the letter again, they told me they could
send it but it was going to cost me. After I calmed down I wrote them a
letter verifying that I had lost everything I owned in a fire. They sent a
replacement copy at no charge.

As far as my search, I had given up hope, totally. I figured that if
someone/anyone had wanted to know where I was or what had become of
me, it should have been years ago. I thought, T'm forty, my life is half over.
Nobody cares’

Then I got the phone call that changed my life. In November 2002,
my half-sister Sarah called me. On one of those adoption search-boards, I
had left my full name as Susan Fedorko, and she had performed an Internet
search and was able to pull a work number for me. Sarah got my voicemail
and left a message. When I came back to work from a long weekend, I
retrieved this voice mail from Sarah. She did not tell me who she was, so
I was not sure if it was my mom or an aunt? I never expected it to be
my half-sister trying to find me. Sarah had narrowed the search down by
State/Date of Birth/Female and the information I had posted.

Catholic Charities handled my adoption in Minneapolis. I have over
twenty-four letters that I wrote to them in which they did absolutely
nothing but let me down. I will never contribute to them, not in this
lifetime. In fact I have thought about suing them for the injustice they
did to me. But how does that look if you sue a charity?

They could have helped me get enrolled in my appropriate tribe. They
had all the right information. However they did NOTHING to help
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me. They did however send me copies of each and every letter I'd sent
to them.

I have been in reunion for just over nine years. [ am Cathee Dahmen’s
first-born daughter. Her second daughter Sarah found me. Both of my
parents were deceased by the time I was located. My father Tom Conklin
died in 2001 of stomach cancer. My mother Cathee died in 1997 of
emphysema. No DNA test was performed. Each side was one hundred
percent certain, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that I was their relative lost
through adoption in 1962.

I have met all my biological family members with the exception of some
distant cousins. The reunion has been positive with only a few instances
of turbulent waters.

My mother Cathee never hid the fact that I existed. Everyone was
well aware she had a daughter. There were times (I was told) I was like a
storybook character come to life. I did not replace her at the family table,
however I am a different version of her that now occupies her chair.

Ironically I was enrolled in my tribe before I knew. Somehow I was
enrolled in 1992. My half-sister Sarah did not locate me until November
2002. | was enrolled under the name Susan Smith Fedorko back in
1992. When I went to the enrollment office in 2002, the enrollment clerk
took one look at my name and immediately told me, ‘You are already
enrolled. You are on the long lost members rolls.

I was eleven months old when my grandmother took me and adopted
me out. This was done without my mother’s permission. Cathee went to
high school one morning and came home to find me gone. Her mother had
taken me away. I can only imagine what that did to my mother Cathee. I
will never know the pain that caused.

As T understand what happened, Cathee did not want to be just like
her older sisters. She didn’t want to be strapped with kids and unmarried.
She saw how this pulled her sisters down. They were unable to even think
about their goals or dreams. Cathee really wanted to do something with
her life. But when she gave birth to me, this all changed. Cathee kept
me for the first eleven months, and shortly before my first birthday, her
mother (my grandmother) Mary Morrison, adopted me out without Cathee
knowing. I heard this story that Mary Morrison was a visionary, and she
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saw GREAT things happening to Cathee in her life. So Mary gathered up
my things and dropped me off at some adoption agency.

People talk about forgiveness, but I will never be able to forgive Mary
for what was done to me. I run the questions through my mind, “Why
me? Why was I the only one in the family deemed unfit to live as a family
member?’

I have no intentions of ever forgiving that woman. She is not my
grandmother. When I hear other cousins talking about how GREAT a
grandmother she was, it makes me sick. When I go to visit my mother’s
grave, I walk right past Mary’s. And if I ever make it to the pearly gates, I
am walking right past her then, too!

Grandmothers are not supposed to act or behave like that. She has hurt
me in a way that is unforgiveable.

I truly believe that Cathee had something to do with my enrollment. I
have learned that usually the parent has something to do with getting their
offspring enrolled and my mother Cathee died in 1997.

The first pow wow I attended was in August 2003. I attended The
Grand Portage band’s Rendezvous Days, their annual powwow. I have
attended every August since I was found! I love attending and feel like it’s
a part of my religion. The drums call and I am calmed, and with family. I
am protected and am at peace. I have a sense that overtakes me, and have
no worries or cares. There is only peace and drums, smoke fires, sweet
grass burning, jingle dresses, great tales being told, and kindness.

My adoptive parents never took me to my reservation. We never
embraced my culture. I remember camping in Canada and there was a
powwow going on, but we did not visit the powwow grounds.

I reconnected with friends after years of being separated and relayed
my good news about being found, and come to find out, they were adopted
too. Now I've bonded with Sandy White Hawk’s adoptee-fostered group
for Native Americans. I have been with the group since 2003. I try to get
to her monthly meeting as often as I can. I have had friends at certain
stages in my life that have helped me through good times and bad times. I
think it is helpful to have an adoptee friend within your circle.

Is being adopted a life-long test of emotional suffering, sacrifice and
endurance? Yes, I believe it is! If asked this when I was younger, I would
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have given a different answer. Reflecting on my past and figuring out how
it fits into my present is something I needed to do for myself.

Having the support of other adoptees that have experienced all the
emotions and situations can be so helpful. When I wrote and posted on
the search and reunion website, it was like trying to find a needle in a
haystack. I guess it is possible to find one after all! After a three-year span,
I had actually given up on my search. I'd waited twenty years. It was very
frustrating to write the adoption agency and get no results, no answers and
no help. I would write and each time I would get a response such as, “Thank
you for your current address information, so that when contact is made on
your biological family side, we can get a hold of you quickly’

I felt as if I was given a shallow hope, if my biological family had
decided to look, the adoption agency could have quickly reached me. There
was a great deal of confusion about who to contact. I always thought I
was dealing with Catholic Charities—but would get responses from both
Catholic Charities as well as State of Minnesota Department of Human
Services. This was very confusing.

I started my search at the age of eighteen and was FINALLY found
when I was forty. That to me seems like a lifetime, many years of
missing out. I missed out on embracing my culture, too. The Internet
was instrumental in my reunion. I was listed for several years, and never
thought in a million years I would get a phone call out of the blue! All
it took was for one family member to break the ice and get through the
system.

I never paid for a search; it was always too much money. In the 1980s
it was a couple hundred dollars and I never had the money. In the 1990s,
it went up to a thousand dollars. I still did not have the money and they
always told me there were no guarantees.

Thinking back, the state had my file, and they could see that my mother
was Cathee Dahmen, a descendent of George Morrison. Why wouldn’t they
say that? They probably could have located her by the end of the business
day. It’s miles of red tape designed to help nobody. Minnesota needs to
open up the records. We are entitled to our birthrights.

My childhood was happy and stable. It’s not that I wanted to replace
my parents. I just wanted to know where I came from and who I looked
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like. T would have been happy with stalking them from a distance, as long
as I knew it was truly my family! I needed to know for myself WHO they
were, and where they were in their life to complete my own. I may be the
only one who thinks this way. But I just needed to know for myself. I was
not planning on replacing my adoptive parents in any way, which is what
I think they feared.

As far as any advantages to being adopted, none come to mind. What
is the advantage of being left at the doorstep? I get the feeling that neither
one of my parents would have refused to meet me.

My mom Cathee came from a huge family. She was one of nine
children. She gave birth to me and kept me for the first eleven months. Ev-
eryone in her family knew I existed. She eventually got married (twice)
and both times she told her husband I existed.

My father, Tom Conklin Sr. knew that I existed, however he told only
one person. I heard from my half-brother, Tom Conklin Jr. that his father
tried to tell him about me. Tom Jr. was certain that Tom Sr. was trying to
tell him something when he was near the hour of his death.

I was a dirty little secret until about a year after he had died. My
sister Sarah was able to tell me who my birthfather was, and I tracked him
down. I had some lucky breaks locating him. I tried calling his house
hoping to locate my siblings, but received information from his grieving
wife. I was a total surprise to her. She had been married to Tom Sr. for
years and he never once told her about me.

I spoke with her, and reluctant as she was, she gave me the phone
numbers of each of his children from his first marriage. She was shocked,
too.

I was surprised to learn that both my parents were married twice. This
was something I would have not guessed or even thought about while
‘reunion dreaming’

After finding out my siblings phone numbers, I made several attempts
to reach them by phone. Nobody was available. I thought, ‘Tjust can’t leave
this kind of message on a voice mail’

My father’s wife Linda must have had her doubts because she called
her sister-in-law, Evie Shew and asked her if she knew that I existed. Evie
was the only person that Tom Sr. had told. Evie and Tom were friends of
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my mom Cathee when they were young teens. Linda gave Evie my contact
information.

I eventually got a call from my Aunt Evie and she was ecstatic over
being able to talk to me. I think she was also really nervous, but she
handled it very well.

Both of my birthparents are from a Minnesota Chippewa tribe. I could
be enrolled in White Earth Minnesota or Grand Portage. I chose Grand
Portage because my mother was registered with them. I actually have
blood relatives on the tribal council.

My Minnesota Chippewa Grand Portage tribe did not help me. It would
have been nice to be given a ‘Welcome to the Tribe’ packet, but they are
just not available. You learn quickly that it’s about who you know. Now
I have bits and pieces of knowledge. We have a national monument on
our reservation. There is also a well-known ‘Little Spirit Tree’ or ‘Witch
Tree’ on reservations grounds. It is a 400-year-old cedar tree that reaches
out over the shores of Lake Superior. I learned this from other family
members. In eighth grade Ilearned all about the Iroquois Indians. It was so
interesting for me to learn about them. Now I learn about my own nations
from my family.

Cathee’s mother was Mary Dahmen Morrison. Mary and George
Morrison were brother and sister.

George Morrison is considered one of the greatest Native artists of
the 20" Century. He was one of two featured artists when they opened
the National Museum of the American Indian, part of the Smithsonian in
Washington D.C. in 2004.

I went into the Grand Portage Enrollment Office with my auntie Barb
(my mom’s younger sister). She helped me, but we both were shocked to
learn that I had somehow been enrolled in 1992 and were very surprised
to learn that I had accumulated several thousands of dollars under that
enrollment number. That would amount to a nice tidy sum of over $20,000.
I thought, ‘Great, enrolled and a bonus!” That was quickly destroyed when
the tribe ruled that my enrollment in 1992 was an error. And they tried to
tell me the ‘good news, ‘We are giving you a new enrollment number and
a new date of rolls’ The substantial amount vanished.

Basically they ripped my previous enrollment from my hands and
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replaced it with a different number so they would not have to pay me
back per-capita payments. This was the rude awakening I received about
tribal politics, and the ‘who knows who’ game. There was no fighting
it due to the tribal sovereignty. I learned very quickly not to trust tribal
council members. I received my first taste of how unfair tribal council
members can be, if it is not their own immediate family benefiting from
such a ruling. I really do not see how my blood changed from 1992 to
2002. They know what they did to me. I wonder how they sleep at night?

I did contact the BIA after the injustice I received with Grand Portage’s
enrollment and re-enrollment, but they told me I had to work that out with
the Grand Portage tribe.

I traveled to the White Earth Reservation first. My aunt Evie and my
dad’s children (my half brothers and sister) were going to meet me there
in 2003. We had thoughts of trying to enroll me on the White Earths
reservation, however my Auntie Elaine really wanted me to enroll with
Grand Portage.

When I went to White Earth in Minnesota, I only dealt with the
enrollment clerk. When I went to Grand Portage I was with my Aunt Barb,
and she knew everyone. Ieven got to meet my cousin Briand Morrison for
the first time. He was standing out in front of the headquarters.

I am learning as I go. Each August when I go home to the reservation,
Ilearn more and more. I always worried about NOT being Native enough,
like they would stop the entire powwow and single me out. It must just be
fears of rejection and not belonging. Or it could be that I watched Invasion
of the Body Snatchers too much.

I think the struggle to feel accepted is very real for many adoptees. Feel-
ings of rejection (much like my enrollment process) are very apparent with
most of the adoptee’s I have become friends with.

I do struggle with NAMES. My birth name was VERONICA ROSE
DAHMEN. However the Dahmen family called me by my nickname,
which was: CRICKET DAHMEN. When I was adopted, it was changed
to Susan Smith. When I got married it changed to Susan Fedorko.

My mom’s family still refers to me as CRICKET. When I go home to
Grand Portage, during the five-hour drive, I morph into Cricket.

I have always wanted an Indian Name, but do not know how to obtain
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it. I have not attended a naming ceremony. I would like to attend one
someday.

My adoptive parents were in their forties when they adopted me. They
are now in their nineties and both are alive. I do not go into details about
my reunion or new family, because I have never wanted to hurt them. I
have sheltered them from all of my discoveries. Anyone reading this book
will know more about me than they have been told. They are elderly and I
do not want their last few years clouded any more than it is.

My father (Lloyd) retired from the federal government service in the
1970s. He had a successful career in administration. I am proud of his
career and have followed in his footsteps. I have over fifteen years of
service myself. I remember him telling me to go apply when I was looking
for work and direction.

As far as having white families ‘save’ children from their tribe, it
worked for me. However, I am the rare exception. I can think of maybe
two other people who had this work for them. Out of hundreds of Native
American adoptees, there are only a few where this worked. It worked in a
sense that I was provided a positive upbringing, good health, guidance and
education. However I never opened up to my culture until I was found by
my birth family. I was not nurtured to be Native. I question myself (again
and again) will I fit in? Am I Indian enough?

I did all right in school. Itransferred to several schools. I often wonder
why that was? Itruly believe that I had an attention disorder, being referred
to as ‘a dreamer.’ I applied myself when I wanted to, when I was interested
in a subject. I did not care for school and disliked the subjects except
for art. I hated science. The hallways always smelled and the idea of
dissecting a frog grossed me out. My favorite subject was (and still is)
art! I always wondered why I enjoyed it so much, and why I was so good
at it. Art runs in my blood. Being the great-niece of George Morrison
makes me very proud. I attended the opening of the National American
Indian Museum when it opened in 2004. I was blown away by all his
work and his accomplishments as an artist. Now I know why I love art
so much. Art runs deep in the family gene pool. My mother Cathee was
an artist, too, besides her other career accomplishments. Art shadowed in
comparison to her career as the first Native American Supermodel.
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Yet I do feel like an outsider on my reservation. Especially after the
enrollment process, and how they treated me. I will never trust council
members and have realized they make their own rules. Itruly believe they
wished that I had never shown up. I have family that lives on the rez,
and will always feel welcome by them. We are all individual feathers and
deserve respect. I do not see them giving us the same consideration, except
when it comes to voting time.

It’s as much my rez as it is any other tribal member. I am respectful and
take solace in all that it has to offer. I love the environment there. Grand
Portage is such a beautiful part of Minnesota. I have always had a fondness
for moose. On my very first visit I was hoping to see one. I was thinking
on the drive home, several miles away from the Casino/Lodge, ‘T had a
great weekend —but NEVER saw one moose. Shortly before the rez border,
I looked up and saw one standing along some rocks. This was such a
poignant moment for me, because this moose stood there looking down at
my lonely truck. It was almost like it was telling me, ‘Good bye Cricket—
please come back again soon. I teared up, convincing myself what it was
telling me. Ilove my reservation. It will forever be in my heart.

I am sure that I am entitled to land on the rez but I might get a different
answer if I asked the Tribe. I do receive a per-cap payment one time a
year. From what I understand it has been the same amount for the last 10
years, even though the casino continues to make profits. With the LH.S and
health care, I do not understand the L.H.S. subsidy. I have my own health
care plan. [ am very concerned about my physical health. I found out that
my mother died of C.O.P.D. in 1997. Poor lungs run in the family. My
father died of cancer in 2001. I sure hope my health holds out. As I was
discovering my family’s health history, I have been very pro-health with
my own. [ already struggle with chronic bronchitis, and have the ‘Dahmen
Cough. HAD my sister Sarah not contacted me, I would still be wondering
about my asthma condition. Why was it NOT going away?? Why do I
have chronic bronchitis?? I have very bad asthma and am probably slowly
following the same route as my mother.

Now that I know the lungs are a health issue in the Dahmen/Morrison
family, I have better prepared myself and conditioned myself to take every
precaution available to sustain good health. I also know that my father
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died of cancer and I will be tested for various types. If you do not have this
information, it cripples you. EVERYONE has the right to know what runs
in their family gene pool.

I investigated rez housing but you have to live there full time and I am
not willing to make Grand Portage my full-time living arrangement. That
may change in the future. I am not opposed to living there; it’s just that
I am already established in the Minneapolis area, and have a lake home
in northern Minnesota. Gaming has changed their financial outlook some-
what. It is not a very big casino, and outdated compared to others. They
do all right, T am sure.

I met the whole Conklin family back in 2003 on the White Earth
reservation. My father Tom Conklin Sr. was enrolled there. White Earth
hails a lot of notable Indians. Well, I saw my siblings and thought, ‘How is
this possible?” The Conklin’s are really tall. They all look really REALLY
Native. Even in their photos they are dressed in full regalia. Ikept thinking,
“This is not possible! Maybe Cathee wasn’t truthful with her family telling
them that the father of her child was Tom Conklin?’ I was raised in such a
white world. I did not know how to react to them being SO NATIVE. I
questioned myself repeatedly about what I had gotten myself into and
would question myself at times, ‘Am I Indian enough? Will I be stopped
at the front door and questioned?’ There are no “Welcome Home Adoptee’
booklets/guides.

I did need my original birth certificate. I do not remember if I received
my original birth certificate before or after I attempted enrollment. My
Conklin siblings did draw up an affidavit and had it notarized that all
three Conklin siblings signed that I am their biological sister. It was not
something I needed for enrollment but a very heartfelt gesture. I was blown
away at how accepting the Conklin side was.

I have two grown daughters. They have helped a great deal, and are
good support for me. They are not too comfortable with me being called
‘Cricket’ as that is very weird for them. It has been nine years since [ am in
reunion, and things have gotten much easier. At first it was a little strange
to have all these new relatives to talk to, but my daughters are now adjusted
and have met several family members. Their comfort zone is a little bigger
than what it was the first year. Time heals most things, and it has for this
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situation. I would like for both of them to embrace their culture. They were
raised thinking they were white too, so this is the only way they know. It
would help if they could get enrolled, but I tried and was denied. More bull
and rules set for only the chosen people.

Looking back, I never enjoyed my birthdays. People just did not
understand why. It was never a happy day for me; it reminded me that
I was given away because somebody did not want me in their life.

I do trust, but it takes a while to build that trust. And if it is violated,
especially when it comes to my own family, that trust is lost forever. That
also rings true with other acts, such as overstepping your bounds, or
hurting my family. I do not forgive easily and rarely ever let anyone back
in my sacred circle.

I do not feel that I have a lot of self-confidence. I struggle with this,
and know it is a problem for me. I doubt myself. Perhaps that comes from
knowing you were not wanted in some way. I know adoption has taken
its toll on me. Ithink I am stronger than I appear. I am proud of my work
ethics and accomplishments. I have worked hard and am dedicated. I have
a great deal of self-worth. I sometimes consider myself a perfectionist on
the job. As for my self-esteem, that is very low. I often have to pump
myself up to get through a speech or presentation. I wish that part of me
were different.

I often think of myself as unworthy, and it sometimes gets in my way. I
try to work through it, and immediately recognize it is stemming from my
adoption. I am rather harsh on myself at times. Adoption is NOT for
the weak. If you're weak, it could eat you alive. These are just my own
observations, after dealing with a lifetime of rejection. Rejection is very
hard to swallow. Adoptee scars are on our hearts.

I have been married for almost twenty-nine years. My children are my
world. I am very protective of them. I recall looking at both my daughters
when they were eleven months, the same age when I was let go. I could
have never let them go in the way I was. Their precious tiny little faces,
they had the world ahead of them with so many possibilities. I would have
been devastated to have my mother rip apart my life like my grandmother
did. So it takes a while for trust to build up.

As far as reunions, I am not close to my half-brother, Cathee’s son. I
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am not sure why. I really wish I was closer to him, but that is just not the
case. I was close to my half-brother Tom Conklin Jr. When he divorced
years ago, he was upset that I was still talking to his ex-wife. When I met
his family, I met them as a whole family. Just because he was divorcing his
wife, I did not feel as if I should not talk to her. He made it very clear in a
phone call that he did not like me talking to his ex. Tom eventually cut me
out of his life as well as his children’s lives. I still sent his girls Christmas
cards and gift cards since our falling out. We did not speak for at least four
years. Then in July 2009, Tom was killed in a tragic car accident. He was
gone forever in one afternoon. I never got the opportunity to tell him I was
sorry, and he couldn’t tell me he was sorry. My brother was Chief of Police
in Horton, Kansas for the Kickapoo tribe. He was a very well-known man
and respected in their tribal community and in the city of Horton. He was
buried with full honors and I attended.

As for my adoptive parents—our relationship has crumbled, and I think
that my adoption reunion has a minor part in that, but the other percentage
has a great deal to do with something other than my reunion. They are
elderly and in their nineties. Both parents are forgetful, and do not recall
many things. It’s a sad situation for me to be in. They are not the same
people I knew three or four years ago.

The only difference for me with having two sets of parents is trying to
differentiate them in conversation. I do consider my adoptive parents my
parents. And when it comes to my biological parents, I refer to them as
birth parents. My birth parents are both deceased, so it’s not a problem
accepting them. It would have been much harder if they were both alive.

I believe that I live in two worlds. There is the ‘Cricket’ world. And
there is the ‘Susan’ world. Just like there is home life and work life. I do not
like these two worlds to clash, but often they do.

Susie, a member of the Grand Portage Band of Ojibwe, was born June 23,
1962 in St. Paul, Minnesota, and has lived in Minnesota her entire life. She
married Tim Fedorko in 1982 and they have two daughters, Samantha, 28
and Sasha, 26. Suzie is the birthdaughter of Cathee Dahmen, the first
Native American Supermodel in the lo6o-70s. Suzie’s birthfather is the late
Thomas Leroy Conklin of Horton, Kansas. Her birthmother died in 1997, less
than 36 miles from Suzie’s current home. Suzie works in administration for
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the U.S. Federal Government. Her memoir CRICKET: The Secret Child of a
Sixties Supermodel, will be published in 2012.






29. Tosh’s daughter

Rhonda Serges-Teeple (Bay Mills Ojibwe)

Figure 29.1. Rhonda’s favorite past-time is riding

I guess you have to start somewhere, even though being adopted starts
right then and there at your birth.

I really can’t blame my natural parents. They were only human. I can’t
blame the wonderful people that adopted me. I got lucky and had pretty
good parents.
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But my earliest memories are me wanting to go home, to family, to
where I felt safe.

Because of unknown delays, I wasn’t given to my adopted parents until
I was almost six months old. I obviously was in a foster home. When I was
finally adopted, I really didn’t want to be there because I’d bonded with
them, my foster family.

It wasn’t that I didn’t have a loving Serges family of parents, uncles,
aunts, grandparents, but I didn’t feel as if I belonged to them.

It is kind of funny but I never missed my natural mother or thought
about her; I missed my father. At that time, there was no reason for it; it
was just how I felt. I felt guilty for feeling that way. I also thought I would
never disrespect the people who raised me by looking for answers to my
existence as an adoptee.

So I never really knew who I was; I just stumbled along trying to make
myself fit. I made it work. At age thirty-nine, raising my son alone, I got
very ill, and while I was recuperating, I began to wonder about all these
unknown medical problems I had, including diabetes. I didn’t know where
they came from. I knew my adopted parents medical issues and saw how
they related to their family history. But their medical history was not mine.
So I began my journey, not knowing how it would end.

My first step, since I lived in Michigan, was to contact the Child and
Family Service of Michigan. Through them I was able to obtain my non-
identifying adoption papers. I got my first surprise when I read them and
found out that my father was a Native American; along with the fact that
my natural mother had five sons who are my half-brothers.

My next step was to contact the Bureau of Indian Affairs. They told me
since my father had passed away, there was no way to prove genetics, so
‘sorry. I did get the information as to what tribe before we hung up. But
not his name! My father was a member of the Bay Mills Indian Community
in Brimley, Michigan. They are Ojibwe and have always lived on the banks
of the St. Mary River.

So how do you prove anything without a name? Well, I wanted to look
around on the reservation so I went to Brimley with my adopted mom. I'm
glad she went since it was one of our last trips together.

We stopped at this little railroad car museum and I found the book
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“The Place of the Pike (Gnoozhekaaning): A History of the Bay Mills Indian
Community’ by Charles E. Cleland. Well, of course this made me more
curious, like who am I related to in my tribe. So I had to pay Child and
Family Services of Michigan to get more information.

Since my birthmother had already passed away, they were able to
release her name: Gordene Cook. They were also able to get me in touch
with my oldest half-brother John. (I’d like to add Child and Family Services
will not guarantee results from their search. You pay them regardless.)

I really got quite lucky. On the 4™ of July weekend in 2005 I met four
of my five brothers: John and his wife Linda, Joe, Tom, and Tim. I also met
my nephew John Jr. and his wonderful family. At that time John was able
to give me a nickname my father used: Tosh. My brothers were very young
when they knew him and were unable to remember much, except my dad
was really good to them. They did give me names of relatives who knew
my mother and knew about her pregnancy and my birth.

I truly love my brothers and am so glad I am part of their world, too.
They knew about me and said they planned to try to find me some day. I
just beat them to the punch.

So back to the phone book I went. I found my birthmother Gordene’s
cousin who had dated my birthfather’s brother. She told me what I had
been searching for—my dad’s name—Clifford Teeple.

Wow, what a feeling that came over me. I felt almost complete.

Being me, I went back up to Bay Mills reservation to search for family. I
booked a room at the Bay Mills Resort and Casino. After wandering around
for a bit and finding my dad’s name on the wall of past officials and leaders,
I went into the Back Bay Grille where I started talking to the bartender
Laura LeBlanc. It turns out she was my father’s neighbor for seventeen
years and knew him well. We talked.

Through Laura I was able to contact Corrine Cameron, the head Tribal
Judge on the reservation, who is my one aunt’s daughter-in-law. She was
kind of stand-offish at first but told me to come back to talk to Carrie
Kuzmik later in the day. So I did. As I faced Carrie for the first time, I
felt her look into me, my soul and my dad Tosh must have been waving at
her; she must have felt I was related to her.

I told her my story as I have written here, then she embraced me.
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Carrie is my first cousin and her mother is my aunt. Her mother had
ten children and five of them were still living on the reservation.

By August 2005 I started meeting my extended Native family and made
new friends. For the rest of that year, I made trips to my reservation. I also
found out why the family questioned me so intensely. Well, about four
years before I found them, a lady went up there claiming to be me! They
did a blood test and found out she wasn’t related. It was a strange thing to
happen. Then I showed up.

Later, during one of my visits, Carrie and I went to the community
picnic. They were playing bingo and the winners were allowed to send a
prize to anyone of their choice. My Aunt Marie, who I wasn’t able to meet
prior, sent a barrel of monkeys to me. I knew then I was accepted.

Aunt Marie is the oldest and her acceptance was very important to me.

In April 2006, my uncle Jerry (my dad’s brother) and I took a DNA
test that proved I was truly a member of their family. I moved up to the
reservation in August and worked there for three months until my adopted
dad’s health forced me to return south to help him.

Now I am enrolled officially in my tribe. Living there I really felt like a
part of the community and miss my family on the bank of the St. Mary’s
river. I can hardly wait to move back. I consider it totally heaven and my
true home.

My father had three sisters and three brothers: Marie, Beatrice, Norma,
Frank, Lawrence and Gerald. There was also a baby that didn’t survive, and
Beatrice died at 12 from appendicitis. Lawrence died in 1974 from drowning.
Frank passed from a heart attack. My dad Tosh died of complications from
diabetes. My Aunt Marie married Harold Cameron and had 10 children.
My Aunt Norma (Carrie’s mom) married ‘Mutt’ Jesse and had 10 children.
Uncle Jerry married Gloria and they have 5 children. Uncle Frank had 2
children and married Ethel.

What have I found out about me? I found out adoptees have four sides
to them. And we can have family and more family. But it is important to
really know who you are and where you came from. Genetics are more
than how you look; they have a lot to do with how you think and feel, too.
My tribal family gets me. We truly understand each other and laugh at the

same jokes.
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Yes, I am now a complete person who doesn’t have to feel guilty about
wanting the truth that was hidden from me. I can truly love all of my
families. Having found out who I am doesn’t interfere with who I have
been or how I was raised. It just opens the windows and allows more light
in.

EDITOR NOTE from Trace: In my adoptee journey, meeting relatives
took several years. I met Rhonda in 2006. For her, in her early 4o0s, it
took her under a year to find her tribe and relatives in Michigan, and
she was officially enrolled on March 19, 2007. After a few more legal
formalities, on May 20, 2007, she received her official Tribal identification
card and paperwork from the Bureau of Indian Affairs. Rhonda said
she was born too early (in the 60s) for the new open records law in
Michigan to help her. She had only her non-identifying information, a
common occurrence for Native adoptees in too many states. It appears
adoption advocates believe secrecy protects our birthparents identity. Both
of Rhonda’s birthparents were deceased. Who would secrecy protect in her
case? Receiving her tribal ID card and meeting relatives makes her story
so uplifting and inspirational. Rhonda met her relatives and told them she
wanted to know about her father. They gave her that and so much more.






30. ICWA loophole

Trace A. DeMeyer

There are legalities to understand as to who is an Indian child. In the
important Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA) of 1978, there is a loophole for
children with more than one ancestry, or mixed ancestry, or parents from
a state (not federal) recognized tribe, which is all-too-common in North
America.

The Multi-Ethnic Placement Act (MEPA) of 1994, amended by the
Interethnic Adoption Provisions (IAP) of 1996 says: ‘If it turns out that
a child is of mixed ancestry, including some Indian heritage, but is not
an ‘Indian child’ under ICWA, then the child’s placement is not subject
to ICWA and the child is entitled to the MEPA-IEP protections against
discriminatory placement decisions.

There are more than 280+ tribes currently petitioning for federal
recognition (based on statistics in 2007). Those children who are members
of non-federally recognized tribes would fall through the cracks in this
bureaucracy. If the surrendering mother fails to mention the baby’s father
is an Indian, that child is not protected. The MEPA-IEP states: ‘If a
caseworker has reason to know that a child may have some Indian heritage,
it is essential to determine whether the child is a member of a federally-
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recognized Indian tribe, or may be eligible for membership by virtue of
being the biological child of a member. Delays in determining a child’s
status as an ‘Indian child’ can have the unfortunate consequence, years
later, of disrupting stable placements (adoptions) with non-Indian foster or
adoptive parents to rectify an earlier failure to abide by ICWA’

Read ‘A Guide to the Multiethnic Placement Act of 1994 As Amended
by the Interethnic Adoption Provisions of 1996 online.

...Interaction with Indian Child Welfare Act

MEPA-IAP specifically provides that it has no effect on the Indian Child
Welfare Act (ICWA) that was enacted in 1978 in response to concerns
about the large number of Native American children who were being
removed from their families and their tribes and the failure of states
to recognize the tribal relations of Indian people and the cultural and
social standards of Indian communities. ICWA establishes standards and
procedures for certain ‘custody proceedings’ that affect Indian children,
including voluntary and involuntary terminations of parental rights and
foster care, pre-adoptive, and adoptive placements. An ‘Indian child” for
purposes of ICWA is an unmarried individual under the age of 18 who is
either a member of a federally-recognized Indian tribe or is eligible for
membership and is the biological child of a tribal member. ICWA gives
tribal courts exclusive jurisdiction over proceedings concerning Indian
children whose ‘domicile’ (permanent home) is on a reservation and allows
tribes to intervene in state court proceedings concerning non-reservation
Indian children. MEPA-IAP does not alter ICWA’s recognition of tribal
rights, nor does it affect ICWA’s preferences for placing Indian children
with members of their extended families or other tribal members. Because
MEPA-IAP does apply, however, to placement activities not covered by
ICWA, Indian adults are protected by MEPA-IAP against discrimination
if they want to become foster or adoptive parents of non-Indian children.
The exemption of ICWA from the provisions of MEPA-IAP underscores the
importance of early and comprehensive assessments of a child’s history
and needs upon entering out-of-home care. If a caseworker has reason
to know that a child may have some Indian heritage, it is essential to
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determine whether the child is a member of a federally-recognized Indian
tribe, or may be eligible for membership. If it turns out that a child is
of mixed ancestry, including some Indian heritage, but is not an ‘Indian
child’ under ICWA, then the child’s placement is not subject to ICWA and
the child is entitled to the MEPA-IEP protections against discriminatory
placement decisions. [Source: http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb
/pubs/mepa94/mepachpl.htm]

Federal Policy

U.S. federal policy toward the Indian tribes was made without
knowledge or consideration of the values of the Native people
themselves. In addition, educational curricula (school books
and lesson plans) and teaching came from a Eurocentric-White
perspective and completely neglected any mention of tribal
ways of life. American Indians, especially those who live on
reservations, are among the poorest groups in the country. In
1999, 26 percent of the American Indian/Alaska Native popu-
lation lived below the official poverty level, compared with 12
percent of the total population. Factors such as geographic iso-
lation, limited opportunities for upward mobility in rural areas
and on reservations, and low labor force participation rates
contribute to a continuous poverty cycle among American
Indians. This poverty is often accompanied by a range of social
problems—injuries and violence, depression, substance abuse,
inadequate health care and prenatal health care, unhealthy or
insufficient diets, and high rates of diabetes—that can greatly
affect the ability and desire to pursue education.

[Source: Path of Many Journeys: http://www.aihec
.org/resources/documents/ThePath0fManyJourneys
.pdf]


http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb/pubs/mepa94/mepachp1.htm
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb/pubs/mepa94/mepachp1.htm
http://www.aihec.org/resources/documents/ThePathOfManyJourneys.pdf
http://www.aihec.org/resources/documents/ThePathOfManyJourneys.pdf
http://www.aihec.org/resources/documents/ThePathOfManyJourneys.pdf




31. Congressional Testimony

STATEMENT OF WILLIAM BYLER, EXECUTIVE DI-
RECTOR, ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN INDIAN
AFFAIRS

Surveys of States with large Indian populations, as you point
out, show that about 25 percent of all American Indian
children are taken away from their families. In some States
this is getting worse. For example, in Minnesota, presently,
approximately 1 out of every 8 Indian children is in an adoptive
home, but as recently as 1971 and 1972, 1 out of every 4 Indian
children born that year was placed into adoption.

The disparity in rates for Indian adoption and non-Indian
adoption is truly shocking. I’d like to read some of the statistics.
In Minnesota, Indian children are placed in foster care or in
adoptive homes at the rate of five times, or 500 percent greater
than non-Indian children.

In South Dakota, 40 percent of all adoptions made by the
State’s department of public welfare since 1968 are of Indian
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children, yet Indian children make up only 7 percent of the
total population.

The number of South Dakota Indian children living in
foster homes is per capita nearly 1,600 percent greater than
the rate of non-Indians. In the State of Washington, the Indian
adoption rate is 19 times, or 1,900 percent greater and the foster
care rate is 1,000 percent greater than it is for non-Indian
children.

In Wisconsin, the risk of Indian children being separated
from their parents is nearly 1,600 percent greater than it is
for non-Indian children. Just as Indian children are exposed to
these great hazards, their parents are too.

—HEARINGS BEFORE THE SUBCOMMITTEE ON
INDIAN AFFAIRS OF THE COMMITTEE ON INTERIOR
AND INSULAR AFFAIRS UNITED STATES SENATE
NINETY-NINTH CONGRESS SECOND SESSION ON
PROBLEMS THAT AMERICAN INDIAN FAMILIES FACE IN
RAISING THEIR CHILDREN AND HOW THESE PROBLEMS
ARE AFFECTED BY FEDERAL ACTION OR INACTION,
APRIL 8 AND o, 1974



32. Blood Quantum

Trace A. DeMeyer

It wasn’t that long ago when it was actually better not to be an Indian,
if you could somehow pass as white, ‘blend in, be invisible, to find work,
to own land or run a farm. Remember Indians were not allowed to vote
in American until 1924. First we had to be declared human in the 1879
Standing Bear Trial. Then after WWI and the return of many American
Indian veterans, the US finally granted citizenship to the Indian. However,
it wasn’t until the mid-1950’s to 1960 that every state allowed the Indian to
vote. Utah was the last.

Obviously some Indians preferred anonymity and resisted religious
conversions and colonization, especially in the eastern tribes. (Read SLOW
RUNNERS about this history by Barbara Alice Mann.) Some decided not to
declare their Indian race on the census or rolls. Later some mothers denied
Native ancestry when social workers were placing their children up for
adoption. Why? It was never easy to be Indian in colonized North America.
Racism is prevalent.

Indians know not all Indians look Indian. Even among African Amer-
icans, some were called High Yeller for a lighter skin pigment, when
they could pass for white. Africans Americans, more than a few in
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Harlem, have told me they get their American Indian ancestry from their
southeastern ancestors. No doubt they do. It’s just hard to prove when
census takers were color-blind about Native ancestry. If your skin was
dark, you were Negro, or mulatto, even if you were a full-blood Indian.
On paper you were made extinct. This happened more than we realize.
The Indian Reorganization Act (IRA), written in part by Office of Indian
Affairs officials, established guidelines for defining Indian identity and thus
qualifying for federal recognition, which relied, in part, on blood quantum,
‘the practice of measuring a person’s identity by equating their racial
ancestry to a proportion of blood in their body: blood quantum. Eastern
tribes became “social groups” and not tribes, in large part because of overt
racism.

New England Indians, especially the Pequot, were often called
black. They have their horror stories fighting census takers over identity. I
researched this when I was the editor of the Pequot Times in Connecticut.
Census takers would see black, write black and erase on paper any trace of
Indian ancestry after generations of Pequot blood and ancestry.

The Pequot in southern Connecticut are an excellent example of
diversity in skin pigment. People still question the validity of their ancestry.
Every single Pequot enrolled now traces back to someone on the 1900, 1905
or 1910 census. Those with Pequot ancestors before that census are not
enrolled, at least not yet. (For more of this history, read Jack Weatherford’s
Native Roots and The Indian in America’s Past by Jack D. Forbes)

Our American government still defines us today, using census reports
that are highly suspicious and definitely untrustworthy to define sovereign
status or what degree of Indian blood or blood quantum exists.

Remember this continent was colonized. There will always be black
and white Indians. Yet we don’t read much about America’s first inter-
racial marriages. Rhode Island passed a law that Indians and African slaves
couldn’t congregate together in taverns and pubs after work. Virginia and
other states said blacks and Indians couldn’t marry each other. Their laws
pretty well paint the picture.

Non-Indian people regulated our movements through laws — yet the
African and Indian managed to survive slavery and settler invasions to
build their own community, which still exists today, especially in the



Blood Quantum 187

east, New England and Atlantic coast regions. The African and Indian
did become brother and sister in a shared status as the not-American-
enough people. Strange that European immigrants decided what it takes
to be American.

Indian Country acknowledged mixed breeds in the past century. Oglala
warrior Crazy Horse was adopted and a breed. Comanche leader Quanah
Parker had a white mother Cynthia but still led his people; Parker is revered
and highly respected. I call this the old Indian Country, when every person
was valued, regardless of blood degrees or hair and skin color.

Depending on the parent and where they were living, children were
enrolled in their tribe shortly after birth. Enrollment and census numbers
are as important a birth certificate. It’s a sovereign act. Some tribes refer to
today’s members as citizens of Native Sovereign Nations.

Now it all comes down to blood degrees. After the government’s
assimilation programs, the numbers of people living on their reservations
has declined. In ‘Searching for the Uncommon Common Ground, New
Dimensions on Race in America, the authors claim just twenty percent of
Native people are living on reservations, which is not a surprise.

The federal government’s Bureau of Indian Affairs will issue a Cer-
tificate of Degree of Indian Blood (CDIB), to an applicant who can prove
Indian lineage, who may not be allowed to enroll in an individual Indian
tribe. For adoptee/Split Feathers, that is next to impossible without an
original (real, not fake) birth certificate.

There are more than 500 tribal nations in the United States. Some of
our indigenous relatives live in Canada, Alaska or Hawaii; some are called
First Nations, Alaskan Natives or Native Hawaiians. Obviously there are
real problems on many remote reserves if you read tribal newspapers. Not
all tribes have lucrative casinos or strong economies. Just 230 of the 564
federally recognized tribes in the USA were running 387 casinos in 2006.
Tribal revenues surged to $25.1 billion in 2006. [*National Indian Gaming
Association, 2008]

Now with the recession, those numbers are in decline. While some do
great business, some tribes are still without land, or lost territory when their
sovereignty as a unique government was terminated. Many reservations
are miles away from urban areas or freeways which makes casinos less
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profitable.

Our reservation relatives may believe adoptees had a prosperous life,
especially if we earned a formal education or college degree, which makes
us vastly different from them. This might alienate us from our birth family
when we find them.

[ wrote in my memoir One Small Sacrifice, “I used to think adoptee pain
couldn’t possibly equal theirs on the reservation. After all, after adoption
and assimilation, Lost Birds do become someone else. Can our suffering
equal theirs? Well, it does. It’s the same suffering with different results, and
clearly as successful in its intended goal, to alienate us from each other”



33. Race is important

AMERICAN INDIANS IN THE
STUDY WHO WERE
MISIDENTIFIED

Iowa City, IA — Research from the University of lowa suggest that people
who are routinely misidentified as members of a racial group to which
they do not belong experience high levels of emotional distress and are
more likely to contemplate or attempt suicide. “The Implications of Racial
Misclassification by Observers,” by sociologists Lisa Troyer and Mary
Campbell, appeared in the October 2007 issue of the American Sociological
Review.

Troyer and Campbell analyzed data collected between 1994 and 2002
for the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, which included
both the self-reported racial identification of Native American young adults
in the study and the racial identity assigned by an observer. They found
that more than a third of the American Indian youth were mis-labeled by
an observer as members of another racial group.

Among the American Indians in the study who were misidentified,
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13 percent reported thinking about suicide, compared to only 6 percent
of those who were identified correctly. Three percent of the misidentified
young people had attempted suicide, while 1 percent who were identified
correctly had done so. The misidentified young people were also more likely
to be seeing a counselor or therapist (8 percent to 5 percent). They also
found that mis-classified American Indians were more likely to participate
in organizations that emphasize racial and ethnic identity, perhaps creating
connections that help deal with the stress.

“Previous studies of multi-racial Americans have given us anecdotal
evidence that constantly having to explain your racial background is
stressful for people,” Campbell said. “People say, Tm constantly being
asked what I am, and [ don’t fit any of the boxes.’ They talk about it as if it is
stressful, but until now we didn’t have data to support these observations”

This study is the first to document empirical evidence of the stress
associated with not being recognized as a member of the racial group with
which one identifies. “According to the Centers for Disease Control, suicide
is the second leading cause of death among young American Indians, age
25-34 years, and the third leading cause of death among young American
Indians age 10-24 years,” Troyer said. “Standard explanations of suicide
do not fully explain the racial gap. Our study offers a new window to
understanding this disturbing disparity.

“Adolescence is a critical time in human development, a time when
identity becomes crystallized,” she continued. “Race is important to
identity and when your race is not recognized by others it is stressful”



34. Definitions

The medical definition of RAD:

“... Reactive Attachment Disorder is characterized by the breakdown of
social ability of a child. It is associated with the failure of the child to
bond with a caretaker in infancy or early childhood. This can be caused
by many factors, ranging from child neglect to the child being hospitalized
for severe medical problems....” Add adoption. “The children may display
either indiscriminate social extroversion as they grow older (treating all
people as if they were their best friend) or showing mistrust of nearly
everyone.” Plain English: In Indian Country, RAD is the Splitting Sickness,
Split Feather Syndrome, describing life as a adoptee as split... Other
medical terms for adoptees include severe narcissistic injury and post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). — Trace A. DeMeyer

Orphan Trauma:

orsphan (6r f n) Deprived of parents. Intended for orphans: an
orphan home. Lacking support, supervision, or care. ETYMOL-
OGY: Middle English, from Late Latin orphanus, from Greek

orphanos, orphaned

191



192 part one. American Indian Adoptees

trauema (trd m , trou -) A serious injury or shock to
the body, as from violence or an accident. An emotional
wound or shock that creates substantial, lasting damage to
the psychological development of a person, often leading to
neurosis. An event or situation that causes great distress and
disruption. ETYMOLOGY: Greek



35. Finding the Truth

Martina Marie Bodonie (Navajo)

Figure 35.1. Martina (Facebook Photo)
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I was born January 30, 1969, in Lukachukai on the Navajo reservation in
Arizona and was named Martina Marie Bodonie. I was the baby of ten
children and stayed with my Navajo family until 15-18 months of age.

My oldest sister Kandee was taking care of another woman’s children
and asked our family if I could come out and visit with them in California.
This is the story told to me after being re-united with Cheryl Brown
(now deceased) who brought me from the Navajo reservation to Ridgecrest,
California.

The story goes my sister Kandee wanted Cheryl to adopt me, telling
her she needed to go to the reservation to get me. Cheryl said adoption had
always been a part of the plan, and that it was understood that she would
be bringing me out to California for purposes of adoption. That year, 1969,
Chery!l’s husband was killed in a parachuting accident. My sister Kandee
still insisted on her getting me. Cheryl had two boys of her own.

Cheryl told me how my sister Kandee was having break-downs and
was very promiscuous; how she didn’t want to be an “Indian” anymore,
she wanted to be white and that she wanted to save me from it. That she’d
become a drug user and prostitute and a porn actress, and that she was
causing trouble and was put in psychiatric hospital and was told that she
could leave but ONLY back to the reservation.

Cheryl said she will never forget the day she picked me up; she
remembers the hogan, the dirt floor, the sheep running around and me
sitting on a mattress in a corner. She said there was a man there crying
over me (she assumes that was my father). Cheryl said that when we left
the reservation, she did not want to look back and knew from that moment
on, she did not have the heart to return me. She said she stopped at a
rest area to clean me up, that I was dirty and had fleas. She took me to
Dr. Pinto, a doctor in Ridgecrest, California, where the reports said I was
malnourished and sickly. I do question that.

With no husband to support her and my sister sent back to our reserva-
tion, Cheryl felt she had no choice but to put me up for adoption. The word
went around that there was this Navajo baby that needed a family. It was
even asked of known Navajo families in the Ridgecrest area to adopt me but
apparently no one wanted the responsibility (*shrug”) and they questioned
why I wasn’t returned to my own family on the reservation but no answers
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were given. The one man that did want to adopt me was Anglo and married
to a Navajo woman but she did not feel that she could care for me (she had
cancer and was very ill).

This man Mosbie, was previously married to a woman and they had

three children, so he asked his ex if she would be interested in adopting me
but she had her hands full with five children and one on the way but she
knew a couple that might be interested.
That couple, Howard and Peggy Mavis, just married and out of high
school, met with Cheryl. Cheryl said that Howard was very affectionate
towards me and Peggy was very stand-offish. Cheryl said that it seemed
that Howard wanted me more than Peggy did.

Cheryl admitted to me she had a strong feeling of hesitation about them
but decided this would be “my” family.

My adoptive mom Peggy also thought long and hard about it; she had
graduated with a male Navajo and had heard of the conditions on the
reservation and had always wanted to help but she couldn’t do anything
for all those other babies. Now there was something she could do for “this”
baby, me.

Growing up I was told that they had been trying for a baby and could
not conceive on their own. My adoptive mom Peggy told me that day they
brought me home I was her proof of God’s Love; I was an answer to a
prayer. The adoption proceeded, papers were sent to my biological family.
(They received many papers but didn’t understand them, so they threw
them away).

Cheryl Brown was no longer allowed contact with me. So on top of
losing my family, I lost three more important people in my life: Chery,
and her sons Rick and Rodney. Because they had not heard anything back
from my biological family, I was adopted under the legal terminology of
“abandonment.”

That is what I was told, that I was abandoned, and that is what I grew
up with, burned in my mind. They took lots of pictures but couldn’t figure
out why I wouldn’t smile. I hated my first bath. I screamed the first five
months they had me at every bath time. I have many photos of myself as
a child not smiling. To this day, I'm very hesitant around water.



196 part one. American Indian Adoptees

I started school but was having dreams of this dark, cold, grey woman
chasing me (Peggy?) and she was always trying to get me. I had dreams of
these parents deciding that one day they were done with me, leaving me all
alone. I tried very hard to convince myself that that woman and that man
were NOT those people in my dreams. THESE people wanted me or they
wouldn’t have “chosen” me. I did grow up being told that I was “Indian,”
not what tribe though, not yet.

I had many cousins then the day came when Peggy’s belly got big. I
was about seven years old when ta-da, I had a baby sister. “I” was a big
sister and it was my job to teach and protect and be an example for this
new little person who would look up to me. Heather and I were VERY
close. We shared EVERY thing and when another sibling, Brian, showed up
the following year, we even ganged up on him. I don’t doubt that we made
life miserable for the little guy but we took delight in it but we were mad
protective of him. (Later we were always getting into fights to save him).

Things were good on the home front. Peggy and Howard were doing
everything they could so that I wouldn’t feel “different.” Then school started
for my siblings. They were excited for everyone to meet their big sis, then
questions started for them as to WHY I was different from them. They’d
known me all of their lives and NEVER once questioned it.

Come to think about it, neither had I. We were the same; we were
family. So the years came and went, yeah I was Indian, but now I had
found out that I am “Navajo” Indian but that didn’t mean much either. I
mean we’d always been given pages of Native Americans to color but not
once was I told, “this is a Navajo, this is what YOU are.” Later, in elementary
school, there was a woman that started a Native club. We got together and
made beads and sand paintings and learned songs; we were taken places
to be viewed. I even had a well known artist take a picture of me and the
teacher to be painted. I saw that picture in my adult years and even told
people, “that was me!”

When I was 16, I guess that’s when things started to change but more
noticeably, the story came that there was another baby in need of a family.
We had another baby sister, Alyson, my little dream; another baby like
myself who was adopted. For me this would be our connection and bond

forever!!
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This is when I grew angry at the word “abandonment” on my adoption
papers, and had a lot of questions about my own adoption, about me and
where I came from.

My adoptive mom Peggy had told me that it was her wish that we both
together find my biological family......... when she felt I was ready. I had
tried a search on my own but with no support from her. I came close enough
to correspond with the nurse that was present at my birth in St. Isabelle’s
Mission Clinic but she was dealing with cancer and had witnessed a lot of
births and couldn’t offer me much.

I wrote an angry letter to Father Carron about these “evil” people that
abandoned me and he wrote back he understood but I was too young to be
coming to such conclusions. I gave up that search.

At this time I was beginning to understand that I was no longer a part
of this “family” I married early to get away. I had already lost contact
with them, finding myself pregnant and having been raised in the Mormon
religion, things were NOT good. Somehow, somewhere, “I” became the
“enemy” and was treated as such. I received no “motherly”support with
my pregnancy but when my son Joshua arrived, Peggy was like my best
friend.

I thought things were different but they weren’t. Now I was hearing
the begging from my baby sister, who was suffering the same torment I
had suffered at the hands of our parents and there was nothing I could
do but hug and reassure her that everything would be OK. Peggy couldn’t
stand to be around me, not for any length of time.

It was around this time that I found Cheryl Brown again and she told
me how she regretted allowing the Mavis’ to have me. She informed me
then that she had always kept an eye on me by sitting on the playground,
and she watched me play. She adored me and my babies.

Anyway, my youngest child was around 4-6 months when I got a call
from Peggy that she wanted to talk to me and it was this BIG thing. She had
information that my Navajo family had contacted a family friend, the same
Navajo friend who told Peggy in the beginning that she was stealing me
from the Navajo Nation. I don’t know how long she had this information
but Peggy was very controlling with it.
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I finally talked to my sisters Kandee, Rose, Esther and Lisa, and we
wrote back and forth. Things were very wobbly for me then. I didn’t know
WHO to trust. AND to this day I have not learned my Native language.
There is a story that my biological mother wants to tell me but she doesn’t
speak fluent English. So far all I can get is a “I love you, baby.”

I learned then that I did not have the same father as my siblings, that I
was a “love child” I was even introduced to my father’s wife. (LOL)

It was then that I was accepted back into my Navajo family and learned
of the anger and disappointment that my family felt towards Kandee, all
those years, for “losing” me. The only solace my Navajo mother received
was that I was in a better place and to trust that I would come home.

Kandee said there was never a plan for adoption, that she was told to
leave and that she could not come back to get me. She tried many times to
come to California to find me.

Peggy says that was lie, that they had always known where I was.

Kandee denies what Cheryl Brown told me.

I only know that after all this time, my Navajo family have been there
for me and loved me, even after I had left my current husband and started
living with my life partner Debbie.

I have known NO pain with this family but still was and am drawn
back to the only family “I” knew and remembered.

I have not seen my adopted mother in 12 years.

I have not spoken to her or the rest of the Mormon family for three
years now. Only a few knew of my depressions, my suicide attempts,
my drinking, my “love” searches, my self-mutilations, and my hatred for
myself.

If the “adopted” family could just let go of me like they did, WHAT is
there about me that THIS Navajo family sees???? Only that I AM the baby
and they did NOT want give me up.

I was torn for a long time, what family? Which family do I belong??
WHERE do I belong............. to date I've been diagnosed with severe
depression, post traumatic stress disorder, general anxiety disorder and still
fight with panic disorder, taking Paxil and Xanax for the depression and
panic.
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There is so much more to this.....and I'm left to piece it all together, so
it fits for ME, not anyone else because I'm the only one responsible for my
ultimate healing and recovery. No one can do it for me.

Martina lives in New Mexico and is friends with Trace on Facebook.






36. Finding His Family

AFTER MORE THAN 50 YEARS,
MAN FINDS HIS FAMILY
THROUGH A LETTER TO THE
EDITOR

Figure 36.1. The Begay family poses with their long lost brother James, second
from left, including Tom Begay, left, Susie Begay, second from right, and Frank
Begay, right, at their reunion on Aug. 17 in Prescott, Ariz. (Navajo Times photo)
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Navajo Times, GALLUP, NEW MEXICO, Aug. 26, 2010

For 56 years James Weems knew he had family on the Navajo
Reservation. So he submitted a letter to the editor to the Navajo Times,
which was published in the Aug. 12 (2010) edition. What came next was
unexpected.

“My uncle, Jerry Homer, he lives in Cedar Ridge, was home,” said
Bernice Curley. “My uncle said he bought the newspaper but he hadn’t
read it yet. But something was telling him to read the newspaper.

“So he said, ‘OK! I'm going to read the entire paper,” Curley recalled
from the discussion with her uncle. “Then he read the part where he saw
‘Looking for Family.”

Immediately telephone calls were exchanged between family members
and there wasn’t a doubt in their minds that Tom Begay, 74, Frank Begay,
66, and Susie Begay, 60, found their baby brother who was originally named
James Begay, now 56.

“He called us and shocked us with the news,” Curley said.

They looked at the letter in the newspaper and the information didn’t
leave any doubt.

“My mom broke down crying,” Curley said. “She finally found him”

The parents of James and his siblings were the late Blanche Tallman
Begay and the late Hasteen Nez Begay.

James was less than a year old when he was taken from his family and
placed into foster care by an Anglo nurse and a lady named Helen Tallman
(no relation).

Hiding from the feds

“Back then if you saw a government vehicle children would run and hide
from them because they were known to take children from the family,’
Curley said. “My grandma, James’ mom, was sick with tuberculosis and
was in a hospital in Tucson and was hospitalized for four years”

James was only an infant and Susie remembers that she and her
brothers Frank and Tom once saw a government vehicle approach while
they were helping their father in the cornfields in Cedar Ridge, Ariz. They

ran to hide.
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“They hid in a ditch,” Curley said, recalling stories that were told to her.
“James was an infant then and was with their father when he was taken.”

James was placed with the Weems family in Flagstaff for foster care. In
1962, the Weems family legally adopted him.

While in the hospital, Blanche was given a picture of James taken in
Flagstaft showing him wearing a cowboy hat with two toys guns in a belt
and holster around his waist.

Around that time, Blanche returned home and she and her husband
began searching for their son. One of their drawbacks besides not knowing
where to go or start was their inability to speak English.

They did their best to find him. Blanche found out that Helen Tallman,
no relation, was married to the owner and operator of Wauneka’s Trading
Post near Flagstaftf.

She tried to see Helen Tallman, a social worker, but would was unable
to see her.

Blanche and her husband then tried to look for the location where the
picture was taken. They asked people if they knew the child in the picture.

Adoption papers

They had no luck and returned home. Blanche got sick again and this time
was taken to Colorado for a hospital stay. That was where nurses, who were
Navajo, presented her with adoption papers that needed her signature.

“She didn’t sign the papers because she wanted her son back,” Curley
said. “There was a nurse that was Navajo that translated what the
paperwork was for. She refused to sign them.

“I guess what happened was that the adoption papers were also sent to
my grandpa and maybe because he didn’t know how to read or understand,
or maybe he was lied to, he signed it,” Curley said.

Blanche returned home thinking that because she didn’t sign the papers
her son would be home as well. That’s when she learned the horrible truth
that James was given up for adoption.

Blanche took the news hard and blamed her husband for losing her
baby.
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“(Hasteen Nez) never talked about it,” Curley said. “He never said
anything about it”

Blanche, with her health problems, resorted to drinking alcohol to ease
the pain.

The reunion

On Aug. 17, Frank, Tom and Susie along with their families traveled to
Prescott, Ariz., to finally meet James at the VA Medical Center. It was an
emotional reunion as brothers and sister closed one chapter in their lives.

“T always knew. I'm home now. I have a family,” James said in an
interview Aug. 20 with Susie, Bernice and other family in Gallup. James
had come home, first to meet relatives in Cedar Ridge and then on to
Gallup.

As they spent time together it was a shock when they realized that they
all so close.

“The residence areas shown in the photo of James has Mount Eldon in
the background,” Curley said.

When James showed them where he had lived, Susie said that sometime
after James was taken the remaining family members moved to Flagstaff.

“My mom said they had lived just down the street from them,” Curley
said. “They lived in a trailer not too far from where James is standing in
the picture”

The news was too much for Susie to think about during the interview
and she was overwhelmed with emotion and tears welled in her eyes.

James also recalled spending time at Naanizhoozhi Center in Gallup
last year and hitchhiking back to Flagstaff on U.S. Highway 66. He
unknowingly passed by the Begay’s home in the Western Skies trailer park
in west Gallup.

Finding his heritage

But James had known he was different and wanted to know more about his
heritage.
“T always felt something missing,” he said. “I knew I was different.”
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“I'm happy and I'm already attached to him,” Susie said. “I'm glad that
I found him”

“I'm not alone,” James said. “I have two brothers and a sister. 'm home.”

Without a word more, James and Susie embraced for an emotional hug,.

The hugging has not ended and James believes he has more coming
with extended family members still to be visited.

In the meantime, the VA hospital is caring for him and providing
assistance with employment. He plans to return to the reservation to be
with his family and also plans to legally change his name back to James
Begay.

He is now learning about his family, his heritage and, above all, his
clans.

He is Tahneezahnii (Tangle Clan), born for Tabaaha (Edge Water Clan).
His maternal grandparents are Tlizi Lani (Many Goats Clan) and his
paternal grandparents are Biih Bitohnii (Deer Springs Clan).

James is a veteran of the U.S. Army and served a year before being
honorably discharged.

(Reprinted with permission from the Navajo Times)






37. Lost Siblings

Trace A. DeMeyer

My definition of being lost is being separated from your natural family,
your first family, your blood relatives. I know a few Split Feathers/Lost
Children who were placed into adoption with a sister or brother. In many
ways I consider them fortunate because they had each other. But being
adopted is no less traumatic. (If you don’t believe me, read my memoir One
Small Sacrifice.)

How many siblings are separated, lost, and not together? Why would
social workers and adoption agencies separate siblings? That seems
inhuman. Their answer is somewhat obvious: they can’t find or place that
many kids with one adoptive family. A social worker might place one
or two children together but not often. Why? The childless couple only
wishes to adopt one, maybe two. The agencies and adopters didn’t put
much weight on our blood connection and how we are a natural family
who would never choose to be separated nor would we wish to be adopted
out separately.

Being separated from your natural parent(s) is hard enough but being
separated from siblings—that is a nightmare, especially when you knew
them and remember them.

207



208 part one. American Indian Adoptees

I love stories about reunions with siblings, when you meet long-lost
brothers and sisters. In my reunion with my natural dad, he had five
kids after I was born so I have five in my dad’s family, four boys and one
girl. They never knew about me until I met them in 1994.

When you meet someone who looks like you, it’s PRICELESS. When
you hear their stories, it’s like a place in your heart is finally filled. This
made me feel less alone in this world.

Why states and provinces in North America have not opened adoption
records and files to reunite lost siblings—it’s not just a crime against
humanity, it’s absolutely unjust and obscene.

Siblings need to find one other. That alone is reason enough for
countries to change their laws and open adoption records.

It’s not about privacy, it’s about love.

American Indian girls should be with siblings
(Red Lake Nation News)

LITTLE ROCK, Arkansas —Twin girls with American Indian heritage
should be placed in the custody of their mother’s third cousin in keeping
with the guidelines of the Indian Child Welfare Act, the state Appeals Court
ruled (in 2006). The opinion overturned a decision in 2001 by Van Buren
County Circuit Judge Linda P. Collier to award custody of the nine-year-
old sisters to their mother’s fourth cousin in Arkansas.

The appeals court said the girls should be with their four siblings, who
live with the mother’s third cousin, also in Arkansas. The court noted
the Indian Child Welfare Act gives preference in child custody disputes
to extended family members, other members of the Indian child’s tribe or
other Indian families.

While neither cousin is Indian, the appeals court said the third cousin
has custody of the twins’ four siblings and their Indian tribe recommended
they be together. The court pointed to a brief the Tohono O’odham
Nation filed that said: “The only family the children have in Arkansas are
each other, and their placement together is the closest approximation of
placement with ‘extended family’ intended by the Act’
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The twins’ mother, Tina Gaspar, has at least 13 children, the appeals
court said. The twins and four other children have the same father, Ruben
Sanders, who is a member of the Tohono O’odham Nation.

Gaspar sent the girls to live with her third cousin in Van Buren County
in August 2002 after Sanders abandoned the children, and Gaspar gave her
relative ‘a signed, written statement conveying the guardianship of all six
children, the court opinion said. Gaspar made the arrangements because
of concern the state of Arizona would take the children from her when she
went to prison in that state, the court said.

Because Sanders fathered the six children and then abandoned them,
they qualify for enrollment in the Nation and the Indian Child Welfare
Act applies to the custody issue, according to the opinion written by Judge
Robert J. Gladwin.

Gaspar’s fourth cousin then visited her in Arizona in late 2002, and
obtained the mother’s signature relinquishing custody of the twins to her.
The fourth cousin filed the document in Van Buren County and got custody
of the twins with the help of law enforcement officials.

The appeals court questioned the legitimacy of the second document
and noted that ‘the Nation clearly and repeatedly states that its preference
is for all six of the siblings to be together with appellant’

While both cousins ‘are on equal footing when it comes to the
preferences, Gaspar’s third cousin had an advantage because she has
custody of the twins’ four siblings. The court said she also has remained
in closer contact with the Tohono O’odham Nation.






38. Weaving a new life

Leland Morrill Kirk (Navajo/Dine)

Figure 38.1. An amazing resemblance: Leland and his relative Benaynee. Leland’s
photo by Mary McNurlen (2011)

My name is Leland Morrill and I am one of ten Native children
adopted by a Mormon family under one of the ARENA adoption programs.
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[ARENA, the Adoption Resource Exchange of North America, began in
early 1968 as the successor to the BIA/CWLA Indian Adoption Project.]

I was adopted on July 15, 1971. I was four years old.

I found out it was my Navajo mother Linda Carolyn Kirk’s respon-
sibility to enroll me in the tribe and she should have obtained a census
number for me at my birth or within a reasonable time. She didn’t... T will
never know why because she was killed in a car accident in Albuquerque
in September 1968. She was living off the reservation. After she died, I
was taken to St. Anthony’s orphanage, not affiliated with any tribal nation.
My natural father, whoever he is, never claimed me. From the orphanage
I was returned to the Navajo Nation, to my mother’s relatives. I have
been able to piece together that I was abused and neglected by them.
When I suffered severe first, second, and third degree burns, and broken
bones, I was admitted to Keams Canyon Indian Health Services clinic then
transferred to the Gallup Indian Hospital. The BIA intervened and assigned
Ms. McCray of Arizona Social Services as my caseworker. She found my
Mormon foster parents, Stan and Gwena Morrill, so I was placed with them
upon my release from the Gallup Indian Hospital. I was in foster care for
twenty-two months then adopted by the Morrill’s.

As far as the tribe or lawyers at my adoption proceedings, someone
named Andy G. Smith, a DNA Legal Aid advocate, acted as guardian to
the estate of Linda Kirk, my mother. She had life insurance since she was
working at the Albuquerque Federal Building. DNA People’s Legal Services
is a nonprofit who provides free legal aid for seven tribes in three states,
helping low income people get access to tribal, state and federal justice
systems.

I have not read my adoption file. I do not have access to it because I am
not yet a member of the Navajo Nation. I applied for membership to the
Navajo Nation on March 22, 2011. After that, I'm assuming access will be
granted by the Navajo Nation but I am not feeling that is a guarantee.

Being adopted did affect me. I have been weaving together my pre-
adoption life up to my adoption, though the tribe has not supplied me or my
adoptive parents any credible documentation or explanation concerning
my lack of enrollment. I have a theory. By not enrolling me into the
tribe in 1968 when my mother died, the Navajo Nation avoided the ‘prior
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approval of the Advisory Committee’... they’d set up these rules in 1960
concerning Navajo children being adopted out. Since the BIA had a role
here, they would have advised against enrolling me, possibly, which made
me adoptable. Navajo Judge Joe Bennally should have had me enrolled; it
was his duty, but he didn’t. The Navajo Tribal Council would have never
investigated because I was never enrolled in the tribe by my mother or by
the judge.

About my childhood: Me and my nine adopted siblings did convert
and become Mormons but none of us became missionaries or went on
missions. Only one of us, Virginia (Ginny), is a practicing Mormon now.
As far as money compensation as foster parents, my parents would have
been paid at least $65 per month, per child, before our adoptions and $65
each monthly after the adoption, for a temporary period of time. My sister
Virginia, also Navajo, and I were handled under ARENA, funded by the
BIA. Our (mixed blood) brother Shaun was adopted as a baby out of a
court in Phoenix, not tribal court. The Morrill’s moved to Canada the day
after Ginny and I were adopted. ... effectively removing me, my sister and
my brother from any biological family or tribal connection. I have asked
myself, ‘Why so far... why Canada?’ My father says they were transferred.
With the LDS Church Education System, doesn’t one request a transfer? In
Canada, my adoptive parents adopted seven more kids, all Ojibwe siblings.
I'm assuming there was ARENA money for them, too.

We did meet other families who adopted Native children. My mother’s
friends, the Johnson’s, adopted Native children, but I am not sure which
tribe. They lived in Chinle, Arizona when we did. John Christensen was
my mom’s boss at LDS Social Services in Rapid City and they also adopted
a Native child. My adopted mother eventually worked as a secretary for
LDS Social Services, a division which handles Mormon adoptions.

Growing up in a house full of twelve kids, what we did on a typical
day as a (Mormon) family would depend on the day and the year. We
had specific rituals as a family. We woke up by 6:30 am, read scriptures
from the Old/New testament, Book of Mormon, Doctrine and Covenance,
rarely from The Pearl of Great Price. We did the children’s versions then
graduated to The Standard Works.

After scriptures, we had family prayer, went on a fifteen minute
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walk/run, got ready for breakfast then off to school. As the years progressed,
we would rise earlier and go to early morning seminary. My dad was the
local ecclesiastical leader and the area coordinator for the LDS Seminary
& Institute program for the Mormon Church. I think his title trumps the
Bishop and Stake President.

We were encouraged to do extra-curricular activities, like I was in
the band, and ran track and field. We’d come home after school and
had assigned chores that would rotate; sometimes it was cleaning the
bathrooms, sometimes the living room, shovel snow, chop wood, wash the
cars. .. we all rotated without regard to our sex. Of course kids had favorite
jobs and sometimes we’d trade each other. Then we’d eat dinner and do
homework. By 9-10 p.m., we’d go to sleep.

Later, when I was nine, dad set up the Morrill Family Services, a
janitorial company. We kids cleaned buildings like a cytology/histology
lab, then a local blood clinic. I did it for seven years until I was sixteen,
in addition to having a paper route. Some of my brothers were hired out to
do yard work and shovel snow.

On weekends my adopted mom liked to go to garage sales so sometimes
we’d all end up at them. Of course we’d clean houses since the Morrill
Family Services had jobs on Saturdays. We had a huge garden and all
of us were assigned weeding, taking certain areas. I always traded for
the strawberry patch because I like them. Every Saturday we’d prepare
for Sabbath, cooking, cleaning, setting the table, washing clothes, ironing,
things you’d do on a normal day; we always set up for Sunday Sabbath.

Sundays were for church. We’d be up 7 a.m. then get ready for three
hours of church. We’d come home, eat, mom and dad would have their
alone time and us kids would go outside and play quietly, or take a nap.
My sister Sheila liked to tan so sometimes all ten of us would be outside
tanning our brown bodies on the deck or the side lawn. We rarely included
the other two, Kaelyn and Shelly, who were our parents ‘natural’ kids.

Today I live in Los Angeles, California. Oddly I felt I was called here. I
found out 50 years ago (in 1961) my mother Linda lived here in LA.

My siblings live all across the country: Shaun and Adam live in Salt
Lake City; Keith is in Pueblo, Colorado; Sharon is in Springfield, Missouri;
Robert is in Tennessee, he just moved; Ginny lives in Magna, Utah; Cindy
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lives in Madison, Wisconsin; Debbie is in Raleigh, North Carolina; Shelly is
in Denver, Colorado; Sheila is in Mount Hope, West Virginia; and Kaelyn
is in Draper, Utah.

I was number 8. We counted off 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11,12, eldest to
youngest, when we went anywhere. .. like the Von Trapp whistles.

I first went to school in Burford in Ontario (Canada), then elementary,
junior high and high school in Rapid City, South Dakota, then Salt Lake
Community College in Salt Lake City and Brigham Young University in
Provo, Utah.

At school, I was fascinated with almost any subject. My problem is
the structured class; I can read a whole textbook and take a final exam in
three days. Our classes lasted for three months. I can be impatient. I really
liked my computer classes in the 1980s when ‘Windows’ came out, and
especially real estate law... in fact I went to a seminar at UCLA School of
Law in April 2011. I actually didn’t finish college but I studied real estate,
statistics, family law and computer science.

My first job out of college was working for AIS, working my way up
from data entry to Assistant VP of operations for our Seattle/SLC/Denver
offices, 16 to 18 hour days with a great salary, of course. I was a lead
researcher for Fidelity Information Systems, only to be replaced by cheaper
Phillipines and India work-mills. Previous to that I worked for the Federal
Reserve Bank writing training manuals, and I worked as their information
security liaison-reconciler. 'm self-employed now, but it’s very tough in
this economy. I have two businesses, Desert Power LLC, and My New
Blinds.

Identity

As far as getting counseling for being adopted, I have not gone for being
adopted. Therapy, group sessions, AA, even seminars are all good ways to
understand and improve yourself. Actually no one tells you you’ve been
robbed of your identity. But I would recommend therapy, especially for
older adoptees who remember their past. I would recommend therapy to
deal with dynamics of the parent/child non-biological relationship, how to
verbalize, how to ask, tell, state your wants, needs, desires, how to operate
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as a human being. Non-biological parents don’t understand you and you
don’t understand them; each person should understand this and have tools
to communicate.

I did not feel isolated or injured as an adoptee. No. I was taken
away from abuse, neglect and malnutrition, from those who injured and
traumatized me, a child one to three-years old, long before the age of reason.
I think as an adoptee, isolation comes with the new territory. It becomes the
new normal for me because there is no biological connection. Sure, I tried
to read, do sports, swim, run, bike, hike, etc. Yes, I am still alone. But now
I enjoy being alone. I also have chosen my own friends and support group
who I can and do call on when we need and want to be around each other.

Some adoptees say they have issues with bonding, low self-esteem,
trust and love. Here are my thoughts.

Bonding: I choose who I can bond with and made many platonic
friendships easily. My best friend and I have been friends for twenty-six
years and talk at least twice a day in addition to texting, emailing and
Facebook.

Low self-esteem: I really don’t understand that. Perhaps this doesn’t
apply to me. Yes, I have low moments and recognize them. If I need help
getting out of my funk, I have mentors, friends, AA, to bounce things off.
By the way, on the AA thing, my older sister Sheila had to go to AA so
when I was younger, I went with her for something to do...I still go on
occasion... just last weekend I went to an AA meeting.

Trust: I trust my true friends, support group people I choose to love
above anyone else.

Love: Intimacy I never learned. We Morrill’s never hugged, kissed or
any of that until I was in 12th grade. We got therapy to teach us—this
coming from a father with a bachelor’s degree in psychology.

I found my tribal relatives when I was studying at Brigham Young
University (BYU) in 1984; I met Leanne Begay from Ganado, Arizona and
she knew several people in my Kirk family. The following summer a friend
and I went to Ganado to visit my mother’s uncle, John Kirk. He took the
place of father when my grandfather abandoned them. I also met John’s
wife Ruth Shirley Kirk. Both spoke only Navajo so my cousin Calvin
Kirk interpreted....it was awkward for me since I only spoke English and
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French.

I'm still reacquainting with them all. Most relatives went to boarding
schools off the rez; some lived in Wisconsin, Oklahoma, New York,
Los Angeles, all over. I think culture remains on the rez. Overall they
haven’t shared that with me. From another perspective, the government’s
assimilation and boarding schools were successful in hurting culture.

Back in 1985, I went back for a day, and they did kill a sheep; the women
cooked and we men ate first. I assumed it was customary. I treated it like
a formality. I have not attended ceremonies, just the pow wows put on by
Brigham Young University’s Lamanite Generation. According to the Book
of Mormon, a Lamanite is a member of a dark-skinned nation of Indigenous
Americans that battled with the light-skinned Nephite nation. I really do
not know which tribes were representative of the Lamanite Generation at
BYU.

I once had a photo of my birthmother. There was only one photo and I
lost it in a move. A box went missing with my memories and that was in
the box. I looked stunningly like her. I have my father’s crooked smile, if it
was him in the picture. I had that picture less than a year, back in 198s. I
know statistical things about her, where she went to boarding school, her
social security number, birthdate and date of death. I know where she died,
and approximately where she is buried.

My dad could be Navajo/Dine. Anything is possible. I've heard he’s San
Felipe Pueblo and San Domingo Pueblo, too.

I was told by relatives I had a brother and his name was Christopher
Kirk. He was younger and he died. That’s all I know. I never saw a picture
so I don’t know what he looked like. But strangely I have feelings for him.
It’s like something is missing. I’'ve grieved for him. WHY? [ haven’t a clue.

As far as my future, I haven’t thought about living on my rez, not
really. I might if I could design programs that would help my nation, such
as writing and research, something useful. Oddly I could do everything I'm
doing now on my rez.

Thinking about taking back my name, actually I've kidded over the
years, Kirk is easier than Morrill. After all those ‘Moral jokes, I'd rather be
Captain Kirk.

My relationship with my adoptive parents who live in Draper, Utah,
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comes and goes. It’s not the same as a biological connection. It takes work
and maintenance over and above what Kaelyn and Shelly take for granted
being their biological kids. I talk, facebook, text every sibling except my
one sister Debbie.

As far as being adopted, we didn’t discuss it at all. We were kept busy
at all times. We just never brought it up; it was never talked about.

I understood some Indians at church were foster children and went
home to their parents. I stayed with Stan and Gwena. At ten and eleven-
years-old, I truly understood.

I didn’t hear derogatory terms about Indians from my parents. From
others, yes. We grew up in all white neighborhoods, went to all white
schools. I just dealt with it. I had good friends who took care of me. I found
this out at my ten year high school class reunion.

As far as learning about language, my relatives haven’t taught me
much. Many of the Kirks speak English. I’'ve been learning some words
on YouTube... some white friends are now greeting me with Ya at ahee,
which makes us all laugh.

I was closer to some siblings more than the others. We have two sides to
our family, the American side and the Canadian side. The seven Canadians
are all from one family. They all have their own way of communicating.
The Americans: Kaelyn, Shelly (the Morrill natural kids), Ginny, me and
Shaun all hang out together more. Shaun and I run My New Blinds business
together. We are the tricksters, the jokers and tend to keep the family lively.
He just broke into mom’s Facebook account and sent out some hilarious
commentary. Ginny and I are like twins. We read each other and know
what the other thinks. We were adopted together on July 15, 1971.

I’d say I am the ‘peacemaker’ in our family. I can speak to anyone, and
I do. I can be the most candid and talk about what most would prefer not to,
with ease. I bring out why certain people in our family don’t talk to others.

There wasn’t abuse in our family. With the Morrill’s, it was just old
fashioned punishment with a belt or a switch; with them there was no
sparing the rod. But we're all alive and we've all dealt with what we
considered abusive. There was no sexual abuse, but we did run away...
constantly.

With the Kirks, I was malnourished and weighed (at most) 30 pounds
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when I became a foster child. Those severe burns, I have the skin grafts
to prove it; I had two broken arms. My right eye still gets tired easily...
something that was wrong before my adoption.

All of my siblings have found their tribes and relatives now. I was
the last one. My search was the hardest because I was an orphan and
undocumented.

Lately I have been dealing with documentation issues. I had my
wallet and identification stolen riding a bus here in LA. The California
Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV) said I needed a state-issued birth
certificate because of the new Real ID Act of 2005; it’s a post-9-11 act. I still
had my old Utah driver’s license so in May 2010, I went to the Utah DMV
and received a temporary driver’s license using my adoption papers, social
security card, and my Mormon baptismal record. For any new driver’s
license, you’ll need an original birth certificate. I didn’t have that. Not
many adoptees do. I found out states will only issue a temporary driver’s
license or temporary identification card. The temporary was good for a
period of one year.

Hopefully my Facebook page, Adopted Native American Citizenship
Affected by The REAL ID Act of zo05, will help. In early 2010, I e-mailed
Representative F. James Sensenbrenner (R-WI) to explain how ‘H.R. 419 The
Real ID ACT of 2005’ is affecting me and how it could affect other Native
adoptees. When we apply for an identification card or driver’s license, we
will no longer qualify. Rep. Sensenbrenner’s office did not reply. Once a
temporary license expires, Native American adoptees, me included, become
undocumented, thus illegal with no papers.

After 22 years, I now have a copy of the State of Arizona ‘Certificate of
No Birth,’ issued on December 21, 2010. I did continuous research beginning
September 7, 1989. With the help of close friends, family, people willing
to help, using my own financing and tens of thousands of dollars later, I
had my State of Arizona ‘Certificate of No Birth’ and a second six-month
temporary driver’s license expiring July 13, 2011. Then my United States of
America citizenship would expire.

In 2011, I met Chai Feldblum, the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity
Commissioner, to discuss the Real ID Act of 2005. We discussed how it
affects Native Americans who are adopted out of their respective tribes
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without a birth certificate, Census number, or Certificate of Indian Blood.
When the Final Decree of Adoption does not state our biological parent
name(s), birth date, birth place, or census number, it’s separating the
adoptee from their birthright and now it affects our employment, creating
a sub-class of unemployable former US Citizens who now are forced to find
their way back to their respective tribal heritage.

With over twenty years of advocating for adoptees, I am now in process
of writing an Amendment to The Real ID Act of 2005 with Ms. Feldblum.
She will present it to the author of The Real ID Act, Jim Sensenbrenner
(R-Wisconsin).

On May 14, 2011, my California state-issued Identification (plastic) card
came in the mail.

Figure 38.2.

Left: my paper State-issued Identification. Glad I don’t have to carry
that anymore because no one accepts that for ID then I have to continually
explain it is State-issued Identification. Right: my plastic State-issued
Identification card. Finally! A sense of completion and accomplishment.
The ability to be part of reality returned. Every time I look at that card
I understand freedom in a different way.

*see Indian Placement Program for more about ARENA

Leland is currently working in Los Angles as an actor.
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Trace A. DeMeyer

There was a reason Indian leaders went to the Senate and demanded an
inquiry into the staggering number of children disappearing in Indian
Country. It was not just boarding schools creating this mass exodus of
children.

Programs like the Adoption Resource Exchange of North America
(ARENA), established by the Child Welfare League of America in 1967,
funded in part by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, paid states to remove
children and place them with non-Indian adoptive families and religious
groups like the Mormon and Catholic Churches, happening after the
Indian Adoption Project run by the CWLA and BIA. ARENA expanded
to include all Canadian and United States adoption agencies and offered
them financial assistance. One state New York called theirs “Our Indian
Program.” Maryland and Connecticut ran a similar program.

As William Byler, executive director of the Association of American
Indian Affairs, testified back in 1974, for many tribes, survival was at stake;
Congress agreed tribal stability was as important as that of the best interests
of the child, which eventually lead to the passage of the Indian Child
Welfare Act of 1978. (Read excerpts in this book)

221



222 part one. American Indian Adoptees

One striking example is The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints Indian Placement Program. By the 1970s, an estimated 5,000 Indian
children were living in Mormon homes in the US and Canada.

Francis R. McKenna wrote in the Journal of American Indian Education,
“.. Christian churches have developed massive programs for adoption of
Indian children. Adoption of Indian youth is some 20 times the national
average. For Navajos alone, some 2,000 children are spirited away for
adoption annually by a single agency, the Mormon Church”
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STATEMENT OF WILLIAM BYLER, EXECUTIVE DI-
RECTOR, ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN INDIAN
AFFAIRS

Mr. BYLER: Few Indian parents, few Indian children are
represented by counsel in custody cases. Removal of these
children is so often the most casual kind of operation, with
the Indian parents often not having any idea of what kind of
legal recourse or administrative recourse is available to them.

The employment of voluntary waivers by many social
workers means that many child welfare cases do not go
through any kind of a judicatory process at all. The Indian
person has to come to a welfare agency for help; that welfare
agency is in the position to coerce that family into surrender-
ing the children through a voluntary waiver.

The Indian family is also placed in jeopardy by the fact
of going to a welfare department for help, just to get enough
money to live on and money that they’re entitled to under
law. This exposes that family to the investigations of the
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welfare worker to see how that family conducts itself; and,
welfare departments originate most of the complaints against
Indian families and exercise a kind of police power. We think
this is an inappropriate way of administering the laws.

There are certain economic incentives for removing In-
dian children. Agencies that are established to place Indian
children have a vested interest in finding Indian children to
place. It’s interesting to note that in many cases, the rate of
non-Indian people applying for Indian children for foster care,
or especially adoptive care, raises dramatically when there is
an Indian claims settlement.

It has been alleged by some tribal leaders that, especially in
rural communities where non-Indian farm families may have
a difficult time in making ends meet, some foster parents have
an economic incentive, make a net gain by bringing Indian
children into the family and using the foster care payments
for general family support, and also have extra hands to help
around the farm.

On Training in Indian Values

Senator ABOUREZK: Are there any States in which the State
welfare workers are given training in Indian values or Indian
culture?

Mr. BYLER: I don’t know that they are given training
in Indian values, Indian culture. I don’t know of any that
are. We can’t believe that it is generally effective if it is given,
because of the figures we see. There are Indian communities,
or tribes or individual BIA social workers who do a fantastic
job. There’s one community, an Apache community, in New
Mexico that had a large number of Indian children out of
the reservation. A BIA welfare worker was appointed and
those children were brought back in, those that had not been
placed for adoption, and few children there are placed off the
reservation today. But then, there was a strong tribal input, a
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compassionate and concerned BIA welfare worker, and when
you have that kind of combination, it works.

Senator ABOUREZK: Would you recommend that as one
alternative, that the BIA, or some other agency, supervise
a program that would, at least, make social workers aware
that perhaps Indian people do have different standards and
different values of their own?

Mr. BYLER: Yes. I would say, to train the welfare worker,
to train the judges and to provide education for attorneys
working in the community. More importantly, if, for example,
under title I of S. 1017, Indian tribes contract for and operate
the whole child welfare apparatus themselves, if they have
tribal welfare committees that function to determine whether
or not a child should even be recommended for removal and
then tribal court passes on this or some tribal agency passes on
this question, that’s the answer.

A part of the answer is not to orient non-Indian social
workers, although that can be helpful and necessary, but to
have far more Indian social workers.

Senator ABOUREZK: Did I understand you to say during
your testimony that as far as reasons for removal of Indian chil-
dren from the families are concerned, that alcohol problems in
a family was given in only 1 percent of the removal?

Mr. BYLER: Physical abuse, the beating of a child, child
battering, was cited in one percent of the cases. All the others
were based upon somebody judging Indian behavior or the
environment in the home. For example, there is often the
case that a welfare worker will see a father, let’s say, or a
mother every weekend going to the local bar, and maybe
spending the night in jail for public intoxication. That is
assumed to be grounds for removal, but there is never any
need for proof, professionally demonstrated, that that mother
or father’s behavior is actually damaging the child. In fact,
it could be argued in some cases that because the parent has
enough problems in life and has found no better outlet for
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them, or for resolving the problems, getting drunk Friday night
may be the best thing that can happen to him or his kids.

Another kind of thing that can be advanced for taking

children away from their families is immoral conduct, and yet
there’s never any evidence to demonstrate in this case or that
case that the behavior of the parent is damaging that child.
Immoral conduct is often judged by the wildest stretches of
the imagination.
For example, on one reservation more than 50 percent of the
people live in common-law situations. These unions have
lasted 5, 10, 15 years. The people don’t have enough money
to afford divorces and they want a family life, so they live
with a person for 5, 10, 15 years. Police will sometimes, then,
make a sweep of a whole reservation and arrest the people
that are living in illicit cohabitation. People living in illicit
cohabitation are subject to having their kids taken away from
them.

Senator ABOUREZK: I wonder if this may not be a ques-
tion better reserved for some of the professional psychologists
that we have coming up, but I will ask you. You don’t have to
answer it if you cannot. If you know, what is the effect on the
Indian family of this kind of removal?

Mr. BYLER: I think they will, in fact, give documentation
on that, but what we have observed is that by taking the
child away from the parents, you remove the main incentive
for those parents to fight to try to overcome the difficult
circumstances they have. Taking children away does not cure
alcoholism. It may aggravate alcoholism. Taking children
away does not encourage somebody to take a job, but discour-
ages him. He may see no point in having a job.

—HEARINGS BEFORE THE SUBCOMMITTEE ON
INDIAN AFFAIRS OF THE COMMITTEE ON INTERIOR
AND INSULAR AFFAIRS UNITED STATES SENATE
NINETY-NINTH CONGRESS SECOND SESSION ON
PROBLEMS THAT AMERICAN INDIAN FAMILIES FACE IN
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RAISING THEIR CHILDREN AND HOW THESE PROBLEMS
ARE AFFECTED BY FEDERAL ACTION OR INACTION,
APRIL 8 AND o9, 1974






41. DWI — Driving while Indian

Trace A. DeMeyer

My adoptive family had lots of immigrants. My one grandma actually
remembered when her ship entered the New York harbor; the very young
Belgian girl Romaine didn’t speak English so the immigration officers wrote
her name down as Rose. That always bothered her.

If Arizona’s immigration bill [H.B. 1070] plans to stop people who don’t
look American, we ought to post travel warnings for adoptees headed to
Arizona. These adoptees will need something more than their fake birth
certificate. You read that right. Adoptees are always given falsified birth
certificates. Adoptees are told they are real when really, they are not. This
obviously bothers me.

Why? One in six adopted children is a different race than their adopters.
The ‘Rainbow Family’ from anywhere, including Massachusetts where I
live, could now get nabbed at the Grand Canyon in Arizona.

Arizona’s “Identity Cops” could pull over any decidedly-white couple
to ask: “Where did you get those brown kids in the backseat?”

It'll be tough for Arizona cops to determine who is really American with
200,000 adoptees foreign-born (stats in 2002). Sure enough, Americans
adopted 47,555 kids from Korea; 21,053 kids from China; 19,631 kids from
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Russia; 18,000 kids from Mexico; and 7,793 kids from India. These days
95% of all inter-country adoptions are done by Americans. Inter-country
simply means adoptees are not American-born.

The 2002 adoptee list also includes: Guatemala, 2,219; Vietnam, 766;
Colombia, 334; Cambodia, 254; Philippines, 221; Haiti, 197; Thailand, 67; and
Peru, 65. [Even more numbers were reported in National Review Online,
by William L. Pierce, Oct. 24, 2002.]

Will adoptive parents have to prove their kids are legal? Yes.

If adoptees are caught without “believable” legal papers, they could be
sent back to their country of origin when Arizona catches them. It’s not
like these kids had any choice where they were adopted. They didn’t even
know they were immigrating to America when they were babies. New
federal laws give these kids full American citizenship but they still have
fake birth certificates.

Could an adult adoptee get deported because of a fake birth certifi-
cate? Yes. It’s already happened. One adult adoptee in Illinois found out
her adopters forgot to apply for her to be an American citizen. This adoptee
is fighting extradition right now. (I've found numerous news stories on this
and posted a few on my blog: www.splitfeathers.blogspot.com).

Thankfully I was born in Minnesota but my birth certificate is still
obviously fake. That alone could send up red flags.

I hear there are lots of snowbirds in Arizona. My godparents Pete
and Colleen are snowbirds who winter in Scottsdale but summer at their
Wisconsin cabin. Retirees who bounce state to state are obviously not the
targets of this new immigration law, unless they are brown snowbirds.

So who are these brilliant lawmakers in Arizona? Was Senator John
McCain born in Arizona? There’s bound to be a few inter-country adoptees
in Arizona. That’s right— John McCain adopted a dark-skinned daughter
from some impoverished Third World place. So when did John’s immigrant
parents settle in American or Arizona? Which tribe did his forebears
displace so he could become a landowner then a politician? Do the people
of Arizona even know their own history?

My friend Sara is Dine (Navajo) and she lives on her reservation (rez)
with her husband John, a Narragansett from Rhode Island. They often go
“off rez” for dinner in Flagstaff. Could they get stopped? Sure. Indians say
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it happens all the time. “DWI really means Driving While Indian.”

So who really is American?

“White settlers, from the time of their arrival, removed Indians from
historic territories,” Daniel C. Maguire writes in American Indians as a
Disempowered Group. “Indians were an obstacle to Manifest Destiny, so the
official policy became removal. The Indian Removal Act of 1830 authorized
the President to negotiate ‘treaties, and when Indians refused to negotiate,
the army effected their removal.”

“Manifest Destiny could not be stopped by a river, even lands in the
West were engulfed,” Maguire writes. “By 1887, the entire Indian land base
west of the Mississippi shrunk to under 140 million acres. By 1934, their
land shrunk to 48 million acres, and almost half was unusable.”

Maguire contends, “The Indian problem was different from that of any
other group because of the strong Indian desire to keep separate from white
society, to hold onto their land base, and maintain self-rule”

So Arizona is ready to deport Arizona immigrants? This should be
called the Brown-Skin Removal Act. Weren’t the settlers who invaded
Arizona and forced Indians onto reservations really the immigrants?

If Arizona Identity Cops target skin color, will Indians have to show a
tribal identification card?

It should be the other way around—the Navajo, Pima, Apache and
Hopi in Arizona should require every non-Indian to show their family tree
and know exactly when their grandparents immigrated to America—then
Arizona—and be able to say when they made a land claim—then prove it
wasn’t stolen land.

It’s time for the Navajo, Pima, Apache, and Hopi to decide who stays
AND who leaves Arizona.






42. Buffy, Mary, Chris, Mark, Star

NATIVE AMERICAN ADOPTEES
MAKE THEIR MARK ON HISTORY

Trace A. DeMeyer

Buffy

First Nations adoptee Buffy Sainte-Marie, Cree, is asked all the time: Where
has she been for, oh, the past 20 years? Her answer: “Canada, mostly.
Europe. Japan. My most creative times are when you’re not hearing from
me. If I'm out on the road, I don’t have time to make paintings or write
songs,” she told James Reed of the Boston Globe.

For years she’s been educating schoolchildren on Native rights and
history through the Cradleboard Teaching Project, a non-profit she founded
in the 1990s. In addition to recording and painting canvases on her farm
in Hawaii, her digital art has been exhibited worldwide and she’s taught
university courses on the subject.

Sainte-Marie has not been on the music charts in a long time but in
August 2009, she released Running for the Drum, an album with all new
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material, a rare occurrence since 1992’s Coincidence and Likely Stories.
Back in the 1960s, her music was made famous by other musicians. Bobby
Darin, Cher and Elvis Presley all had hits with love song Until It’s Time for
You to Go, and Donovan is still more associated with Universal Soldier than
she is.

She turned 70 in 2011. “T haven’t changed much,” she told the Boston
newspaper in 2009. “I was not about folk songs. I was about songwriting,
self-expression, and communication with an audience who I thought might
be interested in the same thing that was showing up in my head”

Since the 1970s, she kept a low profile in the US, after the Johnson and
Nixon administration’s blacklisted her because of her outspoken politics.
Even the CIA kept a watchful eye on her.

Born on a Cree reservation in Qu’Appelle Valley, Saskatchewan and
later adopted, she grew up with a family in Massachusetts and spent most
summers in Maine. Her adoptive mother was Mi’kmaq. But she obviously
has mixed feelings about those years, quietly alluding to ‘predators in
the neighborhood” After studying education and oriental philosophy at
the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, Sainte-Marie followed her
aspirations to New York’s Greenwich Village where a scruffy young Bob
Dylan suggested places for her to play. Sainte-Marie was more visionary
and pioneering than anyone realized at the time of her first recordings for
Vanguard Records. She dabbled in folk, rock, country, electronic music,
film composing (she won an Academy Award for co-writing Up Where
We Belong), and originated what she calls ‘powwow rock’ in the mid-"7os,
according to the Boston newspaper.

Her very first album she was voted Billboard’s Best New Artist. She
made seventeen albums of her music, three of her own television specials,
spent five years on Sesame Street, scored movies, helped to found Canada’s
‘Music of Aboriginal Canada’ JUNO category, raised a son, and earned
a Ph.D. in Fine Arts. Whew! She’s had more than nine lives—from
troubadour and rocker to activist and artist and academic. Buffy invented
the role of Native American international activist pop star.

“The new album Running for the Drum has dance-floor-ready tribal
beats with steely songs about corporate greed (an incendiary No No
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one newspaper writer said.

She told the Boston Globe, “If I'd had [major] success, if I had had a
Madonna kind of lifestyle where you have to hide from the public and you
can’t have a real life, I bet I would have gotten locked into something. ..
but I didn’t, and I think I have an interesting life now. I look back on the
past and say, ‘Wow, yeah, that was rockin’; but it’s all about right now—
tomorrow and the potential of what we can do”

Buffy operates the Nihewan Foundation for Native American Education
whose Cradleboard Teaching Project serves children and teachers in eigh-
teen states and lives in Hawaii.

Source: James Reed, Globe Staff, August 16, 2009, New York Times
Co, www.boston.com

Mary

Grammy winning flutist Mary Youngblood was adopted and raised in
California. In 2009 she gave an interview to Mary Noden Lochner of the
Northern Light student newspaper in Alaska and said, “I grew up noticeably
different from other children in school. I had the only brown skin in a sea
of white faces... sometimes my peers were cruel about it

Youngblood credits her adoptive parents who paid for the classical
training in music, particularly the flute. It was a means to cope, she said.
“In the mid-1970s, when kids were experimenting with drugs, I delved into
the arts....boys wouldn’t date a brown girl. The way I handled that pain
was through the arts”

At the time, Youngblood didn’t know about her birthparents, or their
ethnicity. After she married and had her first child, she started thinking
about her natural mother. With very little information, she joined groups
who help adoptees search and learned how to improve her query letters
to agencies and organizations. When she received an envelope from the
Chugach Corporation in Alaska, Youngblood was 26 and at a critical time
in her life. Her husband was caught up with drugs and alcohol and left her
with two children. Her music took a backseat to survival and providing
for her young ones. A number of times she hawked her flute at a pawn
shop. What Youngblood found in that envelope was a whole family tree
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with her birthmother’s family, and the name of her ancestral home: the
village of Port Grahm, Alaska.

In 1986 Youngblood made contact with her mother and siblings she
never knew she had. Youngblood’s website lists Aleut on her mother’s side
and Seminole (Florida) on her father’s side. “I got involved in my commu-
nity after I found my mother in 1986,” Youngblood told the newspaper. “I
got involved in an Indian community in Sacramento, I was on the board
of directors for a local Indian clinic, and a member of a women’s Native
group”

All the while, Youngblood kept the dream of being a musician alive,
especially during those hard years, and she wrote a story about a woman
like herself where the main character, a single mother in dire financial
straits, overcomes the challenges to become a successful musician and
eventually win a Grammy. She succeeded. “I was writing my way out
of my situation,” Youngblood said. “I think that’s a powerful tool for us as
human beings, and especially as young people, to write out our dreams.”

It wasn’t until Youngblood was in her early 30s that she first picked
up the Native American flute. She felt drawn to it, and eventually made
a demo that caught the interest of record labels. Her first album, The
Offering, which contains the track Aleut Wind, received acclaim. Her
second album, Heart of the World, picked up a number of awards, and
by her third album, Beneath the Raven Moon, Youngblood landed her first
Grammy in 2003.

Shortly after, Youngblood visited and performed in her mother’s village
of Port Grahm for the first time. She arrived in a twin-engine Cessna in the
middle of a storm that whipped the plane around as it landed on the gravel
runway of the village airport. A group of people ran after the plane down
the runway: a half-sister, a niece, an uncle, a cousin, and other relatives.

“T was sobbing,” Youngblood told the newspaper. “I thought, “This is
where my mother grew up. And this is where she played as a child. This
is where our ancestors are from” Youngblood’s family held a potluck of
traditional food for her and she played a concert for them. She told them
Aleut Wind is in their honor.

Today Youngblood works to be a role model for young people, espe-
cially those who are struggling and aren’t sure how to make their dreams a



Buffy, Mary, Chris, Mark, Star 237

reality. “If you visualize your dream and what you want in your life, you
can make it happen,” she said. “It’s important for young people to never let
go of that dream and that vision”

[Source: published in Northern Light University of Alaska-Anchorage
Student Newspaper: http://kasenna.uaa.alaska.edu/~tnl/?page_id=8696]

Chris

Cheyenne-Arapaho filmmaker Chris Eyre, born December 4, 1968 on the
Warm Springs Reservation, was adopted by a non-Indian couple in Port-
land, Oregon. By high school, Eyre had learned 35mm still-photography
and immersed himself in shooting black and white film, developing
and printing. His high school photography class—and historical Native
American images of Edward Curtis—inspired Eyre into a career behind the
camera. ‘It came from wanting to touch those people. I kept wondering who
they were, he told Cowboys and Indians magazine in May 2009.

At age 18, he traveled to Oklahoma and received tribal enrollment in
the Cheyenne-Arapaho tribe; and later tracked down his mother. Chris
describes his first days of life, “I'm always inspired by the rebirth of the
seasons. After I was born to Rose, of the Southern Cheyenne and Arapaho
tribes, I was reborn within days to my adopted parents, Barb and Earl, in
a white middle-class home in Klamath Falls, Oregon. As a dark-skinned
five-year-old, I would ask my mom what I was going to be when I grew
up. ‘Anything you want!” she would say.” (He told Smithsonian magazine
in the July/August 2010 issue.)

Growing up Indian in a white environment, he said, “I have never
seen things in black and white but always in many colors and shades of
gray” He found his birth mother when he was 25. On finding her, he told
Cowboys and Indians magazine, “T had ten years with my biological mother
before she died, and afterwards I was still angry that she left me twice”

Through his love of photography, Eyre attended Mt. Hood Community
College and enrolled in the Television Production Program to learn basic
three-camera television studio directing and the techniques of color pro-
cessing and printing photographs. In 1989, Eyre received his Associate’s
Degree in Television Production and transferred to the University of
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Arizona to study filmmaking and received a bachelor’s degree in Media
Arts. By then he’d made three experimental films and wrote his first
feature-length script. Chris returned to Oregon in 1991 and set out to make
this first feature based on a script he wrote in college, “Things Learned
Young, inspired by his childhood as a Native adoptee and his search for his
mother Rose. (On his website, Chris plans to make a documentary about
Native American adoptions and his own experience someday. )

Chris applied to New York University’s prestigious Graduate Film
Program and was accepted in 1992. Independent cinema allowed Chris
to concentrate on his vision and work with filmmakers who’d been his
idols. At NYU, Chris made three sync-narrative shorts on 16mm film. His
second year film, Tenacity, about two young boys that encounter ‘rednecks’
on a reservation road, garnered much attention and won 1st Place in
the Graduate Film department. The 10-minute short went on to screen
in numerous film festivals worldwide and was Chris’ first distributable
production. It was screened at the 1995 Sundance Film Festival.

1995 was an outstanding year. With the unexpected success of Tenacity,
Chris started to attend film festivals and received numerous awards: a
Rockefeller Film Fellowship, The Haig Manoogian Award, the Martin
Scorsese Post Production Award, a Warner Brother’s Post Production
Award (1995) and Best Film of 1995 in NYU’s Graduate Film Program.

Later that year, Chris participated in Robert Redford’s Sundance’s
Directing Workshop. Chris’ project, a short story-turned feature-length
script, would become Smoke Signals. (Chris’ work with Redford continued
with Skinwalkers (2002) and A Thief of Time (2004), where Redford was
executive producer.)

Miramax Films Co-Chair Harvey Weinstein bought Smoke Signals
after a private screening and helped launch the film at the 1998 Sundance
Film Festival, where it won the Audience Award and Filmmaker’s Tro-
phy. Smoke Signals won awards worldwide. Nearly everyone living in
Indian Country has seen Smoke Signals. Many can accurately quote any
given line; a favorite is ‘Hey Victeeerr. The film also received critical
acclaim and is known as the first feature length film directed by a Native
American to receive national theatrical release. People Magazine called
Chris Eyre °...the preeminent Native American filmmaker of his time.



Buffy, Mary, Chris, Mark, Star 239

Geoff Gilmore, Director of the Sundance Film Festival, simply called him
‘a great American Filmmaker’

Chris went on to direct Skins (2002) produced by Jon Kilik. Graham
Greene was nominated for Best Actor by the Independent Spirit Awards
for his role as Mogie Yellow Lodge.

Chris’ follow-up Edge of America (2003) took the highly coveted spot
as opening night film at the 2004 Sundance Film Festival. It won several
awards: a Peabody Award, a Writer’s Guild Award, a Humanitus Prize,
and the highly prestigious DGA (Director’s Guild of America) Award for
outstanding directorial achievement.

His film A Thousand Roads (2005) was executive produced by Rick
West, Jr. and Peter Gruber, a Hollywood veteran, and with the feature
Imprint (2007) he was co-producer. Then Chris signed on for the five-part
miniseries We Shall Remain for PBS, and directed People of the First Light,
Tecumseh and The Trail of Tears.

Eyre has said, “I love making movies and telling people’s stories.
However, cultural aspects of a film mean nothing if you’re not personally
and emotionally engaged in the characters you are watching. I am
interested in the people I'm portraying. For that reason, the films that have
interested me the most are the ones 'm making” Eyre was named a 2007
USA Rockefeller Foundation Fellow and given a $50,000 grant by United
States Artists. Eyre directed A Year in Mooring in 2010.

In a recent editorial, Chris wrote, “Today, it is inspiring to see the
number of strong Native American youth eager to learn more of our ancient
traditions and cultures from the elders, who are more than happy to share
with those who respect them. The youth renaissance is rooted, I think,
in the elders’ tenacity, 1970s activism and a backlash against the mass
media’s depiction of Native Americans.... The dismal portrayal of Native
reservations is inaccurate and harmful. The media focus solely on poverty
and the cycle of oppression. What most outsiders don’t see is the laughter,
love, smiles, constant joking and humor and the unbreakable strength of the
tribal spirit that is there. Some reservations are strongholds of community,
serving the needs of their people without economic gain but with traditions
leading the way. My hope is that Native evolution will be driven by a
reinforced traditionalism passed down from one to another.... Negative
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stereotypes are causing a youth renaissance; it’s the only good thing about
them. T like the thought of Native youngsters fighting back against the
prevailing view of Indians. It means they’re mad as hell and not going to
take it anymore. They’re not going to invent excuses for racism like (some
of) their elders have.”

Another project, ‘Native Century’ will be a four-hour documentary
he directs that recounts Native American history in the century after
Wounded Knee and chronicles how Native Americans sustained ancient
traditions and preserved sovereign nations while adapting to the 20th and
21st centuries, according to information at www.katahdin.org,.

Eyre currently resides and teaches in New Mexico. His website is http:
//www. chriseyre.org/

Sources: his website, http://www.cowboysindians.com
/art-entertainment/tv-£film/2009-09/reel-west. jsp and
http://www.ouradopt.com/adoption-blog/jul-2010/lisas/transracial-
adoptee-movie-director-talks-about-adoption.

Mark

Mark Yaffee, who performs at Laugh Out Loud Comedy Club in California,
is a late bloomer when it comes to stand-up comedy (he was in his late 30s
when he began in 1998). And he only discovered his Navajo roots at 25. He
was born in East Los Angeles, adopted at birth by a Mexican-American
mother and Jewish-American father. Only when he was contacted by his
birthmother decades later (a Fed-Ex package with photos and a letter) did
he learn that his biological father was Mexican and Navajo. “It was pretty
awesome,” said Yaffee, 49. He connected with his birthmother two months
later. It was tough on his adoptive parents.

“That biological pull is awful strong,” said Yaffee. He never met his real
father, however. But he delved headfirst into American Indian issues.

Yaffee’s comedy, which moved away from adoption humor and to
exploring his Navajo heritage, pokes fun at stereotypes—bingo, casinos, and
drunkenness and smoke signals. At the same time, he imparts humanity
into the act.


http://www.katahdin.org/
http://www.chriseyre.org/
http://www.chriseyre.org/
http://www.cowboysindians.com/art-entertainment/tv-film/2009-09/reel-west.jsp
http://www.cowboysindians.com/art-entertainment/tv-film/2009-09/reel-west.jsp
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“Non-Natives are really supportive,” he said. “The Native perspective is
so original. We don’t do it with maliciousness. We show we can laugh at
each other and realize that whatever happened in the past, we remember,
but from that pain there is humor about it. Not every Indian owns a casino
and no one’s around crying over people littering”

Source: http://www.mysanantonio.com/entertainment/stage
/marc_yaffee_leading_native_american_comedy_wave_95029144
.html

Star

Musician and adoptee Star Nayea challenged herself over a decade ago
to not only change lives but to save lives. To do this, she would create
workshops that combine motivational messages with educational facts and
her music. After twelve years, Star did accomplish her mission to become
a successful motivational speaker, musician, actress, recording artist. It is
not a surprise she won Native American Music Awards 2008 Songwriter of
the Year and she has her own record label Raven’s Last Laugh. Star says
she is proud to represent a wellness movement growing in Indian Country.

Her many accomplishments include 2001 (NAMA) ‘Best Independent
Recording’ for Somewhere In A Dream; guest vocalist on Robbie Robert-
son’s Contact from the Underworld of Redboy; featured singer in the
Broadway-style production, TRIBE; she’s performed with Testament, a
west coast heavy metal band and guest vocals on their album Live At
The Fillmore; she’s performed with Rita Coolidge and Walela, Buffy Sainte-
Marie, Ulali, Joanne Shenandoah, Indigenous and others; she accompanied
Robbie Robertson on stage for the first annual Native American Music
Awards at Foxwoods in Connecticut; and she performed with Robert
Mirabal at the New Orleans Jazz Festival.

Star, described as ‘the little lady with a big voice, launched her career in
Austin, Texas, then New York City. She developed a unique contemporary
bluesy rock with folk and traditional Native American vocals. Three songs
on Somewhere In A Dream topped southwest radio charts at number one
for three consecutive weeks; she co-produced and wrote this album with


http://www.mysanantonio.com/entertainment/stage/marc_yaffee_leading_native_american_comedy_wave_95029144.html
http://www.mysanantonio.com/entertainment/stage/marc_yaffee_leading_native_american_comedy_wave_95029144.html
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242 part one. American Indian Adoptees

longtime friend David Shelley. Then she made a holiday album Christmas
Dream.

Most proud of the birth of her son and being a mom, she is taking
wellness to a whole new level with the Healing Power of Music, a program
she started in 2000. Star says she survived her childhood to grow into an
adult who exists to make a difference. She has not been able to open her
adoption or find her tribe but that didn’t stop her heart.

On her My Space page, Star admits, “I'm not a perfect person, or a
perfect mother. Like every human being, I am full of flaws. I PRAY every
morning to be guided in a better way! I made mistakes along the way,
better to grow from these mistakes than to claim perfection. However
one mistake I pray to never make is be like my adopted family from
Michigan who raised me and put a roof over my head, clothes on my
back, food to eat and clean water to bathe in. But what was missing,
you ask? Love. Nothing but fear and dysfunction existed there. Any
laughter that arose was false, always bearing conditions, and usually meant
someone was drinking. My adopted mother and father attempted to be
parents but failed miserably. Instead they were subconsciously molding
me into a highly dysfunctional young woman, one who would grow up
to have children of her own. I was not ready for my son nor did I feel I
deserved him.

She added, “Abuse, neglect, emotional spiritual cultural disrespect, I
pray to never abuse or neglect my own son. I will do everything humanly
possible to make a difference and continue to lead my sober lifestyle, be
a good mother, sister, friend, mentor, teacher, and maybe one day a wife.
Most of all, I want to be a GOOD HUMAN BEING. Sacrifice is a given.
However, retaining integrity, compassion with that daily sacrifice, is the
key”

About being a mentor, she said, “There are no words to describe, or
capture the feeling I get sharing the gift of music. It is an honor to make
a difference in someone’s life! Today’s teen promiscuity is at a dangerous
level. The number of teen pregnancies and sexually-transmitted diseases
(STDs) increase each year. With all the latest technology, Internet dating,
cell phones for SEX-texting, youth are being exposed to a way of life that
will most certainly get worse if we do not speak up and stop them from
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desecrating their bodies, their spirits and their hearts. In the 19th century,
a 15-year-old was married with children. In this century, a different set
of social rules apply, with good reason” Star intimately addresses this
in her workshops. In her diabetes and ‘O factor’ workshop, Star teaches,
“Genetics and ancestry is a road map—why our bodies react to certain foods,
commodities, beverages, lack of exercise, moods, based on the blood type
‘0. Managing the ‘O factor’ is better for the mental and physical health of
all Native people”

By offering songwriting, poetry and recording workshops, Star believes,
“Regardless if the youth want to do it for a living or not, it is a healthy
form of release, a way to communicate. I should know. Youth today in
so many ways are the mirror image of me back then. Sadly some kids
were extremely abused as I was, or they are neglected. Or they’re being
shipped from home to home because of alcohol problems in the adults who
are supposed to be taking care of them. Some are feeling so lost, searching
desperately for answers and attracting the wrong kind of attention. Some
incredibly do not want attention anymore. I pray for them and for ALL
MY RELATIONS!!! AHO! CHI-MIIGWETCH, BAAMAAPI!”

Star, possibly Ojibwe or Potawatomi with tribal ancestors in Michigan,
is still seeking her own birth family. She lives with her son in Seattle,
Washington. Her website: www.nativestars.com/bands/star/
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Brulé, aka Paul LaRoche, has a unique story to tell. Along with the amazing
music, theatrics, and traditional dance troupe, Paul tells the story of how
he came to realize his Native American heritage after nearly 38 years of
separation from his biological family, who resides on the Lower Brule Sioux
Indian Reservation in central South Dakota. Paul, adopted at birth off
the reservation, discovered his Lakota heritage in 1993 after the death of
both adoptive parents. He was reunited on Thanksgiving Day 1993 with a
brother, sister, aunts, uncles, nieces and nephews. The discovery of his true
heritage has greatly affected Paul’s life and those around him.

Paul DeMain is a member of the Oneida (Wisconsin) and Ojibwe tribes,
and was raised by a non-Native family in Wausau, Wisconsin. ‘T grew up
with some compassionate liberals who never tried to hide my identity and
encouraged me to inquire about it; DeMain says. In the early 1970s, he
made contact with the Oneida tribe, where he is enrolled. He has met his
biological family. In 1986 he launched News from Indian Country, an
independent newspaper that covers tribal politics, legal issues in Native
and US courts, reservation crime, education and Indian art, with a
circulation of 9,000 readers worldwide.

Eric Schweig was born to an Inuit mother and a Chippewa-Dene father in
Inuvik, the Northwest Territories. At six months, he was adopted by a

245



246 part one. American Indian Adoptees

German-Canadian family. During his childhood in Inuvik, Bermuda and
Toronto, he was systematically and physically abused by his adoptive
parents then he ran away from home when he was 16, and became a
laborer on construction sites. In 1987 he was ‘discovered” while walking
down a Toronto street and cast in the movie The Shaman’s Source. At
least 16 films followed, most notably as Uncas in The Last of the
Mohicans. During this time period he endured a ‘roller coaster of alcohol,
drugs, violence, failed relationships, despair and confusion’ [Schweig said]
due to the abuse and racism and ethnic identity deprivation of his
childhood. In 1996 he began to regain his cultural identity and is now
primarily a carver, especially Inuit spirit masks, living on Vancouver
Island, and he continues to act in films. He is a passionate opponent of the
adoption of Aboriginal Native People by Europeans. Read Eric’s adoption
speech in this book. www.mohicanpress. com/mo05005. html

MORE:

« Quanah Parker, Comanche Chief

« William Apes, Pequot(d) minister-author

« Charles Alexander Eastman, Lakota doctor-author

« Senator Ben Nighthorse Campbell, Cheyenne/Apache/Pueblo (foster
child)

« Peter Catches, Lakota author

+ William Big Day, Crow

« Horn Chips, Lakota

o Clarissa Pinkola Estes, Mestizo author

« Jumping Bull, Assiniboine

« Lone Wolf I, Kiowa

« Billy Mills, Lakota Olympic winner

« Minik, Inuit (living exhibit in NY museum)

« James Pipe Mustache, Anishinabe Medicine man

+ Sacagawea, Shoshone/Hidatsa heroine

+ Mary Tall Mountain, Koyukon-Athabaskan

+ John Stands in Timber, Cheyenne

« Kateri Tekakwitha, Mohawk saint

« Bear Woman, Inuit


http://www.mohicanpress.com/mo05005.html

44. To Dry the Eyes of Indian
Adoptees

Mary Annette Pember (Photos and Story)

Before 1978, most Native American adopted children
were taken into non-Indian families. Some of those
‘Lost Birds’ have found a way to make peace with
the past and reclaim their Native culture.

The arrest of white missionaries trying to adopt allegedly orphaned Haitian
children struck a chord with me. Similar media stories about well-meaning
white celebrities adopting pretty babies of color from poor third world
countries have also rubbed me the wrong way. You see, American Indians
have a long history of white folks trying to help us by taking away our
children. It is estimated that between 1941 and 1978, white parents adopted
35 percent of American Indians in the U.S., often forcibly. Indians have
learned that no amount of good intention can wipe away the painful loss
of our culture.

Not long ago, I traveled to Minneapolis to report on the Lost Birds—
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those Indian people who were adopted by non-Indian families prior to 1978.
This story caught me by surprise; it touched the center of who I am as an
Ojibwe woman and as a mother.

We adopted our son Danny from my
tribe in 2005 when he was seven months
old. Danny came into our lives as though
directed by an outside force. Both my hus-
band and I felt that he was meant to be
raised by us and that he was meant to know
he is an Ojibwe man. That ‘knowing’ has
been a deep wordless tie between us and one
to which I feel all people, non-Indian and
otherwise, are entitled.

So, it was with some trepidation that
I began a story about Rachel Kupcho, an
Ojibwe woman and her adoptive white par-

ents. Would I be able to keep my feelings
about interracial adoption in perspective? Figure 44.1. A girl in a tradi-

I worried about this and other things tional jingle dress dances with
during my flight to Minneapolis. Unexpect- a stuffed animal at a powwow

edly, I noticed the Mississippi River or Great ©f Native American adoptees,

River in the Ojibwe language as the plane in Minneapolis.

descended into the Twin Cities. The power

of that great water pinched my heart in a nameless, primordial way and
I felt a homecoming not without pain. With relief, I recalled that in
Ojibwe tradition, we women are the ones who care for the water and I
was comforted. Ithought of our traditional Ojibwe stories describing this
connection with place and the land. Again, I was awed by the wisdom
and nuance of my culture that at once understands yet celebrates the
ineffable. A wave of calm washed over me; I knew that the story would
emerge in the way that it should.

In the end, I came to see that many mothers, Indian and non-Indian but
all women who care for the water, built Rachel’s life and strength, like the
Great River.

At first glance Rachel didn’t look like much of a Lost Bird to me. In fact
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she appeared to be just the opposite. Confident and beautiful, she strode
around the Minneapolis Indian Center with calm authority. She seemed
to carry easily the pride that is so typical of an Anishinabikwe or young
Ojibwe woman, as she worked to organize the annual Gathering of Our
Children and Returning Adoptees Powwow.

Sandy Whitehawk originally organized this powwow several years
ago. She is the executive director of the First Nations Orphan’s Associ-
ation, an organization that helps Lost Birds find their way back to their
culture. Since Sandy suddenly took ill, Rachel stepped in at the last minute
to coordinate the event. Organizing a powwow is no small task. There is
quite a bit of protocol involved and the potential for drama is high. Rachel,
however, seemed born to the task; to look at her I would have never
suspected that this was the first time she had overseen a powwow or that
until a few years ago she had had very little exposure to her culture. Like
many who attended this powwow, Rachel was adopted at birth and raised
by white parents.

When the doors of the Indian Center
opened up, people began to trickle in. It
was easy to identify the Lost Birds. Their
fear and guarded emotions seemed almost
palpable as they stepped uncertainly into
the gym. They were drawn by the sound of
the drum that they may have been hearing

for the first time on that day. Looking more
deeply into their faces, I sensed hope, a hope

Figure 44.2. Rachel Kupcho,
herself adopted by non-Indian that they might begin to return home.

parents, welcomed participants I noticed Rachel ushering people into
at the Gathering of Our Chil- the gym with a calm smile and I won-
dren and Returning Adoptees dered how she has come by such self-
Powwow in Minneapolis. assurance. The simple yet enormous answer
begins with her parents, Keith and Lisa
Kupcho. Typically, they are in the background, quietly helping set up tables
for the event. They discretely excuse themselves once the heavy lifting
is finished. They will return when their daughter needs them later in the

evening for the Wanblcheya, the Wiping of the Tears Ceremony.



250 part one. American Indian Adoptees

Like so many Indian children prior to 1978, Rachel was given up for
adoption by her birth mother from the White Earth Ojibwe Reservation in
Minnesota and placed with a non-Indian family. Rachel, however, does
not share the typical Indian adoptee history that is so often filled with
physical, sexual and emotional abuse. Painful and more insidious than the
physical abuse that adoptees report has been a rejection of their natural
spirit. The shame of being Indian and therefore inferior is a lasting wound
that remains open for countless adoptees. Too many try to medicate these
wounds with alcohol and drugs, vainly trying to ease their pain.

This generation of ‘Lost Birds’ as they are often called, resulted from
the well-intentioned U. S federal policy of assimilation that sought to
integrate Indians into mainstream culture. The policy was intended to
help lift Indians out of the poverty and address social ills that plagued the
reservations. Instead, it supported the near wholesale removal of children
from their homes, families and cultures.

Before the 1978 Indian Child Welfare Act, that gave tribes jurisdiction
over their own families, thousands of Indian children who entered the
social services system were adopted into non-Indian families. Churches
and social service agencies mistook Indian culture as the culprit in the
community’s problems; therefore, all things ‘Indian’ were to be stamped
out. Language, culture and the Indian tradition of child rearing that
includes extended family, were viewed as backward and wrong. Under-
standably, many Indian adoptees internalized these messages and have had
difficulty returning to their cultures. Rachel Kupcho, however, seems to
have made her way back to her people with relative ease, achieving a
comfort level that is enviable. To fully know her story, I needed to meet all
the mothers, the water caregivers who contributed to her life and journey
home.

Rachel is one of four ethnically diverse children adopted and raised by
Lisa and Keith Kupcho in Chanhassen, Minnesota, about 20 miles outside
of Minneapolis. Small and brown at the front, the Kupcho home sits a
bit further back from the street than do the other houses. I imagine a
certain sweet shyness about the house. Inside, the walls are richly covered
with paintings, photos and prints of women of color and their children,
lots of children. Photos of the Kupcho children and a seemingly endless



To Dry the Eyes of Indian Adoptees 251

convoluted photo storyline of their friends’ children and grandchildren are
everywhere.

We visited over coffee in Lisa’s kitchen. There was an aura of love in
that room that seemed to speak of bottomless acceptance. I found myself
moved to tears several times during the interview.

‘Fortunately, I learned early on that I couldn’t fix everything in my
children’s lives, said Lisa.

Potentially, there was a lot to ‘fix’ in being a white mother to her
racially diverse clan. Now grown, the children are Aaron (Filipino and
Norwegian), Sarah (Scotch and Irish), Rachel (Ojibwe and Italian), and Eve
(African-American and German).

Lisa recalled being confronted by an African-American instructor
years ago during a parenting class about adopting and raising mixed race
children. She recovered from her sense of feeling unjustly accused and
resisted storming out of the class. T realized that I needed to hear what
this woman had to tell us. She prepared us for not thinking we could fix
everything with parental love alone, Lisa recalled.

Not only did she learn that she wouldn’t be able to isolate her children
from the hurt of racism, she learned to be open to those who could mentor
her through the parenting process.

Enter Sandy Whitehawk, a challenging mentor if there ever was
one. Sandy recalls her birth mother handing her, at 18 months, through
the window of a pickup truck into the hands of white missionaries
who had come to the Rosebud reservation in South Dakota to ‘help the
Indians’ Sandy internalized her adoptive parents’ message: that she was
and ever would be a pagan, a member of an inferior race. She was also
physically and sexually abused. Seeking to soothe her wounded soul, she
turned to drugs and alcohol. Nothing seemed to take away the hurt until
she found recovery and ‘came home’ over 20 years ago to her people
and culture. She recalls the sense of relief and healing upon hearing the
American Indian drum for the first time.

“The drum goes to that place where there are no words, Sandy has said.
‘As adoptees when we first hear it, we realize it has been what we were
longing for.

Since, she has been compelled, almost obsessed in an effort to share
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this experience with other adoptees, knowing in her belly that a healing
path lies therein. Working with a number of elders and spiritual leaders
including Jerry Dearly, Lakota, she helped bring the Wanblecheya, the
Lakota Wiping of the Tears Ceremony, to Indian adoptees. It was during a
Wanblecheya that she came into the Kupchos’ lives.

The first Wanblechaya offered by Sandy’s group was presented at
an annual National Indian Child Welfare Association conference in Du-
luth. Rachel had recently been hired at NICWA and was helping to
organize the conference. Typically, her parents were there as well, pitching
in where they could, happy to be of service to their daughter. The theme
of the conference was ‘Reclaiming the Stolen Ones.

Lisa recalls Keith’s look of surprise over the theme’s name. ‘Stolen?
Ooooh, a bit harsh, he said. Rather than feeling threatened, Lisa saw the
conference as a learning opportunity. Soothing Keith, she reminded him of
their motto: ‘Whatever is good for our kids is good for our family.

Lisa has come to believe that there is a core piece of something missing
for adopted kids, a piece of abandonment for which they must seek healing
in their own way. She has spoken often to her children about this need
and assured them of her support if they choose to explore their biological
background and culture more fully.

"Whatever I can do or bring into their lives that makes them more
healthy and whole advances our relationship. When you’re a mother first,
you do whatever you can to make your child feel well and whole and
supported. She was excited and honored to participate in the Wanblecheya
. In the end ‘Rachel’s growth has been our growth, she affirms.

Lisa and Keith stood firmly behind Rachel during the ceremony, their
hands resting on her shoulders. Tears streamed uncontrollably down her
face during the Wanblecheya.

“I felt so unbelievably loved. It was the most profound moment of my
life,” Rachel recalls.

For Lisa, the ceremony represented a healthy sense of completion. ‘Tt
was an embrace and acknowledgment of loss,’ she said.

Although she has never felt lost or misplaced, Rachel felt the relief of being
welcomed into the circle of her culture at last. Not only was the event
a homecoming, according to Rachel, it was an acknowledgment from her
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parents that her quest for her heritage is important. “‘Up until that point,
it was the only thing they weren’t able to give me, but they were present
when I received this gift, she remembers.

Rachel is now convinced that without the unconditional love and
support of her parents, she would not be strong enough to do the work
that has now become her passion and her calling. Working to support
the Indian Child Welfare Act is now her life. She is a court advocate for
ICWA and helps Sandy in her efforts to gain funding for a project to create
a social work curriculum that includes knowledge about Indian families
and culture. Rachel believes, ‘Everything that has happened in my life has
prepared me to do this work’

Lisa sees Sandy as a wonderful mentor and role model for Rachel. ‘Tt
has almost been a relief to have others in our lives who could give
Rachel what she needs, Lisa laughs, recalling some mother-daughter
challenges. In the end, Lisa has gained a friend in Sandy.

The passion of these three women, from such different backgrounds,
has intertwined to form a tapestry of family love and support. I am
reminded of my earlier vision of the Great River, how it unites its many
channels into one big river, much as these women or water-caregivers have
united to grow Rachel into an Anishinabikwe.

As the Adoptees Powwow comes to an end, the Sisseton Wahpeton
Vietnam Veterans Color guards insist on having their photo taken with
Rachel. Wearing full eagle feather headdresses and military fatigues, they
surround her, creating a vision of embrace, acceptance and support —of
home. She has, indeed, arrived.

Note: The reporting and writing for this project were supported by a
grant from the USC Annenberg’s Institute for Justice and Journalism. This
story was published in the Daily Yonder (March 16, 2010). This story was
also published by Indian Country Today Media.






45. A Mother’s Day story: Mother,
Daughter both given up for
adoption

Mary Annette Pember (Photos and Story)

This year, for the first time in a long time, Mother’s Day didn’t bring with
it the painful unknowns for Jeanne Winslow and Rachel Banks Kupcho of
the Leech Lake Band of Ojibwe. Jeanne and her daughter Kupcho met for
the second time last October, more than 35 years after Winslow gave her

newborn up for adoption.

‘The day I got the call was the day I knew my life had changed forever,
says Winslow. That call on a cool October day carried the news that her

daughter had found her and wanted to meet.

Their reunion was not a made-for-TV event filled with balloons and
flowers. Winslow recalls that seeing her daughter for the first time in
such a long time was quietly powerful, a bit like the first time she heard
the drum and knew deep in her body that she was American Indian.

Like Kupcho, Winslow was put up for adoption as a newborn and raised
by non-Indians.

255



256 part one. American Indian Adoptees

Figure 45.1. Rachel (right) and her 19 month old daughter, Mika, and Rachel’s
birth mother, Jeanne Winslow (left).

Their story puts a quintessential Indian twist on the standard Mother’s
Day tale of maternal perfection, and shows the inexorable pull of blood
and spirit that so many Native people describe when they speak of
wanting to know their culture.

I first met Kupcho in Minneapolis back in 2008 while doing a story about
the challenges faced by American Indian adoptees who want learn more
about their cultures and their birth parents. At the time, she knew only
that her birth mother was Ojibwe from Minnesota. Her adoptive family
was supportive and understanding of her efforts.

A bright, confident young woman, Kupcho is convinced that without the
unconditional love of her adoptive parents she would not have been
strong enough to pursue her passion and calling of working to support the
Indian Child Welfare Act (ICWA). While working with the National
Indian Child Welfare Association, she met Sandy White Hawk, executive
director of the First Nations Repatriation Institute in Minneapolis. White
Hawk, an adoptee herself, founded the organization to advocate for Native
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adoptees in accordance with ICWA and to help unite adoptees with their
birth families, cultures and tribes.

In October, they informed me that they had found Kupcho’s birth mother,
Winslow, a children’s counselor living in Towa.

Winslow and Kupcho, along with Kupcho’s 18-month-old daughter Mika,
quickly arranged a meeting. Kupcho recalls that Winslow seemed to be in
quite a hurry to meet her. She soon found out why.

Winslow’s birth mother (and Kupcho’s grandmother), Audrey Banks, who
Winslow had met 20 years earlier, was dying. Winslow immediately
rushed everyone to her mother’s bedside.

‘There were four generations in that room meeting for the first time,”
Winslow recalls. “That was the first thing Rachel and I did together. It was
the greatest privilege and honor to be there with her. It was a very healing
experience. This has all been about circles connecting. At first, it was just
my circle but now I see that so many others are interconnected’

Kupcho didn’t know it at the time, but she had previously connected
with her grandmother—Audrey was well known and respected in the Min-
neapolis Native community for her work helping social service agencies
maintain compliance with ICWA.

Like Kupcho, she earned a master’s degree in social work in order to
better serve Native children. “There has definitely been something bigger
at work in my life; there has been a path I am meant to walk,” Kupcho says
of this coincidence.

In many ways, Audrey’s experience as a young Ojibwe woman may
have helped set the direction of that path.

Born on the Leech Lake reservation, Audrey was sent to the Pipestone
Indian boarding school at age nine and remained there for the remainder
of her childhood. After moving to Minneapolis she gave birth to three boys
and three girls.

According to her daughters, social workers from Catholic Charities
showed up at her bedside after each birth, pressuring the single mother
to give the girls up for adoption.

‘She said that she felt coerced by the social workers that said that the
girls would have better lives if they were raised by white people, recalls
Bernadine Harroun, Audrey’s second daughter. ‘I think that influenced her
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decision to go into social work and help keep Indian kids with Indian
families.

Bernadine and her younger sister, Winslow were adopted by the same
family and raised together. Bernadine initiated the search for Audrey and
Winslow and was responsible for their first meeting in 1989. They learned
that Audrey, all of her children and Kupcho all lived and grew up within
20 miles of each other.

‘Most of the stories of Native adoptees finding their families are
like miracles, White Hawk says. The distinguishing factor for Native
adoptees, according to White Hawk is that the children were prayed for by
generations of parents who knew hard times were coming. ‘Native people
have that spiritual pull, like a spiritual umbilical cord that compels us to
seek out our families, she says.

Many Native adoptees report that hearing the traditional drum often
activates that spiritual pull. Indeed Winslow recalls the first time she heard
the drum. T heard it and I knew I was Indian. The drum goes to some
place so deep, she recalls. (She didn’t know it at the time, but her uncle,
well-known activist Dennis Banks was one of the people at that drum. He
was giving a presentation at Winslow’s suburban high school about the
happenings at Wounded Knee.)

Except for the strange longing awakened in her by the drum, Winslow
says life in her adoptive suburban home was good. Ironically, because of
this positive experience, she was able to make the difficult decision to
relinquish her own daughter for adoption. Newly independent and sexually
inexperienced, she found herself pregnant at age 19. ‘I knew that I couldn’t
give my daughter the chance she deserved unless I did something drastic,
she recalls.

With the support of her adoptive family, Winslow put Kupcho up for
adoption. ‘Leaving the hospital without her was the hardest thing I've ever
done in my life; she says. Over time, however, she was at peace with her
decision although birthdays, Christmas and Mother’s Day were hard. ‘I
never stopped wondering about her, says Winslow.

There was always a lingering, fear, too that Rachel would be angry with
her if and when they reconnected. She says, however, that her meetings
with Kupcho and Mika have been smooth and joyous. She compares it
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to dancing in the circle for the first time with Audrey. ‘Somehow my feet
knew what to do, Winslow recalls.

T can’t imagine the pain Winslow went through in making the brave
choice to give me up for adoption. I give her tons of credit, says Kupcho,
adding that Winslow needn’t have feared she would be angry. ‘If anything
her love gave me the wonderful life I have now. The home I was adopted
into has afforded me the ability to do the work that I do’

Kupcho is starting a new job with a non-profit organization that
licenses foster homes for Native children. Her main focus is creating perma-
nent, supportive homes. Although her adoptive placement was loving and
good, advocating for a child to be in a loving home is not specific enough.

‘Being with family is ideal, Kupcho says. ‘Love is not always enough.
Going to the occasional pow wow is not enough. We need to know about
our traditions and culture. Even knowing you’re Indian is not enough.
With the experience of meeting my birth family, I understand this more
fully. Asa mother and as an adoptee I have a better sense of myself. I have
a stronger, more confident gait. This is the only thing my adoptive parents
haven’t been able to give me’

Finding her birth mother, however, was not the whole key to Kupcho’s
search. T needed to know where I came from and make that tribal
connection. When visiting the reservation I am suddenly among family
and I feel good, she says.

Both Kupcho and Winslow report that they are going forward with
their new relationship without expectations and going with that process as
it unfolds. Their first Mother’s Day was one of quiet joy. ‘T'm a mother,
now [ have somebody, explains Winslow. ‘Plus it’s great to be a grandma.

‘Mother’s Day is definitely more complicated now, but only in my mind.
I'm taking it as it comes, says Kupcho, laughing.

Sandy White Hawk’s message for Mother’s Day and every day there-
after: “We need to encourage our birth mothers to forgive themselves and
remember we wouldn’t be here without them. We need to tell them that
regardless of the kinds of lives we have had, we can have good lives from
this day forward and for that we are grateful’

NOTE: This is an update to a 2010 story that was published on
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DailyYonder.com on May 14, 2012. This story was also published by Indian
Country Today Media Network.



46. "We are the answer to their

prayers”

Seven generations ago someone was praying for us. We are the
answer to their prayers. We take this responsibility seriously.
When you are working with children, it is sacred work. Our
children are sacred’

—Tribal Court Judge (The Judges Journal, Vol. 50, #2,
Spring 2011)

“One by one, as the years pass me by, I still find it so amazing
that the grief and trauma that I still carry from being separated
at birth from my mother continues to follow me around and
exposes itself at the most inconvenient times. I feel like my
heart and spirit is that of a gypsy where although I physically
stay in one place, my soul keeps wandering around searching
and gets so lost..... I often stuff it back into its compartment
but at times it just creeps out with no warning and slaps me
upside the head and I am forced to confront the emotions time
and time again. I don’t know that I will ever actually organize
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this all within myself and find a place of comfort and peace
with it all”

—Janey Martin Hart, Red Lake Ojibwe Split Feather
Adoptee, 2011 (sent to Trace)

“...The dean of my own graduate school in ‘shrinkage’ told
me that they could not teach adoption issues because it would
mean there is something wrong with adoption and the many
adoptive parent trustees would withhold money from the
university. This attitude seems to prevail in the U.S”

—Dr. Joe Soll on Facebook (June 2011)

“...Lorraine ‘Punkin’ Shananaquet, a healer and a member of
the Tribal Council of the Match-E-Be-Nash-She-Wish Band of
Pottawatomi Indians, said the echoes of the grief, pain and loss
continue across the generations. ‘My muscle and my blood
remember things’ She said the day of remembrance could
bring emotional, mental, spiritual and physical healing as
Native people struggle to regain their language, family, culture
and ceremony.”

(Source: Tribe remembers boarding school era, begins

healing in Michigan, www.morningsun.com)

“As in this ancient story, as throughout all of human history,
and in my deepest family traditions, the ultimate gift of story
is two-fold; that at least one soul remains who can tell the
story, and that by recounting of the tale, the greater forces of
love, mercy, generosity and strength are continuously called
into being in the world... the telling of a story is considered
an essential spiritual practice... Tales, legends, myths and
folklore are learned, developed, numbered and preserved the
way a pharmacopoeia is kept. A collection of cultural stories,



"

"We are the answer to their prayers

and especially family stories, is considered as necessary for
long and strong life as decent food, decent relationship and
decent work. The life of a keeper of stories is a combination
of researcher, healer, linguist in symbolic language, teller of
stories, inspiratrice, God talker and time traveler...”

— Clarissa Pinkola Estes, Ph.D., award-winning writer,
psychoanalyst, human rights organizer and adoptee, from her
book THE GIFT OF STORY
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47. Where do we stand as Indians
today?

Trace A. DeMeyer

Right now there are generations of residential boarding school survivors
who are parents living on their reservations and in urban areas who have
and have not healed their own inner misery. Some of them will not and
cannot teach their children any tribal culture because it was tortured and
erased out of them via their boarding schools.

Poverty looms large on many tribal reservations in North America. Af-
ter all those treaties, some tribes do offer education, but not all. Some
offer casino royalties in ‘per cap’ payments, not all. Some offer housing,
not all. Tribes usually have some form of Indian Health Services and food
programs, not all.

Federal, not state, government deals directly with tribes. The feds
created the BIA, Bureau of Indian Affairs. America disassembled ancestral
leaders and tribal rule; hereditary chiefs were terminated. The BIA forced
tribes to adopt constitutions.

So what happened years ago, its effects are still being felt today. Loss
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of culture, children and language could have destroyed Indian Country but
it has not. We may be wobbly but we’re still working. ..

Still, ’'m very troubled many tribes are so busy surviving they don’t
reach out and search for their children lost to adoption. Tribes could create
websites and registries and advertise their own search helpers. Parents
could place ads looking for their lost children on the internet. I would be
more than willing to help any tribe create a reunion registry. My blog
about American Indian Adoptees already reaches many adoptees who are
still searching.

What is the delay? Most tribes struggle financially. They do not
want returning adoptees to expect their financial support. Our own Native
families and tribes may think adoption changed us in ways that cannot be
reversed.

This anthology disproves that and will permanently change this per-
ception of adoptees. Adoption does not kill who we are, but rather it
enlightens us to the two worlds we walk in. Adoption will never kill who
we are. Adoption cannot and does not erase our blood.

I am so troubled by this disconnect with tribes and parents and their
lost children, I try to connect adoptees to each other since we share many
of the same feelings. I created a page on Facebook to count adoptees
(American Indian Adoptees: Lost Children) so we can know the numbers,
as best as social media networking will allow.

Our grief can’t be completely healed until we’re united successfully
with family, relatives and tribe and know the stories. Many adoptees have
succeeded. Many more are trying.

Every adoptee on the planet deserves information, absolutely. And it’s
criminal that we can’t in all but seven states™ in the USA.

Even I do not have a copy of my original birth certificate (OBC). Wis-
consin said I'd have to get it from Minnesota where I was born. Minnesota
is a sealed record state so I may never see it.

One thing for adoptees who are locked in adoption record limbo can
do is make new relatives. Ask friends to teach you. In this traditional way,
they adopt you and make you their relative.

In June 2011, Chief Don Myers adopted me. Myers is chief of Lone Wolf
Band of Chicamagwa and Talligewi Indians, called The Mound Builders,
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The Ancient Ones. The Talligewi, pronounced ‘chall-lee-gay-we’ were the
original mound builders that occupied Illinois, Indiana and Ohio during the
early woodland period, 1000 to 2000 BC. The Talligewi were part of the
Adena culture, and Pre-Columbian, also the forerunners of the Cherokee. It
is believed that the Talligewi moved south to the southern states and there
became known as Cherokee but sometime prior to and during the Indian
removal, many returned to Indiana and Ohio where their ancestors came
from. They remain there to this day. A kind and generous man, Chief
Meyers lives in Indiana and sends me the tribal newsletter.

My Lakota relatives named me Winyan Ohmanisa Waste La Ke. They
adopted me. I have been to sweats and my sister Ellowyn gave me my
name.

At my sister Teresa’s funeral in Pana, Illinois in March 2012, my
Harlow cousins showed me the site where they held their annual powwow,
complete with a firepit and talking circle. The women held constant to our
culture and continue to honor our ancestors even today.

It was my destiny to find them.

* Seven states have unrestricted access: Alaska and Kansas never sealed,
Oregon was opened by the ballot measure appealed up through the courts;
Alabama, New Hampshire and Maine all opened legislatively. Rhode Island
and Missouri recently opened their records. The conditional access states,
Illinois, Tennessee, and Delaware treat adoptees like second-class citizens
with intermediary systems, certain years exempt, and parental consent
vetoes. States and their subcontractors — often religious-based — maintain
control and dole out whatever number as they see fit. Tennessee has
actually criminalized contacting a birthparent if a veto was signed. Ohio,
Michigan, and Massachusetts grant access to some and are not considered
‘open records’ states. There are only three states assisting birthparents in
their search: Illinois, Tennessee and Georgia in 2008. Washington, North
Carolina, New York, New Jersey and Minnesota are still deciding if they
will open adoption records in 2012.






48. Two Worlds — Johnathan
Brooks’ Story

Johnathan Brooks

“The aim of life is self-development. To realise one’s nature perfectly —
that is what each of us is here for.” ~ Oscar Wilde

It has become popular in counselling for clients to be encouraged to
write their story and to come to recognize how detrimental experiences can
be used as opportunities for living life to the full. In a sense this could be
called allowing oneself to move into new situations, places or environments
where this can happen. This is my story, an artwork.

How | found out

I was six years old when I found out that [ was adopted. I was watching an
old black/white western film at our family home in Victoria, London. I was
kneeling on the carpeted floor only a few feet away from the TV screen.
The film scene was a typical stage coach fight, with the Indians as always
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Figure 48.1.

depicted as the baddies, attacking the coach on horseback with rifles and
yelps of war cries.

Caught in the high energy of the battle scene, with two fingers
pointed at the TV and with my make believe handgun, I began shooting,
“Bang...Bang” At that point my mother walked into the downstairs TV
living room. I had always noticed that she never liked me pointing guns
and shooting things, but today I was in the mood to test those boundaries
and continued to shoot away.

But this time was different. There was no telling off, she simply knelt
down to my eye level and asked, “Who are you shooting at?”

“The baddies of course,” I replied, and continued shooting.

“And who are the baddies?” my mother continued to question.

“The Indians are, of course,” I said, looking at her rather oddly as to
why she couldn’t tell the difference between goodies and baddies.

Her reply was, “You shouldn’t shoot Indians, because you’re one of
them. You were adopted”

That somehow confused me. Not in the way adults might think in
terms of identity crises... yet, but in a six year olds mind: If I couldn’t shoot
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the cowboys because they’re the goodies and I couldn’t shoot the baddies
because I was an Indian, who could I shoot?

Nobody... so I never shot at anybody ever again, as far as I can
remember.

Adoption Background

Adoption and fostering offers a unique opportunity for adopter and adoptee
for personal growth and the healing of the wounds we all carry, and
may have to re-experience several times in order to except the wisdom
of their lesson and move on. Before we are born our spirit/soul chooses
the particular set of circumstances and the environment that will give us
the greatest opportunity for growth into self responsible adult instead of
remaining a victim.

My adopted mother was born Countess Barbara von Bismarck-
Schonhausen, the great granddaughter of the “Iron” Chancellor Otto von
Bismarck of Germany. After she had studied art under the tutor of Marc
Chagall at a Paris university, she took off to Hollywood, California, not
wanting to conform to family expectations by marrying a Diplomat, and
she became friends with actor Yul Brynner. There she met her future
husband, Steve Brooks who worked for Yul Brynner as his Publicist and
ran Yul’s production company as General Manager.

While in California, Barbara had noticed the awful poverty levels of the
Native Americans and would buy jewelry and traditional costumes (regalia)
from their small stalls that were at the sides of the roads, as a way of giving
them money. That was her way of helping them. Soon Barbara and Steve
married and had a son called Niall in 1960. After the birth, Barbara had
been told that she would not be able to have another child.

By now, Barbara wanted to give in a bigger way to the Native
Americans and found Father Emmett Hoffmann who ran St. Labre Mission
in Montana for the Northern Cheyenne and Crow tribes, and became a
donator. She often would sell her paintings at an art gallery then would
double the money and send the cheque to Father Emmett. Business was
not her strength!

One day in the early part of 1964, Barbara received a letter from Father
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Emmett asking her if she could do the biggest favour for the Northern
Cheyenne’s and adopt a baby due in a few months time. Her reply was
yes without even consulting her husband Steve. That was just the way she
was, generous.

I was born 10" April, 1964 in Oakland, California and adopted ten days
afterwards. The actual adoption took place between the two mothers in a
hotel lobby in San Francisco, probably over a coffee as one does!

As the years went past, my adopted parents moved to Europe partly
because Yul Brynner now lived mainly in France but also for other reasons,
like their kid’s education. By 1969 we found ourselves based in London,
England. My adopted mother wanted to be near her family but not too
near! I guess some sea was needed for distance.

Bonding

When we are born we are totally dependent on others, but if we are unable
to bond with a parent or nurturing figure with any degree of closeness, we
may find it difficult to become self-reliant and free to create a life of our
own.

We may allow the values of others and the culture to dictate the patterns
of our lives and try to fit in, or equally restricting, being constantly at
war with that culture instead of freeing ourselves to fulfill the reason for
incarnation.

I loved my adopted father very much; we never had any real prob-
lems together, but somehow my adopted mother became rather distant
emotionally and we never really bonded. She used to say that she felt
it was because she had not given birth to me and never really knew if I
would still be around. My natural mother apparently in the early years, in
Barbara’s words, was blackmailing her that she would come and take her
baby back unless money was given to her. Barbara hadn’t told Steve of the
blackmailing as she was too scared to tell him, but it stopped when Steve
one day answered a call and it was my biological mother asking for more
money and he told her “If you want him, come and get him” She was never
heard from again.

I learned over the years that you couldn’t always trust what my
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adopted mother would say, either because she would make what she
thought into a better story or she wanted to get her own way or her mind
had become so distorted.

Barbara’s sister had died in 1969 and she never really ever got over
it. She was extremely close to her sister Vendaline especially since their
parents had both died in a car crash when Barbara was just ten years
old. Somehow, Vendaline’s death had triggered something deep within
Barbara and she became depressed and couldn’t sleep. Refusing to go to
seek help from psychiatrists out of principle, the doctors prescribed her
heavy dosages of barbiturates and valium, which was typical at the time,
especially with American doctors.

Unfortunately, Barbara became addicted. By age six or seven, I didn’t
know what was going on, other than being woken up at night with sounds
of crashes. Barbara would wake up, not that late at night, feeling hungry,
sluggish, and unable to think clearly and no coordination and she would
fall down the stairs and not make it to the toilet. She would be out for the
count! I would peer down the banister and watch as my father, who was
a large man, struggle and try and pull her up the stairs to bed. One day I
came down to help him, he looked rather embarrassed about the situation
but we cracked into action. This became a nightly routine, and I began to
resent her, how could she do this to him.

Her moods during the day were rather downbeat and could snap at
really small things and would hit me. This did not help our relationship
but she eventually stopped slapping me when she realised that I became of
age, where I was bigger and stronger than her.

By age eight, I was sent to Michael Hall, a Steiner school in Sussex,
England. My mother had hated boarding school as a child and didn’t want
me to go through what she went through so I boarded with a family called
the Pichlers. They were Austrian/Australian, his English wife together with
their son, who was in the same class at school, and four days older than
me. This son’s name was John to my Johnathan; in a sense we were like
dissimilar twins finding each other after a long separation.

However, by this time I had become so inhibited and unable to express
or be myself in any way to my adopted mother. I was considered a bit
slow and unresponsive. In fact, I still felt lonely, imprisoned and separate
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from the love of anyone who understood me, and I believe I was re-living
a prison-like isolation experience when the Cheyenne’s were split into two
and vanished from their tribal grounds.

As I was under the age of sixteen and living with another family other
than my own, legally I had to be registered with the local council as a foster
child in order that a social welfare officer could check up on me periodically
on how I was doing. My foster parents took their role seriously and never
regarded me as anything but a welcome second son, and frequently said,
“How lucky we are to have two such good boys,” and they missed me when
I was away during the school holidays.

My foster mother regarded the extraordinary world-wide travelling
experiences on both our parts that had brought us all together as a sign of a
beneficent and supportive universe, pointing to the fulfilment of the cosmic
plan for Humanity. To unify everything and return to Source through the
magnetism of Love.

It was my foster mother who discovered I was Dyslexic. Dealing with
this problem and wound led to me studying acting and later to become a
NLP Master Practitioner, giving talks and workshops. Who would have
thought that a dyslexic who couldn’t express himself clearly would later in
life be involved in ‘communication’? So a wound became an asset.

At the Pichlers, I was encouraged to keep at my education and learn
about my background. Over the years I bought and read many books
about the Native Americans, both about my tribe in particular, Northern
Cheyenne, but also other tribes. This was something I kept quiet about
when going home for holidays as my adopted mother disliked me talking

about my heritage.

Welcome Back

Years passed and in the summer of 1985 when I was twenty-one and had
finished with university, Barbara bought me a return ticket to Montana. I
was to fly to the St. Labre Mission and stay with Father Emmett on the
Northern Cheyenne reservation. I was gob smacked! She never wanted to
talk about it and then bought me an open return ticket!

There was one condition, though. I was not to tell anyone that I was
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Northern Cheyenne and adopted because, as her story goes, that after my
birth, my biological mother had to go back to the family and say it was a
‘stillborn’ child. So it was all very hush hush!

When I arrived, Father Emmett gave me a volunteering job as a Relief
House Parent at St. Labre Home for underprivileged children. These were
children that the courts had ordered that they stay at St. Labre Home on the
Catholic Mission. These children came from really disturbed families. So
poor that the children lived in old rusty cars or had witnessed their father
shoot their mother, some horrific stories.

I kept my word and secret for awhile but as time went by, it became
clear to me that I was looking just like them. I thought to myself, if I
hadn’t of been adopted, then this would have been a place where I could
have ended up.

I made friends with one of the older boys in my care called Rudy, and
told him my little secret. He simply replied, “Of course you are, you can see
it” Irealised it was no real big deal. But I did make sure that I didn’t say
anything to Father Emmett in case word got back to Barbara. Otherwise,
all hell would have broken loose when I got back.

I certainly felt more at ease with myself that I wasn’t living a lie while
working there. Now that it was kind of in the open, I decided I wanted
to know who my biological parents were. I managed to get a date set to
go to the Northern Cheyenne Tribal Court. I represented myself and told
the Judge Judith Spang why I wanted to know who my biological parents
were. She listened and then with her hammer banged it on the bench and
ordered that the Bureau of Vital Statistics in Helena, Montana, open their
file on me. Little did I know at the time, but a few years later Judge Spang
turned out to be my aunt.

Boy was I pleased that I had won a court case single handed with no
preparation. However, this was a bit like clutching straws as I knew I was
actually born in California. The Northern Cheyenne court only had power
within the state of Montana. I had nothing to lose, and it gave me hope
that by some miracle something might be there and it was a start of my
quest. That made me feel good. It wasn’t too long before I heard that the
Bureau had found no records of me. Avenue closed.

I had made some good friends during this trip. One was called Joe Fox
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Sr. who used to cut the grass on the Mission but was also the Keeper of
the Elk Horn Scrapper Society of the Northern Cheyenne, a very spiritual
society. He was a man of few words but when he did speak you listened to
everything he had to say, with respect. He had been awarded two Bronze
stars with the United States army. I knew it was something to do with a
knife and killing people in trenches. I asked him about the Korean War and
he simply thought for awhile and replied that he wasn’t proud of his past
and that if he could relive his life again, he would be a priest.

Every Sunday morning he would go to church on the Mission and late
afternoon on the same day would invite me to a Sweat at his home. There
I learned about how to use Sweats to pray. And I loved it. I also became
his Sundance ‘Helper’, twice.

The second family that I became good friends with was Jimmy and
Juanita Little Coyote and their beautiful daughter Dewanda who I would
hang around with a lot of the time. Jimmy was a Chief and made feathered
head bonnets; they worked in the Mission museum selling their silver and
turquoise jewelry and beadwork like moccasins. I bought many things
from them. Dewanda, being eighteen or less, had just graduated from high
school and had a white sports car as her graduation present. Lucky girl,
but I got to go for rides in it, and we had fun.

September arrived and I knew it was shortly time for me to leave. I
had no snow gear if [ was to stay longer and more importantly, it was the
start of the field hockey season back in England, and so I went back.

That Christmas was the worst family Christmas. By now, both Barbara
and Steve were physically very ill. Barbara had cancer of the colon
and not much left after numerous operations. And Steve had leukemia
about thirteen years and was now seventy-one years of age and had two
chemotherapy treatments. It was normal in our family that we celebrated
on Christmas Eve around 5pm. We would dress smart, Christmas music
was played and Steve would read the same passage from the same bible
every year.

But this was very different. Every time Steve tried to read aloud, the
words came out jumbled up. On hearing his own voice he would stop and
start again, and still the words came out mumbo jumbo. This was a man
who made a living from reading scripts and who had an intelligent sharp
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mind.

My brother and 1 looked at our mother who looked at us and shook
her head not to say anything and she tried to act all jovial as if nothing had
happened and handed a present for Steve to open. Niall took off downstairs
to his room and I knew, we all did, that Steve didn’t have long to live; clearly
his body and mind were completely stressed out.

After Christmas I went back to Sussex to the Pichlers and looked for
work. I had tried a few universities to do social work after the impact
of working at St. Labre Home. I didn’t get in to any and even had one
head of social studies tell me that he thought that I would change my mind
again. So I began looking for work while I figured out my next step in life.

March arrived and one evening had a phone call from my brother. He
never rang me, and I could tell by his low voice that he had bad news and
it had to be about Steve. It was. He had died at the Royal Free Hospital at
Hampstead during a routine check up. They wanted him to stay for a few
days and while there had picked up an infection, had no white cells to fight
the infection, had a heart attack and died.

I visited Barbara every weekend afterwards and we spoke a lot about
things. There were only us. Niall was living on an old sinking wooden
ship moored on the Thames. We became closer and closer and I would take
her to Steve’s grave where she had covered it in colourful flowers, typical
of her style. She told me that she had bought the plot next to him for
herself. There was a wooden bench opposite Steve’s grave and she would
arrange the flowers and sit on the bench for an hour and just stare at them.

Our relationship was getting stronger that I even thought of moving up
to London and living at home for awhile, just making sure that she was
OK. As akid I used to think that if Steve ever died first, that she would die
shortly afterwards, since he was the backbone of the family. She had her
religion and that seemed to be giving her strength she needed.

By July I had found a job as a van driver for a retail chain, thinking
that it might lead to their trainee management scheme; after all I had
passed my Business and Finance Diploma. It meant occasionally working
on Saturdays if there were lots of deliveries to be made. By the time I
had finished work one Friday, my foster mother, Gill Pichler, told me that
Barbara had rang and said that I wasn’t to come tomorrow as she didn’t
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feel well and then hung up abruptly as though in pain. That was just as
well I thought and I would call tomorrow to see if it was worth me visiting
at all. The abdominal pain was nothing unusual for Barbara; it happened
with regular occurrence.

I went to work the next day, loaded all the deliveries to be made and
set about my business, occasionally popping into the shop to drop off and
pick up more ‘white’ goods when my manager said that a man had called
for me, and would I call home immediately, which I did.

A strange man’s voice answered my home phone, “Who are you?” I
said a bit shocked. “The coroner,” was the reply.

I sat down on the office desk and listened to the questions the coroner
had to ask me. On finishing his set of questions, he made the suggestion
that I come home as soon as possible as there were strangers walking
around the house. On hanging up the phone, my manager asked if
everything was ok, and I broke down in tears as I told him that my mother
had just died. One of the other members of staff drove me back to the
Pichlers where I changed and tried to concentrate as I drove carefully back
to London. My mind was a bit spacey by then.

It took about a year, sorting out my parents things. Niall continued
to live on a houseboat struggling to be a recognised writer and I decided,
as it was the summer again (in 1987) and August, I knew it was the best
month to go to Montana as it was Pow-Wow season. I loved to watch
the traditional dances and admire those beautiful Native American girls in
their gear. Occasionally, I would dress and dance as well.

This time when I stayed at the friary with Father Emmett, I felt that
whatever agreement that I had with Barbara was now void. It was my life
and I wanted to meet my biological parents.

The US laws had changed regarding House Parents; now you had to be
a married couple, which meant that I was out of the question. I decided to
help Jimmy and Juanita Little Coyote in the museum. As I knew a bit of
history and spoke the Queen’s English, I became a bit of a novelty around
the offices and with the tourists.

Determined to find my natural parents, I spoke to Father Emmett,
and asked him straight, “Did he know who my natural mother was?”
Unfortunately, he told me that he couldn’t remember her name but did
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remember her as the most beautiful Native American woman that he had
ever met. Ididn’t push him further. Another avenue closed.

The friary had a new full time cleaner called Ruby Braine and as I saw
and spoke to her every day, I opened up and told her about my adoption.
On hearing me, she looked at me. I could see by her eyes and the way she
slightly tilted her head up, the gaze of someone accessing their memories,
and then said that she knew of a young mother back then who had had a
baby boy adopted out, and that she would contact the mother. This seemed
like a real long shot but a day later, Ruby said that I was to have my birth
certificate at hand and wait by the phone at 9pm, and that I would get a
call from Rosalia, a potential mother.

By now I had learned that adopted children receive new birth certifi-
cates with the new parent’s names and a new baby name on them. But the
rest of the information was the same.

On the stroke of gpm the phone rang and I answered it. A kind
woman’s voice on the other end started to ask questions about my birth
certificate. I answered all the questions including a description of myself.
At the end, Rosalia apologized that she wasn’t my mother but wished she
was. The doctor’s signature was wrong, the hospital where I was born was
wrong, the time of birth was wrong and the description of me was wrong.
It was yet again another avenue closed. However, she then added that she
knew who my real mother was, and went on to explain how she knew.

There had been two other pregnant women who all had babies around
the same time as each other and she knew which hospitals, which day
and time each gave birth to their baby and therefore knew who my
biological mother was. She clearly had never forgotten. This sounded
really promising for the first time which led to me asking a question. What
was her name?

She decided not to tell me the name but would contact the biological
father’s sisters as she had not seen my biological mother since my birth. It
would appear that my mother had made a new life for herself outside the
reservation as far away as she could.

I was happy for myself on this new lead but I could hear in Rosalia’s
voice sadness as she said goodbye. She added that she hoped one day her
adopted out son would search and find her as well.
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A couple of days later, Ruby clearly still wanting to help me, allowed
her house to be used as a meeting point, as she lived across the road from
the friary. I was to meet two aunts, Nathel and Rosalia Fisher on my
biological father’s side; Rosalia was the same woman that I had spoken
to on the phone just a few days ago, who had given birth to a baby boy the
same week that I was born. She happened to also be one of my aunt’s as
well. Both Nathel and Rosalia knew me as a baby and had helped take care
of me as a newborn for the first three months of my life until my adoption.
It became clear that Barbara’s version of me being adopted after ten days
couldn’t possibly be true.

I was to go there after lunch which I did. I walked across the road
and knocked on the front door. I open it and walked in. Sitting on the
couch were my two potential aunts, who simply stared at me for awhile
then seemed to simultaneously look at each other and nod that I was that
baby all those years ago. I wondered briefly how they could possible know.
I had changed surely. This thought was interrupted as one aunt muttered,
“That’s Troy,” to the other.

Troy I thought, I knew that name, a name that I had not told anyone on
the reservation or in England. I had simply forgotten it.

When I was younger, during the school holidays, I'd go swimming at
the Holiday Inn swimming pool in Swiss Cottage, London. It wasn’t far
from where my adopted parents lived in Hampstead. My adopted father
would swim most days as a way of keeping his flexibility. On one occasion
while we were in the pool, I asked my adopted father if he knew what
my Indian name was. He said with a vague look that he thought it was
Troy Fisher but couldn’t be certain. I had never told anyone as my adopted
father wasn’t certain himself.

It was a short visit and the aunts got up to go and still perhaps still not
completely certain then turned as they were leaving and Nathel asked me,
“Do you know your name that you were given?”

“Troy,” I replied.

“You’re my nephew,” Nathel said with certainty.

I knew then that I had found my roots and my family.

I asked who my mother and father were, and they too said that neither
of them had seen my mother since my adoption. But her name was
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Betty Bahr and she had a brother, Lester Bahr, who worked here as the
maintenance man at the Mission, and that my father was called Eugene
Fisher but he didn’t live on the Northern Cheyenne reservation.

They explained that another sister of Eugene’s called Juanita (Nita)
Fisher had also helped Betty with me and that she was the third mother,
and had a baby girl called Vickie Lynn. I was later to find out that my
middle name was also Lynn after her. The sisters had flocked around Betty
as I was the first born of their only brother. Betty had kept it quiet of her
intention to have me adopted, I was there one day and then gone the next
which caused an upset amongst the sisters as Nita would have adopted me.
Somehow, with my presence, that old wound could now be healed. Troy
had been found.

The aunts said that they had to leave and drive back to Billings, a good
two hour drive, so after my goodbyes to them, I set off back to the Mission
to find my uncle Lester. I was told he was digging a trench repairing a large
pipe in the grounds somewhere. Ifound him in a trench and said, “Lester?

He was wearing an old scruffy baseball cap, and looked up at me and
said, “Yeah”

“T've got something to tell you.” I said it as if I had a big surprise.

Lester’s eyes opened wide as they could and he tipped up the tip of his
cap to have an unobstructed detailed look at me, and said again, “Yeah?”

“Well, you’re my uncle!” I replied.

At which point he leapt out of the trench, now with a look of disbelief,
and stared at my big earlobes, relaxed and then flicked them with his finger
and said, “You got the Bahr earlobes alright...... I knew this day would
come.”

After a quick conversation about the physical traits of the Bahr earlobes,
we agreed to meet after work at one of three Ashland bars on the edge of the
Northern Cheyenne reservation for beers. There was much to talk about.

After dinner, I made my way to the Ashland bar as we agreed, walking
distance from the friary. This was Lester’s usual watering hole most nights.
He was there dressed with blue jeans, white t-shirt and the same baseball
cap; he was tall, and thin. He was sitting there with a couple of his half-
sisters, more aunts of mine.

We stayed there most of the night chatting away and they too had not
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seen my mother Betty. Lester did say that he had a phone number for her
and in time would call her. My only concern was, how old was that phone
number and would she contactable at that number? Lester was never one
for ringing, writing or any form of communication. He spoke about their
earlier life on the Northern Cheyenne reservation and clearly there was
emotional pain and resentment of his and Betty’s childhood. A picture of
their background was beginning to form in my mind, a harsh life living
on a reservation. Who could blame Betty for not wanting to get off the
reservation?

Lester and I and those aunts became good friends for the rest of the trip
and in subsequent visits I made to the US.

September arrived, and again it was time for me to make my way back
to England and it wasn’t long, while at the Pichler’s, I got a phone call one
evening. True to his word Lester had called his sister and told her all about
me and had given her my England phone number.

I had done it; I had found my natural mother against the odds. But not
only had I found her but we got on really well. She continued to keep
in contact with me calling sometimes once every two weeks, and I loved
getting the calls.

I wasn’t to meet her until 1989, even though I had been to Ashland the
previous summer as well. I couldn’t get enough of it.

From my adopted father Steve’s first marriage, I had a half-brother and
half-sister who both lived in California, near LA. By this stage of my life I
was interested in getting into the film business and had contacted my half-
brother Steve Jr. who worked in the business driving the trucks and running
the generator to power the film sets. His advice to me was to arrive around
March, when the film industry season would pick up and there would be
much more work around.

SoIdid. Iflew to LA and stayed with my half-sister Tammy who was
married to Mark Cutler, and they had a wonderful house in San Fernando
Valley. First thing, I took the California driver’s license exam and passed
first time. I also brought my modeling portfolio and photos; I had been
asked in England to do some modelling. I brought it in case I might have a
lucky break and looked into modeling in LA. Models were a dime a dozen
there and I soon lost interest pursuing it.
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Steve Jr. told me about a company called Cinelease in Burbank. They
specialised in lighting and grip rental equipment and needed a driver to
supply the various film sets. I went for it.

I arrived at the interview on time. The warehouse manager, who would
be my boss, on noticing my English accent, asked me in the interview if I
had a driving license. Idid and showed him and then he asked how I would
find myself around the big city and surrounding deserts. Having never been
to LA before could have been a problem. I simply quickly replied, “Well, I
got here for the interview on time, didn’t I? And I know how to read your
city map.” He looked at me, smiled and agreed that I had done just that,
and he gave me the job.

It was hard work lifting heavy cables, boxes and lights, and delivering
them in the very hot California temperatures but I had every weekend off,
a rarity in the film business and I got to drive around to various-sized film
sets. I nearly reversed my large van into Telly Salavas wearing a white
robe as he made his way to his caravan on the film set of The Hollywood
Detective (it was a kind of Kojak but without the lollipop.)

Around mid-July, T knew that I would want to head to Montana by
August. I had Betty’s home phone number and called her and explained
that this was the nearest I'd probably ever get to Albuquerque, New Mexico
where she lived, and I proposed the opportunity of meeting. She agreed. I
handed in my notice to Cinelease. They were sad to see me go and told me
to look them up if I ever wanted work again.

On the plane to Albuquerque, I suddenly realised that despite knowing
the sound of Betty’s voice very well, I had no idea what she looked like. I
had not said what I’d be wearing to identify myself. Albuquerque would
be full of Hispanic and Native Americans.

After collecting my bag from the collection point, I walked and stood
in the middle of the airport and systematically scanned left to right looking
for a mid-forties looking Native woman. As I scanned to my right, in the
distance I saw a woman looking at me. I walked over to her and said,
“Betty?”

She nodded, “Yes,” and we hugged each other politely and walked
towards her blue small pickup truck that was parked just outside the airport
entrance. Ithrew my bag in the back of the pickup and sat in the passenger
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seat. We looked at each other and she said, “I've got a two week holiday,
where shall we go?”

With nothing really planned, I replied, “Well, I was planning to go
to Montana and I'm sure there would be room for you at the Friary in
Ashland” She said OK and we started to drive north towards Montana. We
took turns driving each day and paying for gasoline and we stayed at cheap
motels or with relatives that Betty had not seen for years. One night we
stayed with some older relatives that told me that I had five uncles, brothers
who were bank robbers in Northern California. In total they robbed five
banks until they were caught. This was something that I wasn’t use to.
From my adopted family background, I was used to uncles who were
Diplomats, Politicians or Bankers, in a very different way though. Bank
robbers, however, was much more exciting!

On our first day of driving it was all very polite questions that we had
for each other but as the days went by, we started to ask more personal
and deeper questions. We had a high level of rapport and we clearly really
liked each other’s company. She was a very quiet sort of person and told
me things like she had rattlesnakes in her garden but they never rattled at
her when she walked through her garden. But if anyone else did, the snakes
would rattle away. I knew then this was evidence of her calming nature
that the rattlers never felt her threat and nor did I. This was a nice change.
With Barbara I was always anxious if she was in the same room with me
and I would often leave if she entered it.

By the third day of travelling, we had run out of the superficial
questions and now it was time for the real emotionally charged questions. I
wanted to know why I had been adopted.

As a child, sometimes when I went to bed I would cry and wished that
I had never been adopted or even born and even wished that I was dead. I
would watch one of my favorite TV programs like Happy Days and be so
jealous that a family could be so happy. It was like a revelation, and why
couldn’t ours be like that? I had even read in one of my historical Native
American books that if one sister had no children and the other sister had
say ten children then if she had an eleventh baby she would give it to her
sister with none. And the baby was brought up with two mothers. So
why didn’t that happen to me? Was I not loved or wanted? This basic
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core wounding of rejection was to become my life script. It affected my
relationship with my adopted mother and future girlfriends. But who was
rejecting who?

Betty’s Story

Betty started to explain her side of the story. She had been twenty-one
and Eugene Fisher twenty-four and they were in a relationship and fell
pregnant with me. Eugene didn’t want to know and left her. As Betty had
no money, she didn’t feel confident that she could take care of the baby as
a single mother and thought that I would do better off if I was adopted out
to one of Father Emmett’s rich donators. She clearly had done this with a
positive intent, with the love of wanting the best for me. She had felt awful
doing it and thought about me every day until the day she started a family
herself and became too busy, thinking about her immediate family’s needs.

I completely understood her, now that I knew it wasn’t that I wasn’t
wanted or loved. I told her it was OK. I then asked her the next question,
“did she really blackmail my adopted parents?”

Betty’s reacted a bit shocked by the question and initially said no and
was concerned that I must have grown up hating her if I believed what
Barbara had accused her of. No, I actually hadn’t. It was more about
me. Later, Betty said that some money had been handed over but not by
blackmailing. I could see that I wasn’t ever going to know the full truth and
never asked again and dropped the subject.

Betty, having heard various stories about what my adoptive mother
Barbara had done to me, said the way Barbara told me I was adopted made
her angry. Betty thought her good intentional adoption plan, despite being
based on the fear of coping as a single mother, hadn’t in her eyes worked
out, not how she had imagined it would. But that’s life; that’s families for
you.

Despite some highly charged emotional questions, we still liked each
other very much and loved each other. We were now about twenty-four
hours from Montana when Betty asked me, “How would you like to meet
Eugene one day?”

I thought about it and said, “Sure, one day.”
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“We'll be in Montana by tomorrow afternoon; I can call Nita Fisher,
his sister and tell her we're coming and we can see him,” Betty said
adventurously.

“You mean see him as well....when was the last time you saw him?”
I said this as I went into overwhelm. Meeting my natural mother for the
first time was one thing but to meet the natural father as well, on the same
trip, now I was getting a bit nervous but mostly excited!

“Oh, I haven’t seen him since I gave birth to you, and I'd like to see
what he’s up to these days,” Betty said curiously. She called Nita at the
next service station pit stop.

Nita informed us that Eugene was busy fire fighting somewhere miles
away and that she would call him to come on over.

We arrived in Browning, Montana where they lived in the late after-
noon. Browning is a town which is the largest community on the Blackfeet
Reservation. The reservation is about 1.5 million acres large, situated
northwest of Montana; Browning was known as one of the roughest
reservation towns around. Eugene had since got married to Anna and they
had six children, one of which he had adopted. He had married a Blackfeet
woman.

We had pulled into a typical reservation gasoline station, one with only
two pumps and it was my turn to pay. I went in to pay, bought cigarettes
and the attendant noticed my funny accent. He wanted to hear me speak
some more and so I told a bit about my background. It seemed like every
Native American I met wanted to know my background. I paid then left.
Little did I know actually how small Browning was and how fast gossip
flies!

We drove on to Nita’s house and on arrival Nita, on greeting us, says
to Betty at the top of her loud voice, “Jesus Christ girl....how the hell are
ya?” in a regional Montana accent.

Nita was always very fond of me as I was, after all in a way, her lost
baby as well. We sat around in Nita’s house waiting for Eugene to turn up.
Eugene on hearing from Nita that we were coming had got into a fire truck
and driven non-stop back to Browning straight to Nita’s home, without
swinging by his own home first. But he had picked up a male friend of his
called Two Bulls.
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We sat and drank Budweiser all night. I was used to stronger beer
in England; I found that Budweiser didn’t really touch the sides but was
perfect as a session beer as this was going to be one long session.

At some point during the night Betty and Eugene talked privately; they
had much to talk about and no doubt I was part of their discussion. Soon
afterwards, Eugene came to talk to me and said, “Never blame Betty, it was
my entire fault. You have to understand that I was only twenty-four and I
had more women than you could shake a stick at” I had never heard that
expression before and chuckled. He continued, “Two years later I regretted
leaving her but it was all too late, she had gone” Clearly Betty must have
said something to him along the lines that I blamed Betty for adopting
me out. I was glad to hear him take his part of the responsibility and
understood him as I was about the same age as he was back then.

We continued drinking and taking photos of us all together when about
2am Nita’s home phone rang. Everyone stopped chatting and looked at
Nita wondering who would call at this time of the night. Nita said that
it could only be one person; it had to be Eugene’s wife Anna wondering
where he was. The room went quiet as Nita answered the phone and we
heard her as she denied that Eugene was there. When Nita hung up, she said
that Anna had heard rumours that a mother and her son were in town and
that Eugene was the father. The question was then, how did she know? Oh
no, I thought and told them about the short conversation that I had had at
the gas station. It became clear that Eugene had never told Anna about
that aspect of his past. A woman thinks she knows her man but actually
she doesn’t. In reality everyone has secrets.

I knew we were on borrowed time and the overall thought was that
Anna wouldn’t come around at this time of night so we carried on until
around 4am just before sunrise.

As Eugene got up, he knew it was time to get home and face the
music. Two Bulls turned to me and asked if I owned a pair of cowboy
boots. I didn’t, so he took his black boots off and handed them to me to
keep. I at first refused them worrying what would he wear instead, but
was also aware that it was customary in Native tradition if given a gift you
accepted it. Eugene and Two Bulls left the through the front door. I stood
in the doorway and watched as they walked through the plains towards
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distance houses and wondered how far Two Bulls would have to walk in
his socks before getting home.

We woke around 9am and had breakfast and Betty and I felt an
uneasiness hanging around in Browning. We didn’t want to cause any
trouble, our visit meant well and we decided that it was best that we left
sooner than later. We thanked Nita who understood why we were leaving
so soon and got back into our pickup truck to start our last leg of our travels
to Ashland.

After a few days at the friary, Betty and I drove to Billings to pick up
Lisa, Betty’s youngest daughter; I was going to now meet my half-sister.
Lisa looked completely different to me; she was blonde, blue eyed and very
pretty who clearly took after her father Mac Farley, a non-Native. Betty
was a bit worried what Lisa would do as a profession; Lisa then in her late
teens was unsure what to do with her life.

What I could see was how different the relationship was between Betty
and Lisa and Betty and me. Betty had a typical parental relationship with
Lisa and my relationship was different. I was happy with our relationship;
we had more of an adult friendship with mutual respect and love.

Betty had now been travelling over her two week break and it was now
time for them to make the long drive back to Albuquerque. They packed
their bags and it was one of hardest goodbyes to ever say in my life, even
though I knew we would stay in contact.

Betty and I embraced each other and she turned and handed the truck
keys to Lisa telling her that she could drive, as she put on her sunglasses.
It was after all a sunny morning but I could see by Betty’s body language
that the sunglasses were not for the sun but to hide her tears and she stared
at me through the windscreen with a blank facial expression. Betty was
feeling the anguish again of a mother letting go, as if it reminded her of
the emotional turmoil she went through the day she handed me over for
adoption. I knew I had to be strong and keep smiling as a signal to her that
it was still OK, otherwise I would have broken down and made the whole
thing worse. I swallowed hard my tears internally.

As they drove off, I waved and shut the friary main door and made my
way to my bedroom. There I cried as I lay on the bed, and released. It had
been a roller coaster of emotions those past few weeks but was able to relax
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by telling myself that over all, I had more things to be happy about than
sad.

If life was a jigsaw puzzle, with each piece representing a part of my
life, the missing piece labeled ‘history’ was now complete.

Johnathan Brooks MAC, PG Dip is an enrolled member of the Northern
Cheyenne tribe and resides in Tunbridge Wells, England with his wife and
child. He has his own private practice and blog www.spiritbearcoaching.com
as a Cognitive Behavioural Coach who has trained in Cognitive Behavioural
Therapy (postgrad), Emotional Freedom Technique, Master NLP Neuro
Linguistic Programming and has a Post Graduate Diploma in ‘Coaching
and NLP’. He is writing a book.
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When former Indian Affairs Minister Jane Stewart made her historic
apology to the aboriginal peoples of Canada on Jan. 8, 1998, she singled out
Native residential schools as the most reprehensible example of Canada’s
degrading and paternalistic Indian policies. Designed to assimilate Native
children into English ways and strip them of their language and culture,
the schools also became notorious for sickening physical and sexual abuse.

Though none would disagree with Stewart’s condemnation of residen-
tial schools, which were phased out in the 1960s, some wondered why she
didn’t also apologize for the equally assimilationist—if less well-known—
strategy that followed immediately in the schools’ wake: the widespread
adoption of aboriginal children out to non-Native families in the 1960s, 70s
and early 8os.

Commonly referred to as the Sixties Scoop, the practice of removing
large numbers of aboriginal children from their families and giving them
over to white middle-class parents was discontinued in the mid-1980s, after
Ontario chiefs passed resolutions against it and a Manitoba judicial inquiry
harshly condemned it.

The passage of the Child and Family Services Act of 1984 ensured that
Native adoptees in Ontario would be placed within their extended family,
with another aboriginal family or with a non-Native family that promised
to respect and nurture the child’s cultural heritage. Aboriginal peoples also
began to play a much greater role in the child welfare agencies that served
them, and the numbers of Native adoptees in general began to decline as
more stayed with their birth parents.

However, the act also dictated that old birth records remain sealed,
unless both the birth parent and the child asked for them. This has
helped keep the period in darkness and frustrated attempts by adoptees
to learn about their roots. Those who now feel they were victimized by the
adoption process have an extremely difficult time finding out who they are.

Donna Marchand, a 44-year-old Toronto lawyer, is launching a court
challenge against the Harris government to strike down the sealed birth
records provisions of the Child and Family Services Act.

An adopted child herself, she recalls being terrorized into denying
her origin: “When I was about three-and-a-half, it started coming to my
attention that I was adopted. My cousins told me. I was only three years
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old, but I was aware that I was different. I just didn’t fit in. I was getting
called a little bastard. And I asked my adopted mother what adoption
meant. She said, ‘Don’t ever say that again—if your father hears you he’ll
kill you” He’d been sitting there in his drunken stupor. He’d go on binges
for days”

“T've lived my whole life being Native because I was called a squaw.
I don’t look white enough. And I was in working-class, real WASP,
downtown Toronto. I got called a squaw and Donna Wanna, and I got
tied to my share of trees and got my hair hacked off,” Marchand said.

Marchand’s constitutional challenge involves Section 7 and Section 15
of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, according to her lawyer, Jennifer
Scott. "Section 7 is the right to life, liberty and security of person,” says
Scott. “And Section 15 is the equality rights. The 15 provisions are that
adoptees are sort of a group that is protected. But different communities
of adoptees are particularly affected, and it has a tremendous impact on
communities like Native people—where they don’t know who their mom
and dad are, but they’re assimilated into families that don’t even know their
culture, their history, their background. It goes to who they are”

Permanent Scars

Just as the closing of the residential schools did not mean their legacy of
suffering instantly vanished, so the end of the Sixties Scoop did not mean
that all the Native adoptees who were farmed out to abusive or alienating
non-Native families suddenly found themselves with a clear-cut identity or
a secure place in society.

Indeed, many still found themselves not only ‘torn between two
worlds, but literally unsure if they were Native at all, and not French
or Italian as their adoptive parents claimed. Their birth records were
sealed and often amended to include the names of the adoptive, rather
than biological, parents. Moreover, their adoption records were in many
cases inaccurate, incomplete, falsified or simply missing. As a result, many
Native adoptees who did try to locate their birth parents or confirm their
Native status wasted literally decades on failed searches or frustrating
battles with Children’s Aid authorities or Indian Affairs officials.



296 part two. First Nations Canada

Suzanne Bezuk, a spokesperson for the Ontario Ministry of Commu-
nity and Social Services, says ‘non-identifying information’ can be made
available to adult adoptees without their birth parents’ consent. ‘And for
Aboriginal peoples in particular, in the case of Native clients, the name of
the band and reservation can be provided’

However, Aboriginal status and band names were seldom recorded on
the original birth and adoption records in the ‘60s and ‘7os. So even this
‘non-identifying information’ is rarely available.

Marchand cannot even be sure whether her mother was in fact
Native. “All I know is, it’s very typical for Native women, and my Uncle
Frank says we’re Native. And my Aunt June looks Native. Me and my two
sisters, we look real Native. But my mother, she internalized the shame
of being a Native woman. Look what she put down [on the adoption
record]: ‘Ethnicity not stated.’ It’s a shame. A lot of Native women don’t
say, because they were going to lose their babies, and they wanted them to
be adopted by good people, and good people weren’t going to adopt ‘little
bastard squaws.”

Even now, researchers trying to determine exactly how many aborig-
inal children were removed from their families during the Scoop say the
task is all but impossible because adoption records from the ‘60s and “7os
rarely indicated aboriginal status (as they are now required to).

Those records which are complete, however, suggest the adoption of
Native children by non-Native families was pervasive, at least in Northern
Ontario and Manitoba. In her March, 1999 report, ‘Our Way Home: A
Report to the Aboriginal Healing and Wellness Strategy on the Repatriation
of Aboriginal People Removed by the Child Welfare System,” author Janet
Budgell notes that in the Kenora region in 1981, ‘a staggering 85 percent
of the children in care were First Nations children, although First Nations
people made up only 25 per cent of the population. The number of First
Nations children adopted by non-First Nations parents increased fivefold
from the early 1960s to the late 1970s. Non-First Nations families accounted
for 78 per cent of the adoptions of First Nations children.

Similarly, “One Manitoba community of 800 people lost 150 children to
adoption between 1966-1980,” reports Budgell, who prepared the report in
conjunction with Native Child and Family Services of Toronto.
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Though it is rarely possible to determine precise numbers, the practice
of Native adoption was widespread enough to be denounced as ‘cultural
genocide’ by Edwin C. Kimelman, the presiding judge at the 1985 Manitoba
inquiry.

Many Native adoptees suffered from not only geographical displace-
ment and cultural confusion but also emotional emptiness, violence, physi-
cal and sexual abuse, and drug or alcohol abuse.

“My brother was adopted at four years old,” recalls one of the birth
relatives of Native adoptees interviewed for ‘Our Way Home. “His adoptive
parents divorced when he was 12 and they gave him back to the agency like
returning merchandise. His life after that was a living hell of abuse, violence
and alcoholism. My brother hanged himself at 20 years old”

Joanne Dallaire is a Native adoptee who
conducts healing sessions for adoptees at the
Anishnawbe Health Centre in Toronto. She
too was told by her adoptive family that
she wasn’t Native. “T myself was raised by
a non-Native, and my whole history was
denied. Like in school, I was teased. You
know how kids can be rather cruel with
each other, and I was called a squaw and
stuff like that, and when I'd come home,

I’d be like crying and stuff, and they’d say,

loanne Dallaire .

‘You’re not Indian, you're French. So you
) make sure you tell them you’re French. It
Figure 49.1. was years and years of misinformation.”
Dallaire’s attempts to find her birth
mother or at least learn the truth of her Native status began early. “The first
time I started searching was when I was 15, so that was 1966. But it wasn’t
until I was an adult and on my own that I really began to search. I didn’t
have any proof, either, until 1998. Anishnawbe [Native] people would come
up to me and say, ‘Oh, so you're Anishnawbe. And I'd say, ‘No, no, 'm
French! And I remember one man said to me—I remember profoundly—
he looked at me and he said, ‘Someone’s lying to you. You’re Anishnawbe.”

“I remember when I got the phone call from the social services
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department. One of my first questions was: ‘Is there Native in my
background?” So my mother wanted to know how I'd feel about it if I
was, and I said, ‘Very pleased, because my whole spirituality and stuff was
drawn to Native culture. So I've come to find out that I am [First Nations]—
to what degree, I don’t know, because my mother is still very evasive about
my father. But at least I know part of my heritage is Cree—James Bay Cree””

Donna Marchand’s own search for her birth mother took 16 years
through the Ministry of Community and Social Services and the Adoption
Disclosure Record. When government officials finally contacted her in the
spring of 1999, they said her mother had died 26 years earlier.

“It’s a big area that most people never even thought of,” says Dallaire,
“because it goes so quietly and privately. It’s not as out there as the
residential schools. And because everything’s secret, you can literally
throw your hands in the air and go, “‘Well?” You quickly run up against one
wall and then another, so it takes perseverance, like with Donna having to
fight and fight again to get what she wants. Most people get battle-weary
and never win.”

Was it Genocide?

According to the UN Declaration of Indigenous Rights, Justice Kimelman’s
description of the Sixties Scoop as cultural genocide is accurate. It reads:
‘Indigenous peoples have the collective right to live in freedom, peace and
security as distinct people with guarantees against genocide or any other
act of violence, including the removal of indigenous children from their
families and communities under any pretext’

So why was the wholesale removal of aboriginal children not consid-
ered a crime, or even a wrong, that the Minister of Indian Affairs felt
obliged to redress along with the residential school system?

The answer isn’t that complicated, says Kenn Richard, director of Na-
tive Child and Family Services of Toronto and the man who commissioned
the ‘Our Way Home’ report.

“British colonialism has a certain process and formula, and it’s been
applied around the world with different populations, often indigenous
populations, in different countries that they choose to colonize,” says
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Richard. “And that is to make people into good little Englishmen. Because
the best ally you have is someone just like you. One of the ones you hear
most about is obviously the residential schools, and residential schools have
gotten considerable media attention over the past decade or so. And so it
should, because it had a dramatic impact that we’re still feeling today. But
child welfare to a large extent picked up where residential schools left oft”

“The lesser-known story is the child welfare
A y 4 & story and its assimilationist program. And you have
_ N }} to remember that none of this was written down

as policy: “We’ll assimilate aboriginal kids openly
through the residential schools. And after we close
the residential schools we’ll quietly pick it up with
child welfare’ It was never written down. But it
was an organic process, part of the colonial process
in general”

Kenn Richard

Simon’s cousin, 42-year-old Katherine Pelletier,
. who works at the Assembly of First Nations in
Figure 49.2.

Ottawa, applauds the aims of the proposed strategy.

Pelletier was adopted in infancy by a French

family and only found her birth family six years ago. Despite having

‘a very happy childhood, and ‘wonderful’ adoptive parents, she says her

identity crisis began at five years of age when she started kindergarten and

physical differences between her and her adoptive family began to emerge
into consciousness.

“It was very traumatic for me at that age . . . I was made fun of [by
peers at school] . . . I grew up thinking I was ugly”

“If T had been within my own community, that never would have
happened, because I would have looked like them—I would have fit in,”
Pelletier explained.

Discovering her roots became ‘very consuming—not painful, she said.

She located her birth mother in 1990 after the Secrecy Act was lifted,
she says, and her mother provided her the name of her deceased birth father,
who had come from Wickwemikong. Through a series of inquiries, Pelletier
then found Donna Simon’s mother, who is her closest natural relative on
her father’s side.
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“When I found my father’s side, lo and behold, I found I was like them.
I act like them, I feel like them, I look like them. I realize my spirituality,
my heart, it comes from there,” Pelletier said. The search for her identity
was confounded to some extent by the Children’s Aid Society, who ‘either
were not astute enough, or did not care enough’ to provide her with correct
information about her lineage.

“They gave me false information,” Pelletier asserts. Not only that, but
inaccuracies were recorded in her birth records. Pelletier says as Aboriginal
people assume more responsibility for their own affairs, problems such as
she had will diminish.

[Source: http://www.eye.net/eye/issue/issue_01.13.00

/news/nation.html]


http://www.eye.net/eye/issue/issue_01.13.00/news/nation.html
http://www.eye.net/eye/issue/issue_01.13.00/news/nation.html

50. My Life as Sundance

Elaine Berwald, Wawasa Wawata lk-
way, (Mi’kmaq Acadian/Ojibway)

Figure 50.1. Elaine Berwald (Facebook Photo)

Sundance—to offer, to the buffalo people suffering and sacrifice as
thanks for their offering of sustenance for the two-legged people.

So I am making an offering, but to who? Is it to the world that sustained
me as a child or the one I long to live in, learn about and be? Is my
offering one of humble gratitude? Or confusion, pain, anger, resentment,
hopelessness? It is time for me to make a decision but I need to really look
at it to contribute my story to Trace and Patricia’s new book “Two Worlds’

301
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I am the buffalo people. What does it feel like to be hunted, captured
and slaughtered? I would think it is confusing, painful, angering and in the
end hopeless. I am the buffalo people. I come from the 1960s, as I know
now as part of the 6os scoop in Canada. My story does not involve RCMP
or other government agencies stealing children in plain sight and with
the law to back you up. No, my story is much more sinister, subversive
and continuing to this day. It goes like this: young woman becomes
pregnant, she is not married, her priests and people tell her she must go
into hiding until the child is born, she does, then the agency convinces
her that a mother with no husband and no education and no income and
no experience and no way to raise this child on her own should strongly
consider adoption. Then the agency proceeds to tell her of the wonderful
parents who await children to love as their own. How they have been heart
broken, they have not been able to have a child even though they have
succeeded in every other area of their lives. Followed by what your child
should have, what their birthright is. It is clear that it is not you.

Then we have the agencies policy with women of First Nations people
to strip their identity as a mother, threaten the child by telling her that
if she reveals her status, lineage, affiliations etc. that her child would and
could go to an ‘orphanage’ for Indian children.

Hmmmmmm-—I guess I would go with the nice, successful, baby
wanting couple.

As a matter of fact I did. I myself am a Birth Mother. I have two
daughters who were given up under those exact circumstances excepting
the First Nations policy because by that time no one knew I was, even me.

My first mother on the other hand had the ‘Full Policy’ given to her,
right down to the orphanage. She told her my chances were very good
of being adopted because I had red hair and a fair complexion so I was
‘adoptable’ not fitting in with the stereotype of Indian features. That is a
wound I still carry with me. Now this had become a weapon in the arsenal
of my second mother who raised me. When the truth was coming out, that
was thrown at me to convince me my birth mother was a liar and had come
to manipulate something from me. I believe I will speak more on that a bit
further ahead in this memoir.

As a matter of fact Juanita (my birth mother) had that infliction
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twice. Yes we both gave up our first-born children. Gratefully we both
reunited with our first-born children.

Juanita, we called her June, was of Mi’kmaq and Acadian French ances-
try. She came from Restigouche County, New Brunswick. A pretty place
overlooking the Bay de Chaleur, which on the other side is Quebec. The
history of the people shows a strong, bond between the French and the
Mi’kmagq early on in the history. It seems that in some ways there was
growth on both sides and reciprocity was achieved. It does appear that
most of this was done by peaceful means, i.e. marriage. It was clear though
that by the time my mother left her home, those relations had broken down
and the First Nation presence is limited to on-Reservation and that picture
is bleak as with most government-created jails. There is a strong ancestral
line with Juanita directly to France. This was very powerful for me; only
adoptees can understand this. To find people that you are related to is
over the moon, to see two or three hundred years of them was Healing. I
became more grateful. The anger came closely behind. My trip this past
summer (2010) to my mother’s ancestral home was the gateway from how
I was raised and what was true. The land was a catalyst for awakening
and change. I began to learn in depth what happened to the people of
Restigouche. Then I began to learn in depth what happened to all of our
people. It was not new to me that the genocide happened, the stealing of
continents and the effects of colonization on a people. What was new for
me was that it was still happening. By finding my roots I have found the
people and it is overwhelming.

My birth father was from Manitoba, born in Selkirk; his name was
George Leroy. He liked to be called Lee. He told people he was Icelandic
but June told me he was Metis Scotch and probably Ojibwa or Cree. She
said it was not easy to be Indian full half or any other blood. They met in
Thunder Bay while beginning their ‘music careers’ and I was the result of
that meeting. I have not confirmed any of the facts regarding my father as
of yet. I pray all the time to let me do that in a good way.

My father was married or engaged and June decided not to tell him
about me and then obeyed the priests. She landed in St. Catharine’s On,
where she birthed me and gave me up for adoption.

A strong Catholic family adopted me. My second father was second
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generation Canadian of Polish decent. My second mother was third
generation Canadian of Irish and Welsh descent.

When my mother was young, she cared for a young adopted girl named
Elaine and vowed she would have an adopted daughter named Elaine one
day.

My parents were married in their early thirties. My father was a
police officer and my mother was a homemaker. She was educated in a
Catholic Abbey during high school, and after completing an office course
she worked as a secretary in finance. My family also co-owned farmlands
in my father’s family. We lived in a two-story Cape Cod home with two
gables in each bedroom. It was the prettiest house on the street. Our back
yard was acres and acres of orchards, forest, ponds and creeks. I would
spend each day out there. I made outside rooms, forts and shelters all over
the land. Lake Ontario was only a short walk and I would spend most of
the summers close by her. Always alone. I had created a world that was
safe and wonderful. I had to.

I am learning more now about ‘Adoption Breakdown, it seems to
happen in the early teens but my experience was a bit more immediate. It
has taken me over four decades to learn that I was a child and to not blame
myself for my parent’s abuses. I truly believed, and to some degree still do,
that I was bad, different and expendable. My healing continues.

The most glaring sign of breakdown was my adoptive sister’s contempt
for me. She truly hated me! She became my heaviest abuser throughout
my childhood. It was not the sibling rivalry I have watched for three
decades among my own children. This was blatant, physical, emotional,
and spiritual abuse, at its most dangerous. Bones were broken, skin was
torn, and the stab wounds. I was locked in the basement, chased with
feces, tickled till I would wet myself and then she’d mock me. The words
were the cruelest, not one of us, not your parents, not your home, not your
grandmother, etc., etc. There was much demeaning and esteem breaking.
However, the real abuse came at the hand of the adults that allowed
it, sometimes invoked it and for whatever reason never stopped it, even
though they were aware of it. My take as a child on that was sadness. I
believed everything they said and that this was my fate. I was beyond
sad. There are no words to tell you.
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I was sexually abused. Iknow for certain one of my abusers from my
childhood. I guess at others. It was not only one. That part of my healing
is just beginning to reveal itself. I pray that I do this in a good way too. I
also know for certain there was an abuser during my pre-teen years.

My adoptive mother, I believe, had good intentions in accordance
with her belief system regarding adoption. She was however somewhat
particular in what type of child she ‘could’ raise. She did not want a
child of another race; she felt she could not handle the pain it may have
to endure. She did not want a handicapped child for the same reason. She
did not really want a boy because she did not know how to raise them. So
I was perfect, almost. She was concerned about my hair being red but after
she saw me she said it was more auburn, so that was better and it was
curly so that was nice. I had a heart murmur or at least it was recorded on
a document that my mother read and then crossed off. In later years she
had the doctor double-check me because she felt she could not handle the
pain a sick child would go through. She did wait a long time for me, a few
years I believe. She lost a son at three-days-old, so I know she longed for
another baby and my sister was now four years old.

I am not really sure when my mother and I broke down but clearly
it had been broken all along. The abuse I suffered began as a baby. I
worshipped my mom as most children do, she could do no wrong and a
hug or being tucked in was the best thing in the world. I think I started to
fight back and that’s when it fell apart. I went to my grandmother about
the abuse by my sister. I had told my mom many times and she always
comforted me, explained it, and then let it happen again. My grandmother
as it turned out did not like me either and was against adopting me, as were
many of the family I have learned. She went right to my mom and told her
and that was it. My new title was Traitor and it was my mother calling me
that.

As the abuses escalated, I reached out one day at age thirteen and called
the Catholic Children’s Aid that had adopted me out. Itold them what was
happening to me. I was terrified, and I waited for them. Bad move. A few
days later my mother informed me that she had spoken with the society
and was at the end of her rope with me. She talked about it being like a
divorce and that I was different and that was okay. She could not make
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me into something I was not. She told them that I was a liar, which I was
by then, and that I stole money, which I did by then. She told me that
they had talked about the possibility of lying and theft and promiscuity in
my history and how that was going to play a big role in my life. She said
that it had come from my birth line. She also told me that I was a traitor
to the family and was no longer allowed to talk to anyone—aunts, uncles,
cousins, friends—not anyone. She said the worker apologized to her for the
adoption not being successful.

This information was followed by teenage pregnancy, homelessness,
drug abuse, and abusive relationships. By the time I was twenty-one, I had
given up two babies for adoption and two children of my own that I was
raising.

The next years seemed to offer some hope as I was now in control of
my own family and wanted desperately to do it well. I returned to school,
completed college, got married, and had another child. We were a pretty
good blended family.

I now know that was all surface stuff. I raised my children still
holding deep rage and fear. They experienced it by my over-protectiveness,
inability to discipline and over explaining every decision I made. I am very
sorry for the temper tantrums they had to witness and sometimes be the
brunt of.

While I was raising my family I had a reunion with my birth
mother. We both had registered in Ontario with the Adoption Disclosure
Registry and after some confusion about addresses, we had a match. It
was handled by social workers direction and we exchanged letters for close
to six months. We met face to face on numerous occasions and talked
frequently by phone on and off. She tried to give me as much information
as she could.

My parents were not happy that I had pursued this although my mother
always told me that if after eighteen I wanted to look, she would support
me. It was difficult to pursue a relationship with my biological mother
when I believed I was a traitor and that I was hurting my adoptive family
again.

When I learned of my Native history and the circumstances surround-
ing my adoption, I had to immediately tell my mother. This was so big,
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how did no one know? I could not wait to tell her. Bad move. Mom said
June was a liar, that I was French and Scottish and that she was trying to
manipulate something. She told me I had better be careful and that this
was only going to end with my heart being broken. She pulled me toward
a mirror in her front hall, spun me around to face it, and yelled that I had
auburn hair and high cheekbones and freckles. Natives have round, flat
faces, and black hair. She is lying to you; she said it again so low I could
barely hear her.

I never trusted June after that. I found her guilty of paganism and
perhaps even a little demonic activity. I kept my distance but kept every
letter. She never failed to send me a birthday, Christmas, Easter card
always with a little check and a few words of love. She wrote often. I
sometimes responded. I am grateful for her letters. June passed on
November 4, 2004. I regret missing the time I had with her.

My adoptive mom passed in October 1997 and my adoptive father in
December 2009. I am free now to look, learn, seek, talk and tell. This I
pray to do in a good way.

The other thing that is new to me is the lack of joy our people have
when we do return home, or try to. It has been my experience that the
bands are not too willing to assist me in finding my ancestral line. On
my travels this past summer I met an elder at one reserve and told her my
story. She was most honorable and told me to come back in the morning
that she was going to gather some of the elders and talk with me. I was so
excited, so nervous. I made ten tobacco ties that night like June had told
me. [ recalled how disrespectful I had been at that teaching. Now here I
was in her ancestral home going to meet with Elders. No one came. The
number I had been given was not answered and the band council office told
me that no one with my last name had registered status there. So much for
my idea we were all one family.

I had also made contact with another reservation, this one closer in
proximity to where my mother had been born. It seemed unlikely that
they were close enough to justify that my family may have belonged
there. I was greeted warmly there, three women sat down with me right
away. They listened generously and offered some counsel in regards to

adoptions being strong in that area and that many of their young women
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had been affected. I learned some of the issue facing the Reservation and
the devastating effects of substance addiction. I was able to meet the chief
briefly and he told me that the history of the reservation was that the
original site had been on or very near to my mother’s home in Sunnyside. I
was able to present tobacco that day. I was taken to the chapel to smudge
and to see the home of their AA movement. I left the names of my family
members that I knew for certain. They assured me they would check with
their census. While I have emailed back and forth with one of the women
I met on lighter subjects, there was no discussion of my repatriation or the
documentation of my people. I have left voice mails for the band council,
in particular census accountants.

I have had great success with a third reservation in that area and they
have tirelessly worked to place me, but to date no matches. As more is
revealed in my ancestral search, this reservation is always willing to look
at a new name or even a suspected name. I have found my family name
has been assumed, changed, re-arranged, misspelled, etc. making it very
difficult to follow them. As well the nationality/race changes from Native
(Native American) to French in one Census taking. I believe they assumed
that as well. It is very difficult to officiate my ancestors, but ours is an oral
tradition and I will now stand on my mother’s word and every once and
a while, history reveals itself on a document; those are very good days for
me.

I have also found my family originating from three (possibly four)
different areas in the East: Restigouche, New Brunswick; Carleton, Quebec;
Prince Edward Island; and Middlesex, New Jersey. I find Middlesex very
interesting because June swore her mother had an affair with a Cherokee
man, a logger from America. We never paid any attention, although June’s
features were very strong and beautiful. It turns out some of us came from
there and were Lenape, somehow Lenape have been called Cherokee, not
sure if that is correct or not but they have been called Cherokee. That’s
a little bit of oral history that showed up on a document. In the Atlantic
Provinces and Quebec, the Mi’kmaq were a strong and populace people and
would have travelled, traded and had strong relations in that whole. This
is an important piece of knowledge when searching our Ancestors; they
moved, visited and traded with all the people. It is helpful to learn the
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ancestral ways when searching or our people. This allows us to search
more places they may have been giving us bits of documentation along the
way.

My birth mother was from Northern New Brunswick, Restigouche
County. She is of Lenape, Mi’kmaq and French Ancestry. I am fortunate to
have received some oral history as well as some teachings and understand-
ings of the 60s Scoop. My birth father was of Ojibway/Cree and Scottish
ancestry. I have no contact with his family at this time. He has passed
over. I found his obituary, along with a picture and some notes left by my
mother.

TO THE BUFFALO PEOPLE I OFFER MY FLESH

AS YOU WILL OFFER YOURS TO ME

TO THE BUFFALO PEOPLE I OFFER MY ENERGY

AS YOU WILL OFFEER YOURS TO ME

TO THE BUFFALO PEOPLE I OFFER MY SUFFERING

AS YOU WILL OFFER YOURS TO ME

TO THE BUFFALO PEOPLE I OFFER MY GRATITUDE

AS YOU WILL OFFER YOURS TO ME

In the Sundance, the piercing is a flesh offering, the dancing is energy,
the duration is suffering, the gratitude is life giving and a promise that we
will not take any more than what is necessary and we will not waste that
which is sacred.

I have offered my flesh, my energy, duration, suffering and gratitude,
in exchange for the good road, the teachings and the medicines. I will
only take what is necessary and I will not waste that which is sacred, My
Life. Only now can I hold these teachings as they are meant to be held.

My birth name is Myriam Beth Gallant. T am Wawasa Wawata Tkway,
White Northern Light Woman. I walk in two worlds, and I search for the
meaning and usefulness in that now. This is a healing journey, both worlds
are ill. The medicine is for all.

My Sundance as Reciprocity... 60s Scoop Adoptee...

Elaine is a busy mom and continues to do genealogy. She and Trace are
friends on Facebook.






51. Adoption and Repatriation
Services to First Nations People
of Canada

RESOLUTION BY ASSEMBLY OF
FIRST NATIONS 1999

Moved by: Chief Gerald Esquash, Swan Lake First Nation;
Seconded by: Chief Ted Quewezance, Keeseekoose First Na-
tion; Carried. Certified copy of a Resolution made the 22nd
day of July, 1999 in Vancouver, B.C.; Phil Fontaine, National
Chief Resolution No. 10/99

SUBJECT: Adoption and repatriation services to First Na-
tions people of Canada

WHEREAS First Nation’s people across Canada have been
tragically affected by the adoption of their children, (16,810
treaty status children, DIAND Statistics, 1996) in the last thirty
years; and,

WHEREAS adoption of First Nations children by the gov-
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ernments in Canada is a continuation from the boarding
school policies of the assimilation of First Nations through First
Nations Children; and,

WHEREAS the affects of these government policies of as-
similation has devastated and tragically affected First Nation’s
children, families and communities, culture; and,

WHEREAS the ‘sixties scoop’ was a massive failure on First
Nations families and was effectively a form of genocide; and

WHEREAS the long term effects of the ‘sixties scoop’
continue to be felt in every First Nations community in Canada
as parents and children deal with the children problems of lost
relatives and ensuing social problems; and

WHEREAS these children, now adults, are searching for
family, culture and identity and,

WHEREAS birth families, grandparents, mothers, fathers,
siblings and extended family are searching for their children
lost to adoption; and,

WHEREAS the demand for service to assist and facilitate
searches and reunions is enormous; and,

WHEREAS the funding for repatriation services are inade-
quately funded or non-existent in most provinces; and,

WHEREAS the Federal and Provincial Governments are
responsible for this destruction of First Nations families and
their communities; and,

THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that National Chief Phil
Fontaine support and assist the First Nations communities of
Canada in their efforts to secure adequate funding for repatri-
ation programs from the Federal and Provincial Governments
of Canada.



52. I am a tiguak panik (adopted
daughter)

BIRDS OF A FEATHER

Bridget Sweet (Inuit Newfoundland)

Governmental decisions to relocate, introduce alcohol, and give education
to Natives while smiling to cause erasure was depicted in the 1986 movie,
‘Babakiueria’ The similarities between my families’ history and the movie
caused me to shake. All my life I've tried to deny and/or disguise my
family’s deep ugly scars.

One character in the movie, ‘Wagwan, the Minister of White Affairs,
illustrated the sentiments of the government official my Inuit mother,
Millicent encountered. He spoke with the same patronizing tone as he
expressed how wonderful boarding schools were. He said taking people
away from their homes was fine.

My grandmother, Maria Deborah, oldest of eight, went to a boarding
school. She was made to forget her language and forced to study the

313



314 parttwo. First Nations Canada

Figure 52.1. Bridget Sweet (Family Photo)

Bible. When she returned home and had children of her own, her zest
for Inuit life and culture had dwindled.

Fortunately, Maria’s younger siblings (at the time of writing this were
alive and holding Nunatsiavut Government positions) reminded her of her
culture before she passed on.

By 1950, my grandfather, Julius, was moved out of Hebron. I read
online that the government closed it down because it was too small. He
too lost his home.
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I will never forget my own relocation, loss of culture, language, and
family because of my adoption in Massachusetts.

‘Bunji Gunji, the policeman in the movie, spoke of how the people
committed crimes due to alcohol. It was the alcohol the Europeans
introduced to my family that decided my fate.

My mother Millicent did not know the ‘spirits’ would cause her to be
in unsafe bars, make her lose her memory and bodily functions. She did
not know the military man would take advantage of her when she was
nineteen. She thought because she worked hard for her ailing, alcohol
dependent parents, that she could play after work. She did not know
alcohol would eventually kill her sister on the street.

When my dear friend Trace asked me to write about my adoption I was
hesitant. I contemplated it for weeks. I worried it would embarrass my
family or myself. Then I realized that my silence would only perpetuate
the cycle of relocation and erasure of my people, the Canadian Inuit. It has
not been easy for my Inuit family.

I am a tiguak panik — adopted daughter. I am an enrolled member
of Nunatsiavut Government in Labrador, Canada. It is a crime what the
government allowed, peddled, encouraged and did in the 1970s. Their
apology does not help me.

My adoption papers state that Dr. Dominic approved of my adoption in
March 1971. An eye problem delayed the process by two months.

The name my mother gave me is private and only known by a few. In
2005, I decided on a new public name. A fellow adoptee and I chose it.

I have mixed feelings regarding my adoption. I go back and forth.

Some days, I tell myself:

It wasn’t Her fault. I forgive her. She had me at least.

My dear mother wasn’t given the option to keep me.

It wasn’t Her fault. I forgive her. She had me at least.

My dear mother, then 20, didn’t know what my removal would do to
her. It wasn’t Her fault. I forgive her. She had me at least.

She had to. It wasn’t Her fault. I forgive her. She had me at least.

I look like her. I have her height, her shoe size, and her petite
stature. We even have the same placement of where our gray hairs grow. It
wasn’t Her fault. I forgive her. She had me at least.
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Other days, I tell myself a different story:

I'm lost. I want to know who my dad was. I want ‘the hole in my
soul’ filled. I'm envious of families with different generations that are
connected. I'm a statistic, a victim of betrayal. I'm alone to fend for
myself. T don’t want to cry again tonight. There is no good news. There
is no easy fix.

And then, I realize I must make my good news. I do have good news:

I have a baby girl. She is mine — forever and ever. She’s amazing. She’s
with me. She has my eyes. My idiosyncrasies. My brains. My name. My
cooking ability. My love of books. My sense of humor. My love for
baseball, water, and driving. I can check on her fifteen times a night if
I want. She’s in my house. She calls me Mum or Momma. We are a close-
knit family. We laugh and cry together. I know the beauty of raising a
daughter.

I am loved in my adopted family and I was taught lots of things. I was
gifted with education. I was told I was wanted. I wasn’t the only adoptee
in my chosen family. Yes, I can recall some childhood memories that were
not okay, but I can also recall some beautiful memories that I still laugh
and reminisce about.

I now know I have a purpose. It took me a long time to discover that
my life was not a waste. After trials and tribulations, and years of therapy,
I know this. Though my life has mirrored the movie ‘Babakiueria, it no
longer defines me. My life is good. My life is blessed with a loving family.

I recall the words of my high school vice principal. It was the early
1980s. ‘Birds of a feather flock together’ Growing up with Caucasian
parents, I had never heard the term ‘Lost Bird. He must have known I
was a Lost Bird.

Fly with me! Honk, if you pass me! Or Honk if you need a wing up. I'll
be there. I am a tiguak panik.

Bridget Sweet, 40, graduated from University of Massachusetts-Amherst
with a second degree in Journalism and a Certificate Program in Native
American Indian Studies. She is raising her teenage daughter in the Native
community. She has yet to return home to Labrador and personally meet her
family, though she has contact with them via internet.



53. The Future

“The family is the foundation of Inuit culture, society and econ-
omy. All our social and economic structures, customary laws,
traditions and actions have tried to recognize and affirm the
strength of the family unit. .. .Only positive constructive action
by community governments and families and individuals can
help recover our vision and zest for life”

—Henoch Obed, Labrador Inuit Alcohol and Drug Abuse
Program, Nain, Newfoundland and Labrador

“We believe that the Creator has entrusted us with the sacred
responsibility to raise our families...for we realize healthy
families are the foundation of strong and healthy communities.
The future of our communities lies with our children, who
need to be nurtured within their families and communities”
—Charles Morris, Executive Director, Tikinagan Child and

Family Services, Sioux Lookout, Ontario

“There is a part of the Canadian discussion I've wanted to
comment on. Most of this discussion is the result of the Tom
Flanagan book, First Nations: Second Thoughts. Despite his
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never having any relationship with the First Nations, Flanagan
was able to start a new Canadian thought: Get Indians off the
reserves. The new thinking (and Flanagan’s horse to flog) is
that the Canadian government is keeping us on reserves and,
thus, keeping us from being Canadians and enjoying the good
life. Many who adhere to this line of thought really want only
to do away with the First Nations, period. And some mean
well, but are misguided. Has Canada been given the job of the
Creator; to decide who should be a certain race? .... I have
asked as many Aboriginals as I could, “‘Would you like to be
made Canadian against your will?” To an individual, they said
“no” In the days of the residential schools, many Indians did
not know who they were. Today, most Aboriginals know who
they are and why they are — Cree, Ojibwe, Lenni, Lenape or
Lakota. The Creator made me who I am. No man can make
me something I'm not. Even if they make me Canadian I will
still be brown and Indian. We are communities, not ghettos of
the Canadian mosaic. We haven’t adjusted as rapidly as the
Flanagan thinkers want—to the European way, to European
thinking. Even if, in large part (and I have no data to say one
way or another) we wanted to be European, how fast can a
people recover from 150 years of imprisonment?
—Bud Whiteye, Osprey Writers Group (online)



54. The Innocent

Debby Poitras (Metis-Cree)

It was as though it happened yesterday, still vivid in my memories some
fifty years later.

“Daddy, where did I come from?” I remember hanging over the back
of the front seat as we drove home from my Auntie’s funeral. I was about
five or six years old.

My mother quickly answered, ‘Your dad picked you out from a
catalogue of baby girls, HE wanted a girl’

Although the topic never came up in conversation until I was older,
I knew I was different. Due to the tension from my early childhood
experience, I never felt brave enough to approach my parents to discuss
my true identity until MUCH later in life.

I was placed in my new home at eighteen months. In my new family
I had two older brothers. They were ten and twelve years older than me. I
was very close to my eldest brother, Allan. When he was home I followed
him everywhere.

I grew up on a farm near a very small village in Saskatchewan. My
life was somewhat normal. There were all of one hundred and twenty-five
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Figure 54.1. Debby’s photo was used in advertising in local newspapers offering
children for adoption. “...Kind of like the Humane Society advertising for puppies
and kittens, they were having an adoption conference and my picture used for
folks interested in adoption...which is why I guess my A-mother told me I was
from a catalogue,” she emailed Trace

people living in the village. Every day I rode the bus nine miles to and from
school.

Growing up on the farm, the summers were always fun. I also spent a
lot of time in the city with my paternal grandmother. My favorite times
with her were the city fairs. Being farmers, our entire family attended the
animal exhibits. During the fair the local First Nations would have their
pow-wow. When I got tired of looking at the animals, I would sneak off to
the pow-wow and hide in the teepees. There to the sound of the beating
drums, this little Indian Princess would secretly dance her heart and soul
out. This was an Indian Princess’ dream-come-true. I felt so alive. But
alas, my parents or grandmother would find me and a spanking would
follow when we got home. I spent a lot of time hiding under tables to
avoid the spankings. Time and time again, I was reminded, “You’re not an
Indian, you are French and Ukrainian’

Growing up there were a lot of drunken parties and a lot of arguing. On
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a regular basis I was left to sit in the grain truck outside the local bar as my
parents sat inside and drank until all hours of the night. It didn’t matter
what season it was, even winter. Back then; it was a regular occurrence
with farm children. I always tried to make it as inconvenient as possible
for them by knocking on the bar door. I always asked for my Daddy. I was
tired, hot, cold, or hungry and I wanted to go home. Money always kept me
quiet for another hour. I would go to the café and order a cheeseburger and
strawberry milkshake, or a root beer float. Now, a Children’s Aid Society
would have a field day in court with those same parental actions.

After high school, I moved to Regina and got a part-time job with the
government. I enrolled in an accounting course at the local college. I also
became involved with my first real boyfriend. By the end of the summer
I discovered I was pregnant. I also discovered that my boyfriend was
married!

My parents disowned me and we did not speak until the day I had
my baby girl seven and a half months later. It was an early delivery
due to gestational diabetes, though it wasn’t diagnosed until much later
in my life. At the time, they treated me for toxemia, a common ailment in
pregnant women. During the pregnancy my parents tried to place me in a
home for unwed mothers, but I moved many times and they couldn’t find
me. On May 27, 1974, I remember calling my parents from the delivery
table at the insistence of my nurse. She told me to call before the Social
Worker came to speak to me about adoption. Adoption? I never mentioned
anything about putting my child up for adoption to anyone. I'm not sure
who contacted who first, perhaps my parents had contacted Social Services
or vice versa.

The next day my parents showed up for a visit. Their first words were
a lecture. They asked how I was going to look after a baby, work, and go
to school. Itold them, T'm keeping my baby; no stranger is going to raise
my child’ At the end of the visit, my father went out to the car to bring in
a gift consisting of a blanket, sleepers, undershirts and a sweater set. They
weren’t very happy with my decision and we lost contact for about three
months. I managed to find a room for rent with a single mom. I was able
to babysit for her, and stay home with my baby for the first few months.

September came and it was time to return to work and school. It was
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hell. Twas faced with a baby that cried all night due to colic. I had to be at
work early in the morning and I attended school in the evenings. I broke
down and called my parents. Dad was now retired. He asked if they could
keep the baby so I could concentrate on school and work.

By 1976 I married and birthed a son. This birth was also premature. I
was diagnosed with toxemia during this pregnancy too. Prior to my
hospital discharge the doctor announced that I had gestational diabetes. He
asked me if I had a history of diabetes in my family? I told him I didn’t
know. I was adopted. The doctor suggested, “You may want to find out
from the adoption province as you may discover health problems later in
life! He went on to tell me that the adoption office always kept health
information on the mother and her family, he said.

I wasn’t sure how to approach my parents about my natural
mother. ~ That Christmas holiday season, I casually mentioned
my conversation with the doctor to my parents on a return to
Saskatchewan. ‘Do you know anything? Do I have brothers and
sisters? What about my last name? What about my adoption papers?” They
knew nothing of the sort. Not exactly what I had expected. It was as
though I just dropped on their doorstep with nothing. I have no history,
no natural family and no last name. I was French and Ukrainian.

At the end of my vacation, my mother came to me with a baby photo
of myself on a woman’s knee. “‘Who is that? A social worker?” End of
conversation.

I suppose you could say that I have been searching my entire life for
family but where did I truly start? The picture my Mother gave me was the
beginning of my current search that has been ongoing since 1978. It is now
2011. That little picture held so much information for me. I truly never paid
much attention to the back of the picture until one day while cleaning the
frame, I noticed something was scratched out on the back of the photo. It
read: Debrah Anne, DOB October 26, 1955, weight 5 Ibs.,6 0z. On the
far right corner something was scratched out with blue pen. Wondering
what it may have been, I took an ink eraser and ever so gently began to
lightly erase the ink. Afraid to damage the twenty-three year old photo,
I gave up. It wasn’t getting me anywhere. I could make out a P and a
TR but the other letters were still covered. Could it have been my last
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name? Perhaps, but unlikely. Why would they actually print my birth name
on my picture and give it to my parents. Who scratched out the word? Was
it the agency or my parents? Curiosity was killing me for weeks. Again,
I went at my tattered picture. For days I would gently try to uncover the
letters remaining. This was twenty-year-old ink... what were my chances?

Wherever the photo was kept originally, it had been folded in half. Hid-
den away from everyone I suppose. Personally I had never seen the
picture of me at that age. I was sitting on a Social workers lap looking
frightened. Kind of a ‘deer in the headlights’ look. The first time I saw
this picture was the day my mother gave it to me. The youngest picture
my parents had of me in family albums was around the age of three. The
reasons would make sense later on as I progressed through various stages
of my search and as more information became available.

At some point, I thought what I had uncovered was a last name. It
wasn’t looking Ukrainian but indeed it looked French. I could actually
read the name POITRAS. That was me? Maybe this wasn’t even my baby
picture. Maybe it was the doctor’s name. It was worth a shot.

After calling Alberta Social Services earlier in 1978, I was provided
some information about adoption in Saskatchewan and a program called
‘REACH’. The program would assist adopted adult children and provide
them with biological medical information. Yes, this was exactly what I
had wanted. .. or was it? I quickly wrote a letter to REACH and explained
that I needed some medical background information as I was having issues
with my pregnancies. It took about two months to get a reply but I wasn’t
expecting what I did receive one spring morning.

The letter from REACH thanked me for contacting them but explained
that there were some very sensitive issues surrounding my birth and I must
call them. No medical information was in their letter. What could be so
serious that I had to call them? After two days of calling, I finally was able
to speak with my post adoption worker, Mrs. D.

Mrs. D. explained there were sensitive issues surrounding my case, plus
little known facts about my Mother’s background, so she would gladly meet
with me should I ever be in the Regina area. The only medical information
given during our phone call was a disclosure of TB, diabetes and high blood
pressure. With Easter right around the corner, we had already made plans
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to visit my family in Saskatchewan so I made an appointment to meet with
Mrs. D then. Our conversation ended there.

I couldn’t wait to meet her. Those words ‘sensitive issues’ haunted me
day and night. Again I called her. ‘Would it be possible to have contact
with my mother?” She would do her best to somehow get in touch with my
mother and try to set something up if I were serious. Several weeks and
many phone calls later, Mrs. D called. My Mother had agreed to meet with
me, however I needed to understand there was no guarantee she would
show up for the appointment. My Mother was an alcoholic and somewhat
unreliable, Mrs. D. explained.

On the day of my appointment, I arrived early, sitting outside in my
van with my husband and children. Ileft them there and started walking
toward the front doors and I could feel my heart pounding in my chest. My
meeting would be first with Mrs. D. then my Mother. As I entered the
building, an older Aboriginal lady brushed by me. She looked as though
she had been crying but I never thought anything of it. I assumed this was
the main office for Social Services, so possibly she had a child welfare case
with the system. I advised reception I was there and took a seat. Several
minutes passed and finally the receptionist called me over to the desk. T'm
sorry for the delay however it seems that your mother will not attend the
meeting. She has had a change of heart. Would you still like to meet with
Mrs. D?” Although disappointed, [ agreed to meet with Mrs. D. There were
still issues to discuss.

In the meeting, Mrs. D asked, ‘How much do you know about your
background?’

‘Not much, I said. ‘My parents told me I was French and Ukrainian but
said they didn’t know anything else’

Mrs. D smiled. ‘French and Ukrainian? That is incorrect. Let me
provide you with some background information. First of all, your Mother
was just here and left crying. She had a change of heart and could not meet
with you today. Debby, you were born to a single mom who was unable to
care for you. Although I cannot give you any identifying information, I can
tell you that you do have a few male siblings. You were the fifth child born
to your Mother. She was 28 when you were born. If any of your siblings
wish to have contact at any point, we will contact you. Your Mother
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had very little education, Grade four and was unable to obtain a decent
job so she turned to prostitution at an early age. The entire family was
alcoholics and none of them had stability in their lives. You have several
aunts and uncles and only two of them lead normal lives with their family
today. With regards to health, I have already disclosed to you that there are
some tuberculosis, diabetes and high blood pressure issues. Your ancestral
background is not French and Ukrainian. Your Mother was Metis. Your
grandparents are Metis and Chippewa Cree. Your grandfather was a
stonemason and built a very beautiful church locally. Your father’s name
is not listed on your adoption file or birth certificate but we do note that
he is possibly of Aboriginal descent. It seems that your mother was in a
longstanding relationship with him. At that time, not listing a paternal
name is no surprise as she was a prostitute and DNA tests were not
available.’ (Damn, I wish she would stop throwing that word at me)

Metis and Cree? My heart sank. I wondered if the lady I just passed in
the doorway was my Mother?

‘Is there anything else you would like to know?’

I thought, Jesus woman, you pretty much blew apart my entire
world. What else could you possibly tell me that would make a bit of
difference right now?

As 1 sat there with tears running down my cheeks, my body felt
numb. I'm not sure why I was crying. Was it the fact that  wouldn’t meet
my mother or that I felt someone had lied to me about my heritage. My
head was spinning. I have siblings and I'm Metis. My Mother was a
prostitute and her family are unstable and alcoholics.

‘Mrs. D, I have a name that is on the back of my baby picture. Does
the name Poitras mean anything?’ I asked.

T'm sorry, I cannot disclose any identifying information even if it were
your birth name’ My gut instinct immediately told me I am a Poitras.

‘Everything we have discussed today will follow in a letter. I'm
sorry I don’t have better news for you but it did answer your questions
surrounding health issues. I'm sure you can understand why I didn’t want
to tell you these things over the phone’

I thanked Mrs. D. and closed the door behind me.

The next few days were tear-filled but at some point I decided that my
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search would continue. Ihad one more week of vacation and I was going
to make use of it.

Hours upon hours were spent looking through the local phonebook. I
called every Poitras in Saskatchewan explaining I was adopted and search-
ing for my family. Many times I was told no, but often they would
suggest another Poitras to call. At some point, the information about my
grandfather’s trade as a stonemason came to mind. My next fifty calls
were unsuccessful but then it happened. Yes, they knew a Poitras who
was a stone mason and he did work on the church in Lebret, just outside
of Regina. ‘Old Zachary had a few daughters but only two of them were
not married. They’d heard that the two girls had their children taken away
from them and adopted. Try Olive, she was a Poitras. If you are a daughter
of either, Olive will be able to confirm’

I called Olive immediately.

Ts this Olive?’

Yes it is, who is calling?’

‘My name is Debby and I was adopted. I'm trying to locate my
birthfamily and I think my last name is Poitras. That name is on the back
of my baby picture.

‘So which one of the girls do you belong to? I don’t think it is Doris as
she has one daughter in foster care and the rest were boys. Was your Mom
Nora?’

‘T'm not sure; I was hoping you could help me with that’

‘Why don’t you pop by for a coffee and we can talk. I'd love to meet
you.!

Within minutes I was knocking on Olive’s door. A tiny dark skinned
lady answered the door; she almost looked Polynesian.

‘Olive?’

‘Yes, Debby? Oh my God, dear, you look just like your mother!!!' Look
at you, you're beautiful! If I didn’t know any better I would have
sworn you were your mother twenty years ago. You are definitely Nora’s
daughter. You have the same build, the same eyes, the same smile’ She
held me so tight, I swore I was going to pass out if I didn’t crush her first.
‘Let’s go inside dear’

Inside Olive introduced me to Uncle Albert. Uncle Albert was a very
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old man who seemed to be very ill and perhaps a bit senile. I thought
perhaps this was her Uncle but discovered later that he was her father and
my uncle.

After a few phone calls, Olive quickly determined that I was in fact
Nora’s daughter. I described the woman who brushed past me at my
appointment and Olive agreed it was probably my mother. No one had
heard from her or seen her in months until that week. They’d heard that
she was in Regina visiting friends. The description fit her perfectly and
why else would she be in Regina unannounced in the middle of the week
after so many months. I will never know. Why did you leave?

Thirty years later, my visit with Olive is pretty much a blur but I
remember hearing name after name, story after story for the next two
hours. All of the personal information provided by Mrs. D. matched
information that Olive could confirm. Olive said Nora had a baby girl
that was given up for adoption around the time of my birth.

None of the family names or stories made sense to me then. It was all
so brand new to me. I had a family of names but no faces. I ended my visit
with Olive and we promised to keep in touch often. Ileft with a smile on
my face.

I am now the daughter of Nora Poitras.

1988 and relationship changes

Once registered with Post Adoption, nothing happened for about ten
years. Greatly disappointed with everything in life at that point, I had
given up. In those ten years I had gone from being in a stable relationship to
being a single mom with three children. My husband was a drug-induced
psychotic who suffered from manic depression. Life was mostly down
those days and I married on the rebound to an older gentleman who was a
total control freak.

After seven years of marriage, I left him. Five years after we separated,
my husband drank himself to death: nail polish remover mixed with soda
water.

Just prior to leaving my second husband, I received a call from one of
my siblings born in 1952. We agreed to write regularly but one day he
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showed up at my door. A heavy drinker, he had left his spouse in the next
province and asked if he could move in with my family. The man scared
me during our visit. He asked me to meet with him later in the evening
and we could party. I hadn’t even touched a drop since I found out our
Mom was an alcoholic. We exchanged two letters and you are already on
my doorstep?

The conversation that day was a little abnormal for a sibling meeting. I
was not looking for a boyfriend. Needless to say, when he came to pick me
up later that evening I never answered the door. Was I afraid of him and
his lifestyle or his intentions? This brother never re-entered my life for
another twenty years.

Within two months, I met another brother, three years younger than
me. This brother was raised like an only child but had no interest in his
Aboriginal heritage. He was white as far as he was concerned. The people
that raised him were his family. We lost contact and he lost interest for
another twenty years.

With two reunions being somewhat unsuccessful, I had given up
hope. Then it happened again. While doing some family research in 2008,
I came across someone that was a Poitras living in Germany. After a few
emails, we discovered it was the first brother that  had met. He apologized
for his bad behavior during our initial meeting but explained he was going
through some bad times and ended up in rehab. While recovering, he had
been focusing on his love of painting. Today, this brother is well known
and is living in Germany teaching our culture and painting. We both
apologized, as we were both experiencing marital problems back then.

In January 2009, I hit the jackpot again! My Post Adoption worker
contacted with news of another brother born in 1951.

Although this brother had been searching awhile, he was having
medical issues with Type II diabetes: first, a toe amputation in January,
a foot amputation in July, followed by a knee amputation on my birthday,
October 26th. We spoke often on the phone and got along famously. We
were so much alike in so many ways, yet so different physically. I am just
over 5 ft. tall, 130 1bs. while he is well over 6 ft. tall and 300 lIbs. We decided
to meet. I booked a flight in May 2010 and off I went. At the airport we
were met by CBC radio reporters wanting to cover our reunion. ‘What do
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you think? What do you want to say to him/her?” Not a word, just hugs
and tears followed. The entire week staying with him at his house was
spent laughing, crying, and learning about our lives apart. We met several
cousins I had located. We visited our Mother’s grave for the first time
together and placed flowers there for her. (Nora had died in 1982 but I
found out four years later.) We took a tour of the church my grandfather
built and took hundreds of pictures of gravestones, houses and places where
family once lived.

I received my name from a second cousin, ‘Mahkeechap’ which means
‘One with big eyes’ My favorite reunion picture is of me sitting on my
big brother’s knee for the first time. This particular reunion was a success.
Rick and I speak several times a week and I can truly say I love my big
brother with all my heart. Nothing would make me happier than to move
back home to be closer to him. He has even offered me his spare room until
I can get on my feet.

But wait, we’re not done yet. November 2010 brings forth the baby of
all siblings, born in 1965. This child was never listed on our adoption files
as he was a foster child. Post Adoption has informed me that foster children
are not tracked in the same manner as adopted siblings. Now we keep in
contact over the internet and have talked a few times via telephone. We
are close but have not yet met.

December 2010 brings forth another two brothers, one born in 1947, the
eldest of us siblings and another born in 1957. I have not yet met them or
received details on them. I look forward to our reunion via letters (in 2011
and later). My request to the social worker is to reunite me with the eldest
soon as our lives are quickly passing.

We do not know how many other siblings there are between 1959 and
1965 as nothing was listed after 1959. For that matter, we do not know if
perhaps there are siblings between 1947 and 1965 that remained in foster
care. We can only pray more details come to light with each reunion.

In June 2011, five of the six siblings reunited together at our brother
Brian’s wedding in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan.

After fifty or more years, we will know the meaning of being a family.

Debby lives near Toronto, Ontario, Canada and is employed by a generic
pharmaceutical company. A mother of three and grandmother of six, she
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has been searching since 1978 for her biological family. With culture and
heritage denied from birth, Debby enjoys sharing her discoveries with her
family to ensure both are never lost again. The past ten years has taken
Debby from Ontario to St. Lucia where she spent time promoting Caribbean
dance and drumming with her husband. 2012 will bring forth a book.



55. Our Way Home: Strategy will
ease pain of family reunification

Joan Black, Windspeaker Staff Writer

Windspeaker Magazine, Toronto, Volume: 17 Issue: 5 Year: 1999

The joint management committee of the Aboriginal Healing and
Wellness Strategy has released a report of a six-month study into the issues
of Ontario-born Aboriginal children put in the custody of non-Native care
providers outside their communities of origin.

The report, titled Our Way Home, was prepared by Native Child
and Family Services in conjunction with the consultants Stevenato and
Associates and Janet Budgell. It focuses on the problems of families that
had children removed by provincial child welfare authorities during the
late 1960s to early 1980s—the phenomenon known to Aboriginal people as
the infamous “60s Scoop.”

The study details the effects of adoption and foster care on children
disconnected from their tribe and culture. It also identifies a variety of
obstacles that Aboriginal people face in trying to re-establish family ties,
and it sets out a four-phase strategy aimed at easing repatriation for those
who desire it.
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The study was undertaken by the Repatriation Research Working
Group of the Aboriginal Healing and Wellness Strategy in Toronto. Par-
ticipants included the Association of Iroquois and Allied Indians; Grand
Council Treaty No. 3; Nishnawbe Aski Nation; Union of Ontario Indians;
independent First Nations’ representatives; Federation of Indian Friendship
Centres; Ontario Native Women’s Association; Ontario Métis Aboriginal
Association; Ontario Ministry of Health; Ontario Native Affairs Secretariat,
Ontario Women’s Directorate and the Ministry of Community and Social
Services. The Ministry of the Attorney General was supposed to be on the
committee, but was not an active participant, a spokesperson said.

“Through this report we are consulting with our communities and orga-
nizations as to how we can effectively assist these people and communities
in this emotional healing process,” said Garnet Angeconeb, Aboriginal co-
chair of the Aboriginal Healing and Wellness Strategy’s joint management
committee.

The Ontario’s Children’s Aid Society was empowered by the 1965
federal-provincial Indian Welfare Agreement to reach into reserve commu-
nities and administer provisions of the Child Welfare Act. Large numbers
of Indian children were removed from their homes, often as a result
of distorted suppositions of Children’s Aid Society workers about what
constitutes adequate parental care and supervision in a culture unlike their
own. Loss of the children’s identities was the result.

“[The children] were not given any exposure to their culture; they have
to know it’s OK to be who they are,” said Donna Simon, health policy
analyst at the Ontario Native Women’s Association, which was a partner
in the study. “Denial of who a child is is a real travesty,” she added.

It is not known how many Aboriginal children were claimed by the
Sixties Scoop in Ontario or how many of them desire to repatriate. Those
seeking repatriation typically want to meet or re-establish relationships
with birth families. Some seek repatriation to regain Indian status, to live
in their community of origin, or to uncover their families’ medical histories,
the report says.

The project came about because many Aboriginal people are seeking
information from agencies that mostly don’t have the will or the resources

to offer repatriation services, according to Simon.
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Mainly, the investigators wanted to find jurisdictions having a repatri-
ation model that might be transportable to Ontario. Extensive consultation
with Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal repatriation organizations and child
welfare authorities, Elders, “experts” in Canada, the US, Australia and New
Zealand, and with adoptees, adult foster children or Crown wards, birth
families and adoptive parents took place.

They found three Aboriginal organizations focusing on repatriation
based in British Columbia, and one in Manitoba. These are the United Na-
tive Nations, the Gitxsan Reconnection Program, the Wet’su wet’en Repa-
triation Program, and the Manitoba First Nations Repatriation Pogram. Ac-
cording to the Aboriginal Healing and Wellness Strategy report, there
are no others working full-time on repatriation issues in Canada. It
also discloses there is a seven-year wait for a search by the Ontario
government’s Adoption Disclosure Register.

The report recommends establishing a central Aboriginal repatriation
office under the umbrella of an existing Aboriginal organization. The
office would employ at least two staff: one to address policy, education
and awareness issues, the other to fulfill the role of counsellor. The
report further proposes access to Canadian adoption databases to conduct
searches, access to internet databases, better co-ordination with other
agencies and referrals to culturally sensitive professionals when required.

Repatriation services would include training and educating family sup-
port workers, and undertaking education and awareness campaigns. Coun-
selling would be available to adult adoptees, foster children, birth families
and adoptive families, the report says.

SOURCE: http://www.ammsa.com/node/12907






56. Nice-shaped head

Alice Diver (Mi’kmaq Newfoundland)

Figure 56.1. Alice Diver

I'am an adoptee, born January 9, 1967 in Montreal (as far as I know since
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I cannot access an OBC, my original birth certificate). Isought information
and reunion in the late 1980s, eventually receiving two anonymous letters
from my birth/first mother via a confidential intermediary. She was
adamant that she would not be revealing any identifying information and
that she had been very upset by my contacting her. (I had responded to
her letters, enclosing photos of myself and my eldest daughter). Although
she then vetoed any further contact, she did leave me with some amazing
information: she was herself of Native descent, from Newfoundland, and
had eight siblings. She had subsequently married and had four children.

When my youngest child was born (I have three daughters and a son) I
sent a card and several photos to the social services agency that had made
the initial contact, just to let her know that she had grandchildren and that
I would remain open to contact/ correspondence if she ever changed her
mind. As I have been living in Northern Ireland since 1979, I wanted to
reassure her that I had no intention of turning up out of the blue. The
agency returned this unopened, citing federal law on contact, and stressing
that they were unable to ever contact her again.

Several years later I contacted the agency to enquire about whether
there was any information about my birth father. There was apparently
a name on the file but it was a ‘very common’ surname. After three
years of searching ‘all of Canada’ for him, the agency informed me last
year that the search was futile, that they were not at liberty to release any
identifying information and that my file would be closed. (I asked about the
possibility of appealing this decision but I have not heard back from them
on this. I assume no appeal process exists.) I have registered with many
reunion registries in the hope that someone related to me might recognize
the details and get in touch. I hope to visit Newfoundland someday even
if only to learn more about the Indigenous people and culture. I will bring
my children—now aged 16 to 23—with me. Two of them are quite fair,
taking after my genetic father’s side, while two are very dark—I like to
think they look like our Native ancestors. I have met some First Nations
people when they visited Ireland and they very kindly took much time to
talk to me—they told me that I resemble some Maliseet people they know
but that I could perhaps be descended from the Mi’kmaq people. I would
give anything to find out. Hopefully the law will change one day to end
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discrimination such as this. Heritage should be protected by law and policy
not hidden or removed by it.

Being adopted has not in itself been a major issue for me. I started
going deaf in my twenties (otosclerosis, probably hereditary) but otherwise
have been very lucky to marry, have children and gain an education. I
never told my late parents that I was searching for my birth relatives as
they had always made it clear that they would be very hurt by this.

Several instances do stand out however when ‘being adopted’ was an
unexpected source of mortification. A couple of years ago I was involved
in a seminar on post-adoption contact, giving a talk to a group of Adoption
Social Workers on how the law on this area might be reformed, based on
recent case law from Strasbourg on kin contact and identity rights. My
observations and suggestions were not well-received, to say the least, and I
was lucky to escape with only a few disparaging comments.

This was not the traumatizing thing about the day however. A senior
social worker, whose talk was just before mine, produced a doll which the
audience had to pass around and ‘cuddle. The purpose of this, she advised,
was to show us how she dealt with traumatized adopted children. She
would encourage them to hold the doll in their arms and would apparently
tell them, You should feel no guilt about being adopted, as this is all the
size you were when you were given up for adoption.’

I have never liked dolls anyway but somehow managed to resist the
urge to launch this one at high speed through the nearest window or at
the top of her head when it was passed to me. I didn’t pause to cuddle it
either. (I did ask her later if she’d ever read any of Nancy Verrier’s work
and was met with what can only be described as a death glare).

One of the audience members also bellowed at me with great authority
that he was an adopter, that his children would never have any interest in
searching, nor could he even remember which of his children had been
adopted or ‘natural’ I was sorely tempted to suggest to him that the
adoptees are probably the ones who don’t resemble him or his wife and
that they probably have their original birth certificates well hidden under
their beds. I managed to bite my tongue.

The other occasion was during my PhD viva. The opening question
by the external examiner, which is meant to put the student at ease was,
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‘Clearly you are adopted. Explain how you were able to write fairly.” T have
little recollection of whatever answer I managed to garble back at him but
I did argue that not only did I possess a certificate of mental hygiene from
the Quebec authorities (a pre-requisite then to being ‘adoptable’) but that
my non-identifying information confirmed that I'd apparently had ‘a nice-
shaped head’ in infancy. (The thesis re-write is going well.)

Alice lives in Ireland and teaches family law.



57. Woman welcomed home in
custom adoption

Margo Little, Birchbark Writer, Aun-
deck Omni Kaning

Windspeaker Magazine, Volume: 2, Issue: 8, Year: 2003

A woman adopted out of her band as a child has officially been
welcomed home.

One of the highlights of Aundeck Omni Kaning’s powwow included
a custom adoption ceremony. On June 7, community members welcomed
former Sudbury resident Patricia McCauley back into the fold after many
years of struggling to regain her status.

McCauley was adopted out of the community as a child.

“She was born here and is entitled to be registered, but Indian and
Northern Affairs Canada (INAC) was making the process too long. People
suffer enough from adoption and living in non-Native homes,” band
councillor Patsy Corbiere said. “She spent all those years not knowing her
family lived here because she couldn’t gain access to her records. There is
a lot of trouble gaining disclosure of information.

For McCauley, the weekend ceremony was highly emotional. In
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preparation for the custom adoption ceremony she made her own jewelry,
and a cousin gave her a beautiful dress.

“We also went to the woods to find just the right tree to gather
birchbark,” she said. “And we were up until 1:30 a.m. making three bowls
for the occasion.”

“There are so many problems getting registered; I agreed to support her
and sponsor her,” Corbiere said. “We now officially accept her as a band
member”

“She’s come home in the full sense,” Chief Patrick Madahbee agreed.
”She has been recognized as a community member

“We are determining who our own citizens are and not relying on
the government to tell us who is Anishinabek,” he said. “The Indian
Act is designed to eliminate people from our membership list. Through
legislation they are attempting to assimilate us and that’s not going to
happen. The community is taking ownership in saying who is part of our
community.”

“It was my pleasure to perform the ceremony,” health worker Joe Laford
said. “Patricia has joined her family again; she knows the importance of
family and now she is more fulfilled and happier than ever before”

Past adoption practices led to loss of cultural connection for many First
Nation children. Uprooted from their families and placed in non-Native
foster homes, they experienced “loneliness, sadness and hopelessness,”
Laford said.

“Now after many years of being lost, Patricia has a sense of direction, a
sense of identity, and sponsors to help her with a lifetime of learning”

The adoption was preceded by many heartbreaking years of searching
for her roots. “I started looking for my father in the late ’7os, but I was just
banging my head against a brick wall,” McCauley said.

She encountered many roadblocks in gathering information from the
Children’s Aid Society and INAC.

“There is very little support out there,” she said. “And it is phenome-
nally expensive to do the research. It is enough to make you want to quit.”

Her search for documents to prove her heritage took her to libraries,
hospitals, churches and universities.

A breakthrough came in 1998, when she contacted the Ojibways of
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Sucker Creek band office. By chance, she discovered her cousin Elsie
Esquimaux-Milette.

Although she had identified her First Nations lineage, the restoration
of status was denied to McCauley.

“INAC was very cool to requests for files,” she said. “It was very
devastating. They gave me impossible tasks to perform; they were trying
to deter me with excessive paperwork. It was ridiculous.

“T was afraid I would never get my heritage. I wanted it more than
anything. When I came to the island and lived in Native culture, it all
seemed so natural to me. Each year I came and I stayed longer and longer,”
she said.

McCauley is thrilled to be accepted back into Aundeck-Omni-Kaning
at age 50. The mother of five admits she had to learn patience through the
long battle with bureaucracy.

She acknowledges that her adoptive parents gave her stability when she
was a withdrawn five-year-old deserted by her mother.

But the non-Native guardians parented by instilling fear and enforcing
very strict discipline, she sid.

“The first adoption I had as a small child was forced on me. I had no
say on who, where, what. I was shipped out to a new life. No mention was
made of my past or who I really was. My adopted parents groomed me to
be clones of them in their society, with their rules and their religion. This
adoption will finally and truly give me back my roots so I can be with my
family and be who I truly am ... a Native woman,” she said.

(source: http://www.ammsa.com/publications/ontario
-birchbark/woman-welcomed-home-custom-adoption)


http://www.ammsa.com/publications/ontario-birchbark/woman-welcomed-home-custom-adoption
http://www.ammsa.com/publications/ontario-birchbark/woman-welcomed-home-custom-adoption




58. Adopted Mohawk finds Birth
Parent: Indian Roots Grow Deep

David Kanowakeron Hill Morrison UE

(This first chapter was written and posted on my website in 1994)

Sekoh! And hello from Rochester, New York. I’'m a Six Nations Mohawk
who was born and raised in the Rochester area and while it may not be
readily apparent, I consider myself to be a Native Canadian.

I was born in 1954 to a single Mohawk woman who had travelled to
Rochester from the Six Nations reserve in search of a job. She was from a
large family and when she found that she was pregnant, she didn’t wish to
be a burden to her mother. As difficult as it was, she decided to place her
first-born child up for adoption with a sincere desire for a better life for the
child. It would be a decision proven correct many years later.

A white, hard-working, middle-class couple adopted me, and another
boy. We lived in the city of Rochester for a few weeks and then joined
the legion of those seeking the sanctity of the suburbs. The surroundings
were typically suburban; three-bedroom ranch, dog, station wagon, large
yard and a yearly vacation to a cottage on the Rideau River. It was a very
secure family and although discipline was never withheld when needed,
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there was a lot of love. Both of us boys knew we were adopted, and I was
told that MY birth mother was a Canadian Indian and that her last name
was Hill. That was the only information my parents were given by the
adoption agency. My life-long affinity with Canada started early. Later I
would find that I was more ‘Canadian’ than anybody knew.

Looking back, my suburban childhood was cushy and insular—not
exactly coddled, but definitely naive in the ways of ethnic and cultural
differences. Out of 580 members of my graduating high school class, there
were three African-Americans, a few Asians and one North American
Indian who couldn’t (wouldn’t?) decide if he was or wasn’t an Indian. How
could I? Minorities weren’t ‘in’ then and how would I ‘prove’ I was an
Indian? Despite feelings of definitely being different, the embarrassment
was kept to myself.

All adoptees think about the circumstances surrounding their adoption
at some time... how could you NOT think about it when the creepy kid
comes out with, ‘Your REAL mother didn’t even want you’ The worst
scars are often caused by words. My mother would explain that I was
wanted and loved more than I'd ever know, but someday, somehow and
somewhere.

The U.S. in the late Sixties was in social turmoil and it probably was
a tough time to be teaching a fourteen-year-old that the police are our
friends while he watched live TV showing ‘our friends’ pummeling and
gassing demonstrators at the 1968 Democratic Convention. It was the time
of ‘self-actualization’ when we were repeatedly told, above all else, ‘Be
Yourself”. Today, I may owe some gratitude to the people asking the ‘idiotic’
question, ‘Who am I?’

My dirty little adoption secret was a source of embarrassment, and with
my darker skin, it was a quite a stretch to pretend to be the Scotsman or
Dutch-English that my adoptive parents were. The whole issue was deftly
sidestepped.

Repression and denial aren’t the healthiest of reactions for a kid to carry
around during his formative years. Neither are inferiority, insecurity and
doubt. My parents tried their best... really... but as any parent will tell
you, ‘they don’t come with instructions’.

At thirteen, I found there WAS something I could do better than almost
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anyone else—consume alcohol. Finally, a vocation I excelled at! This was
to be a source of pointless pride throughout high school and college. My
drinking progressed until 1980. Out of work, out of hope, and rapidly
running out of life, I finally got help. Thirteen years later, I am still sober.

After mending the body, I decided I needed to find out more about my
Indian heritage. What WAS my identity? With a renewed determination, I
began to deal with a legal system that treated me as if I was legally swapped
chattel. The sealed adoption records contained information about me, and
my birth mother. Regardless of what the State law dictated, I should be
entitled to the same knowledge that the rest of the non-adopted world took
for granted. It would only be possible to find my birthmother (and my
heritage) by this means.

What followed was ten years of legal bantering and red tape. I dealt
with two federal governments, a state and provincial government, local
courts, and smug office workers. I encountered more ‘you can’t’s’ than ‘you
can’s’, and enough ‘I-don’t-know’s’ to fill a file cabinet. My determination
reached its maximum and I threw caution to the wind. I spoke with an
attorney who quietly stated he WOULD get the name of my birthmother
from the adoption records to DIAND in Ottawa for a determination of
status. Lawyers seem to be able to work miracles for the right price and a
steady stream of inquiring phone calls.

The Family Court judge agreed to release the name of my birthmother
to DIAND for C-31 purposes on the provision that I was not informed of
her name. DIAND agreed and within weeks, I called and was told, ‘You
ARE banded as an Upper Mohawk of the Six Nations Reserve. My disbelief
was beyond description... I had BEEN to the Six Nations reserve with my
ex-wife on several occasions on our bi-monthly exploration of the province
of Ontario which lasted five years. (Yes, 'm FAIRLY familiar with the
southern part of the province.)

Within two days I made a beeline to Ohsweken and spoke with
ANYBODY in the Administration Building who could suggest how my
birthmother could be found. Was she still alive? Did she live on the
reserve? How should this be handled? Would I be a disruptive secret
from the past? Would this be an embarrassment? What if she married
and her husband didn’t know about me? How do I go about finding an
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Indian woman with MAYBE a last name of Hill and fifty-six to fifty-eight
years old? The odds were not encouraging, but after ten years of what I'd
just been through, it was WAY too close to be giving up.

After meeting with a social worker from the reserve, it was sug-
gested that a personals classified be submitted in the reserve paper, The
Tekawennake. This was done reluctantly because even above MY desires,
I wanted to make sure anonymity of my birthmother was respected and
protected. The social worker pointed out that if she didn’t want to respond,
she wouldn’t, and I should at least give her the opportunity to meet me if
indeed she was alive AND living on Six Nations. The classified had a brief,
non-identifying description of my birthday, place of birth, adoption agency,
my surname at birth (as far as I knew) and stated that I wanted to express
thanks and appreciation for what must have been a difficult decision for a
20-year-old. Then I waited.

At the end of the first week, there had been no response sent back to the
Teka and I started to believe this REALLY may be the end of the line. The ad
ran another week with the understanding that if there were no responses,
I’d have to be content knowing I'd at least found my reserve and was a
Status Mohawk. That by itself was no small accomplishment considering
the odds to get to THAT point.

Ten days after the ad first appeared, a call came from the social worker
telling me there had been a response. Her voice was shrill from excitement
and she said she knew the family and the woman who was reportedly
my birthmother. Excited? Yes, but my expectations had been raised and
dashed so many times that I thought, ‘Well, maybe it IS and maybe it
ISN'T. This may be a person who's clutching at straws and I just happen to
be a close enough description. I was somewhat dubious and who wouldn’t
be after thirty-seven years? I was told I had three brothers and four sisters;
one of my brothers had died. Ihadn’t even met the family and already a
sense of loss. Coming from a very small family and being the youngest,
to being the oldest of seven siblings was more than a shock... it was
something I hadn’t even thought about. Nothing she said to me on the
phone for three of four sentences was heard.

I was to call this particular number at 6:30pm that night. I waited. 6:25,
6:26, 6:27. Finally, after grabbing the phone and dialing, a voice answered
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and I asked to speak with her. Then a ‘Hello?’ and a, ‘Hi, I think I may be
your son.’ ‘T think you’re my son, too.

We spoke for a short while and thought it would be a good idea if we
could meet. Driving to Six Nations by that point was almost a weekly
thing (some 230 miles), so I said it’d be no problem for me to meet her at
her house. We agreed upon the following weekend.

I can’t remember a lot of the following week. What went through my
mind was a variety of doubt, anxiety, relief, fear, contentment, anticipation
and awe. You need to remember I'd never had any contact with Indians
before and here I am going to a house on a reserve in Canada to meet my
birthmother for the first time in thirty-seven years. Nervous? Well, maybe
just a LITTLE.

Driving to Six Nations that Saturday I was strangely NOT
nervous. Finding the house, I drove in the driveway and immediately saw
a guy with a pony-tail to his butt. ‘Ah, that must be one of my brothers’,
and sure enough it was. ‘G’won in the house, they’re waiting for you’. I
went in and saw a lady in her thirties with eyes wet with tears who said,
‘Hi, I'm your sister. Ilooked up and saw a woman in her fifties (also with
tears) come toward me. When my eyes met hers, my search officially
came to an end. There was no doubt; this WAS my mother.

We hugged and said, ‘It’s been a long time’ then proceeded to cry
almost as if it were a movie script. I could have been in Oz; the whole
thing didn’t seem real. Meeting my other brother and my four sisters and
their families (TEN nieces and nephews), we sat around the kitchen table
with people looking at me to see who I looked like from the family. I was
introduced to my Indian Dad (my Mom’s husband) who said, ‘My home is
your home. You don’t ever need an invitation to come home. More tears.

What followed must have been orchestrated prior to my arrival. I
noticed people on the phone and within thirty minutes, the driveway was
packed with cars and the house was crammed with, T'm your aunt, I'm
your cousin, he’s your uncle, you look like one of your uncles, you look
like one of your cousins, 'm your sister; what’s my name?’ Stunned and
overwhelmed.

There were many, many trips back home’ in the following weeks. It
was a rebirth of sorts but fate was to intervene again.
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My adoptive parents had been supportive of my search and encouraged
me even when the legal systems had been stacked against me. My
‘mother-over-here’ was in failing health due to the debilitating effects of
diabetes. Six weeks after finding my family, my adopted mother died. I’ll
always remember the contented smile she had when seeing pictures of
my Indian family the day I met all of them. My father asked that my
birthmother and my Indian dad be invited to the memorial service, which
they attended along with my Indian aunt. My two families met for the first
time at the service. I had found a mother and I had lost a mother.

My pony-tailed brother was in a great deal of pain from accidents that
had severely damaged his leg and he was permanently disabled. He had
a gentleness, which belied his gruff exterior (my little brother is the same)
and I was anxious to get to know both of my ‘little’ brothers. Actually,
both of them could toss their big brother around like a snowflake, but I
knew they wouldn’t. Three weeks after my mother had died, I got a call
from the rez; my oldest little brother was hemorrhaging and in a coma.

I went to the hospital and saw him connected to the machines. My
family was there and I was told it was just a matter of time. As he faded,
we gathered around the bed... touching and holding his hands as if to help
him get ready for the trip he was about to take. Finally, he left and a mother
and father said good-bye to a second son. My mother had found a son and
had lost a son.

My only little brother left is special to me; not because he’s had to
endure the loss of two of his brothers, or because he’s my only Indian
brother remaining. He’s special because he and I grew up in different
worlds, and I need him to teach me the things HIS older brothers taught
him. In return, we’ll find the things that I can share with him from what
I’ve learned from my world.

My four sisters are amazing. They’ve captured the strength and
determination that Indian women are known for, from my mother. It’s
been a great experience witnessing a matriarchal culture in action and as
in many other things, there’s a lot the non-Indian world can learn from our
families. Tough, yet gentle.

My Indian Dad is a survivor. A survivor of raising seven children
while moving from one coast of the United States to the other in search
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of work. He insisted that his family be with him; not an easy undertaking.
He survived the ‘Mush House’ (Indian residential school); he survived the
U.S. Army and he’s a survivor of cancer. He has a youth to his spirit, which
always brings a smile to me. We both love to laugh because there’s already
enough to be down about without dwelling on it. Take care of business,
but above all, enjoy life and living.

There was another little brother who died in 1977 in a car acci-
dent. He'll never be forgotten because I ‘feel’ he and I were somewhat
alike. There’s a sense of being cheated from not knowing him, but in a
way, his spirit remains alive through the rest of my family.

I feel like the eldest brother who left for a number of years and then
returned home. My relationship with my Indian family is one of great joy
and love. I know I'm one of the most fortunate of our Creator’s children
in that I was accepted and welcomed to a beautiful family. There are other
similar situations where the ‘return’ of the long lost child has NOT been a
glad time.

In 1994, at 39 I'm an Indian child, having never been exposed to Indian
culture. Until 1993, I'd never even been to a pow wow. I’'m a Database
Administrator at a large company in Rochester which employs some 38,000
people. There’s a Native American Council (an employee network) with
some fifteen Indians; you might say there’s a VERY small minority of
Native Americans working here. Every time I go back to the rez, I learn
something more about the Indian ways from my nieces, nephews and
my family. I study my heritage and attend socials, meetings and pow
wows. I'm learning and will probably never stop learning.

There is much I could teach about computers and the ways of the
corporate world, but all that can be learned in a university. Learning how
to live as an Indian cannot be gleaned from a book. The mysterious
feelings and unique view of the world makes sense to me now after all
these years. There appear to be certain behavioral traits in me, which make
me wonder if it’s the Indian in me (even though I was never raised among
Indians). Is it possible there’s REALLY a special spiritual core in all our
people? I'm finding out there IS.

The first half of my life was as a white man by chance; the second half
will be an Indian by choice.
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The Sequel

Fast forward twenty years to 2011. In the two decades since my reunifica-
tion, what’s been going on?

Life, that’s what. The drama of life and never-ending experience of
education has shown me that not all journeys follow a prescribed path and
that life ‘as it should be’ rarely turns out that way.

I’ve become a better observer and more philosophical, possibly due
to the unique perspective that’s been granted to me, but probably more
as a matter of simply growing older and assessing my faults, errors and
successes.

I now see that my reunification with my birth-identity and birth-family
has been a gift of immeasurable value, one that was largely pre-ordained
from an existential vantage but also a generous blessing from a spiritual
perspective. The lessons I've been taught could never have been possible
had I still been wandering through life without knowledge of who I am or
where I came from.

I live in many worlds; on the one hand, a part of each and on the
other, not fully integrated with any of these disparate societies. Three
nationalities (Mohawk, Canadian, and American), three cultures, three sets
of values and priorities, three distinct ways of coping and dealing with life
and its challenges. ... one person.

‘Cross-culturally adopted Native’ is the description I use to identify
my background. It’s a distinct demographic, yet in the years since my
search ended, one that I've learned isn’t as uncommon as I was once led to
believe. Circumstances may vary but the very feelings and experiences I
experienced during my younger years are nearly identical to those that all
cross-culturally adopted Natives face in their lives.

Some find the resolution and answers that I found, while others are
forced to find a workable compromise that allows them to move forward
in their lives. For reasons that are yet to be known (if ever), I was one of
the fortunate ones while others are left to wander in the darkness, with
questions that may never be answered.

Wakatera’swiyohne’. (‘T was lucky.’)

There have been times when these three personal ‘memberships’ have



Adopted Mohawk finds Birth Parent: Indian... 351

clashed, creating frustration and anger. Yet through the tasks of living,
the very Aboriginal notion of balance has played a crucial component of
developing coping skills in the need to be able to function successfully and
find happiness in each society. It’s not been easy but there’s never been
any promise that life itself is guaranteed to be easy.

From 1991 to her passing in 1999, both my birthmother and I experi-
enced the joy of a close and loving mother-son relationship. In terms
of a lifetime, it was a brief amount of time but during those years, my
birthmother shared her values and wisdom with me, which I'll take to my
grave. We had our moments of disagreements and misunderstandings as is
the case in any parent-child relationship, but there was never any question
of the deep respect and admiration that we each had for the other. AsI
struggled with resolving my ‘nurture versus nature’ sensibilities, it’s been
the memories of my mother’s wisdom that have echoed in my mind when
I’'ve needed guiding advice.

BOTH my mothers, for I am a product of each.

Living in the States while professing a special affinity for Canada and
my natural identity as a Mohawk, hasn’t been without its controversy and
turmoil. There’s a subtle, but very real demand placed upon me to ‘choose
one’ society at the exclusion of the others.

A ‘cross cultural” AND a ‘cross border’ lifestyle has meant receiving
the benefits of multiple societies, even though the pitfalls of not being fully
integrated in any has been a source of frustration. Throughout the years,
I’'ve come to the acceptance and understanding that a higher power has
placed me exactly where I belong, if not fully desire.

Balance. That’s been the saving lesson I've learned from my Native
‘upbringing’. For me, a life in balance—emotionally, spiritually, mentally
and physically—has shown that an Aboriginal circular model of living is
healthier than a non-Native linear model but granted, that may be simply
a matter of appropriateness to my own life.

It’s not an ethic for everyone else’s life, but as unique individuals we
each need to approach life on our own terms and discover what works and
what doesn’t.

On one level, the older I get the more questions I have. Why was I
allowed to live with alcoholism and addiction when my own birth-brother
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and ex-wife weren’t? Why did fate allow me to (1) find my birthmother
and (2) develop a close relationship with her when so many others were
outright rejected? Who do I turn to in order to find knowledgeable advice
when absolutes in life are rarely available anyway?

There are dilemmas that non-Native adoptees face when trying to
resolve issues that face them on their life’s journey which are unique from
the Native adoptee. Trying to define the Native experience to non-Natives
is an exercise in futility as the adage, ‘you need to be one to understand
one’ is all important.

This makes the Native adoptee experience require special considera-
tions that aren’t as critical as what non-Native adoptees face. It may be
safer to say the Native adoptee WILL see the world differently (without
necessarily understanding why) rather than assume there’s no fundamental
difference between them and non-Native adoptees.

For parents and caregivers of Native adoptees, the benefit of doubt is
less damaging then the presumption of knowledge. Not understanding the
Native psyche is no reason to ignore it and children who are deprived
of expressing their natural talents and interests are often left filled with
resentment, confusion and frustration.

In the years since my search ended, I've experienced a number of
serious health issues which has left me disabled but fortunately, not
incapable of taking care of myself. I've learned that a disability doesn’t
necessarily imply incapacitation and patience is not only a virtue, but a
powerful tool for coping.

The occasional financial challenge has taught me to appreciate what I
have and not lament what I don’t. While I'm faced with the temptation to
live up to the standards of the society I was raised in, I'm more comfortable
with living my life according to a set of standards that I've defined and set
for myself.

This seeming rejection of my learned values has not been well received
by many of those who have only seen my non-Native past. Apparently,
not playing the game according to the prescribed rules has consequences
including condemnation, skepticism and outright scorn.

As aresult, I've lost many friends and acquaintances from my past who
have not seen or embraced the remarkable joy that comes from achieving
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a personal success not based on material gain.

My twenties were turbulent and filled with doubt, anxiety and a lack
of direction. While the physical and personal damage I did to myself was
profound and would affect me for decades to come, the resiliency of being
a young adult was on my side.

My thirties were about rebuilding a life that had all the makings of a
middle-class American dream: a wife, good job and on track with following
the course that made others happy but was somehow missing the personal
satisfaction I was seeking.

My forties were a time of self-examination, introspection and discov-
ery... free to be me and chart my own course according to my own
terms. It was a time of learning to be assertive without being offensive
and showed me the delicate art of diplomacy when relating to others.

My fifties have been quietly remarkable. Finally achieving content-
ment and not falling apart over small setbacks has allowed me to focus
on greater goals. To most, I live a life of an enigmatic recluse with brief
bursts of intense sociability followed by a retreat into a world of serenity
and spiritual reflection. It’s not hyperbole to describe myself as a ‘student
of life’ when in fact, we're all students from the day we’re born until we
take our last breath. Even the act of dying is a new learning experience.

From a source of embarrassment to a celebration of great pride, my
life as a Native adoptee has been a journey of discovery filled with one
unforeseen twist and turn after the other. At times, I've lost my way...
which is to be expected when there have been no maps into uncharted
territories.

But through it all, the rewards of finding one’s own way have provided
me with the skills to see when something isn’t working, then correct and
rebalance to be on my journey.

Life is truly about the journey and not a destination. Goals are needed
but merely as an impetus to move forward; those who maintain they’re in
absolute control of all aspects of their lives are arrogantly dismissive of the
power of fate and luck.

And it was both fate and luck that returned me to my natural heritage
and birthfamily as well as delivered me to a close, loving and nurturing

adopted family.



354 part two. First Nations Canada

Wakatera’swiyohne’.
David currently spends his time living in Two Worlds and two countries.
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STUDY: FAR FROM THE
RESERVATION, 1972

This longitudinal study was one of the first to systematically explore the
outcomes of transracial adoptions. Beginning in 1960, Fanshel followed
97 families that had adopted children through the Indian Adoption Project,
more than one-quarter of all the children placed between 1958 and 1967. Re-
searchers interviewed parents in fifteen different states at approximately
one-year intervals, but made no effort to interview or assess children
directly. Most of the children had been two years old or younger at the
time of adoption and were not yet teenagers when the study ended. No
control group of same-race adoptees or non-adopted children was used for
comparison. The study provided detailed tables and statistical correlations,
as all outcome studies did, and used the instrument that Helen Witmer and
her colleagues had devised to measure the quality of adoptive homes in
their study of independent adoptions in Florida. Far from the Reservation
also offered a wealth of narrative detail that illuminated what these
adoptions meant to the parents involved.

Far From the Reservation was published at a moment of racial polar-
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ization and vehement criticism of transracial adoptions. Its main author
was David Fanshel, who was one of the most prominent child welfare
researchers in the postwar decades. Although Fanshel was white, he had
been one of the first to tackle the question of discrimination in adoption
services in his 1957 report, A Study in Negro Adoption. Fifteen years
later, Fanshel still believed deeply in the promise of empirical research to
improve transracial adoptions, but the changed historical context in which
he worked shaped his interpretation of research findings.

Fanshel found that factors often identified as strongly correlated with
outcomes were not as noticeable in these adoptions. Age at placement, for
example, had been considered crucial ever since Sophie van Senden Theis’
1924 study, How Foster Children Turn Out, showed that children placed
earlier turned out much better.

In Native American adoptions, the influence of age appeared weak,
outweighed by other variables, the health status of the birth mother in
particular. In addition, many professionals and researchers assumed that
white couples committed to racial equality were the most likely to adopt
non-white children and succeed as parents. Far From the Reservation
suggested that this was not the case. Parents’ social attitudes—about civil
rights, politics, and religion—did not matter except negatively. Families that
were more socially concerned and active had more problems with their
adopted children. Why would this be the case? Fanshel had no idea.

The study’s summary measure of outcomes, The Child Progress Scale,
showed that 78 percent of all the adoptees were adequately or excellently
adjusted. Only one in ten children had problems that raised serious doubts
about their future well-being. This was very good news. It indicated that
transracial adoptions could be arranged on a solid foundation of objective
knowledge that they would turn out well rather than a subjective hope that
they might. The study reassured its audience that transracial placements
posed little risk to the physical or emotional well-being of individual
children and Fanshel agreed that these adoptions had ‘saved many of these
children from lives of utter ruination’

Yet he did not equate evidence of good outcomes with endorsement
of transracial adoptions. It was a mistake to consider the lives of Native
American children one at a time, apart from the future of their tribes,
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Fanshel wrote. “It seems clear that the fate of most Indian children is
tied to the struggle of Indian people in the United States for survival
and social justice. Their ultimate salvation rests upon the success of that
struggle. It is my belief that only the Indian people have the right to
determine whether their children can be placed in white homes. Even with
the benign outcomes reported here, it may be that Indian leaders would
rather see their children share the fate of their fellow Indians than lose
them in the white world. It is for the Indian people to decide”

Studies that documented very good outcomes empirically were still not
answers to some of the most basic questions. Were transracial adoptions
wise? Were they right? Who had the right to decide?

[Source: http://www.darkwing.uoregon.edu/ adoption
/archive/FanshelFFTR.htm]


http://www.darkwing.uoregon.edu/~adoption/archive/FanshelFFTR.htm
http://www.darkwing.uoregon.edu/~adoption/archive/FanshelFFTR.htm
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The Farmer and The Eagle

The old story goes there was a farmer who found a wounded
eagle and placed him in a chicken coop to recover. The eagle
started to act like a chicken, he bobbed his head like a chicken,
he ate like a chicken, and otherwise thought he was a chicken.
Until one day an Indian came along and asked what the
eagle was doing with the chickens. The farmer told him the
story, and the Indian asked if he could remove the eagle. The
Farmer gave his permission to do so. So the Indian took the
eagle to the mountain and said, “You have to know who you
are and what you stand for...” The eagle started to flex his
wings. His keen eyesight started to return, and the strength
in him started to come back. The eagle flew and soared and
everything came back to him, who he was and that he wasn’t
a chicken. He gained everything back he lost because of where
he was placed.
(Old Indian legend)
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