“You know, when you get your mother mad things are bad for a long time.”

Those were the words of the evening.  

By Kirsti Maurer


As part of the “Onondaga Land Rights & Our Common Future Part II” speaking series, Chief Jake Edwards; Tadodaho and traditional leader of the Onondaga longhouse, Sydney Hill; Dr. Stephanie Waterman of the Turtle clan and professor at the University of Rochester; Faithkeeper Oren Lyons; and midwife and herbalist Jeanne Shenandoah of the Eel clan spoke to a packed house at Syracuse Stage on Monday, February 8.  Entitled “Brighten The Chain” this was the opening event of the series and literally opened the doors of information surrounding the purpose of the Land Rights Action filed by the Onondaga Nation in March 2005.  The main theme of the evening was the need to better care for our Earth.  


For those who are not familiar with the suit, it sought Federal Court acknowledgement that New York State violated treaties, the Constitution and federal law when it “acquired” a 10- 40 mile wide stretch of land that that spans from Pennsylvania to Canada and includes Syracuse, Oswego, Fulton, Cortland, Binghamton, and Watertown.  It also asked the court to declare that the Onondagas retain their aboriginal title to that land.  

Following the moving 12-minute video “Brighten the Chain,” a panel of Onondaga leaders reflected on progress made over the past five years.

As the first to speak, Jeanne Shenandoah commented that while the legal progress has been slow, the number of people who have offered to collaborate with the Onondagas has been the most important aspect.  


 “ We haven't had any change in the legal situation, there have been some slight things, but for the most part I would say the main progress that we have made is that we have made many, many more friends and we feel very good about the strong support that we have, for instance, the NOON group, and many other organizations.....it’s been a really excellent collaboration with many people from different organizations because we all have the same thing in our heart, the same goal to strive to protect and help repair Mother Earth and hopefully return things to a state where they would not be dangerous to anybody’s health or to the future of the people.”


Dr. Stephanie Waterman stressed the importance of correcting the stereotypes of Native American's and how that will start with changing how history is taught; “because if we're in the history books in the past and in movies in the past and we're a cartoon or a mascot, then teacher's treat our children as deficits and we don't value education.”  

Dr. Waterman also stressed the appreciation she felt for being able to take part in the panel of the evening to be able to share with others how important it is to take care of our land.  She felt the film was most important because it shows its viewers that “were are not a people lost in the past, or just a mascot, or logo. That we are a people that are alive and to be treated with respect.” 


Next to speak was Oren Lyons.  Lyons discussed the treaties that were created in the 1780's.  Because the country was so new, generals and their armies were sent out to “handle the Indian Problem” and suffered massive defeats.  These defeats lead George Washington to rethink his plans and make peace with the Haudenosaunee.  As Lyons stated,

 “The president of the United States was making wampum belts in 1794. And you don't know that. You've never been taught that. But that's the kind of influence the Haudenosaunee had to the development of your country.”


After Lyons was Chief Jake Edwards.  He reinforced the importance of protecting our land and cleaning up the messes that we've already made.  “We can't take a chance on polluting one drop of water because every drop of water counts. Every drop of water is life. We're connected to all that is connected to the water. It's all living things.”  Edwards stressed that it is time to open things up and invite all people to help take part in cleaning up the land and the water.  As he held his glass up to the audience, he told us “Every drop counts. Every drop has a duty to provide life and if we decide that it is ok to pollute some, we are battling the Natural Laws and no one will prevail.”


As the first and last to speak, Tadodaho Sid Hill started the evening with a traditional Thanksgiving address and when it was his turn to speak on the panel, he continued to elaborate on what he had said in the film. “The goal of the clean up is to be able to drink the water. We talk of maintaining our hunting and fishing rights that have been provided in our treaties. But it is difficult when the lake, which used to provide for us, no longer can. The fish that we catch, we no longer can eat. But by working together, we can help make a change.” 

Following the presentation many people stayed on to participate in small group discussion or join in informal discussion in the reception area.


By the end of the evening, the message was clear.  We need to protect and respect our Mother Earth for the time that we are on it.  She was here before us and she will live on long after us and as human beings it is our job to use the resources she provides, not abuse them.  While the legal proceedings of the suit are at a slow pace, the Onondagas themselves are not backing down about doing the right thing and they are taking the time to teach others to do the same. 


Next up in the educational series is:

“From the ‘Doctrine of Discovery’ to International Recognition of Rights.”
Monday, March 1, 2010 at Le Moyne College (Grewen Auditorium) and will feature guest speakers Tonya Gonella Frichner, Phil Arnold and John Dieffenbacher-Krall

