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e ven the trees and plants . . . are our brothers and sister s. So 
when we speak of land, we are not speaking of property, ter
rito ry  or even a piece of ground upon which our houses sit and 
our crops are grown. We are speaking of something truly sa
cred.47  

Yet it would be  w rong to en d  this story  on a note o f  pathos, 
for if th ere  is one th ing  tha t characterizes the Cherokees it is 
their resilience. D espite  a ll th a t has h ap p en ed  since H ern an d o  
de Soto bu rst into th e ir towns 450 years ago, the Eastern C h er
okees are  still living w here C h e rokees have lived since long 
before Colum bus. N or does the sto ry  o f  the W estern Cherokees 
end  with O klahom a’s stateh ood. Despite a century  o f  effo rt to 
disperse and  assim ilate th em , they nu m b er 80,000 today, 10,000 
o f whom  still speak th e C herokee language.

T h e  governm ent  o f the  C herokee N ation ,  suppressed  in the 
late 1890s, has been  reb o rn  at T ahlequah . In  1970, C herokees 
elected th e ir principal ch ief fo r the first tim e sin ce 1898, and  
in 1975 th ey ado p ted  a new constitu tion that gave traditionalists 
a g en u in e  in the N ation ’s affairs. T h e  p resen t principal ch ief 
is W ilma M ankiller, an  able and  dedicated  descendant o f h e r 
nam esakes o f  the past. 

H ere is an excerp t from  C hief M ankiller’s State o f the N ation 
address, given at T ah lequah  on Septem ber 1 , 1 9 9 0 :

      As w e appr oach ... the tw enty-first century ... I can 't help but
feel hopeful about our future. I think the strongest thing I see 
as I travel around to Cherokee communities and talk with people 
is their tenacity.  Despite everything that’s happened to our peo-  
ple throughout history we’ve managed to hang on to our culture, 
we’ve managed to hang on to our sense of being C herokee. . .

When people ask where I want the C herokee N ation to  be in  
the twenty-first century I always tell them I want to enter the 
twenty-first century . . . not on anybody else’s terms but on our 
own terms. . . . Two hundred years from now people will gather 
right here in this very place and there will still be a very strong 
Cherokee Nation. Someone will stand up and say that this past 
year’s been a good year. . . .

We are going to do everything in o u r  power t o  make sure that 
the Cherokee Nation continues to exist.48

Ronald 
Wright Stolen Continets: The Americas through Indian 

Eye since 1492 HM, New York, 1992

F I F T E E N

NOTICE: THIS MATERIAL MAY BE 
PROTECTED BY COPYRIGHT LAV 
'TITLE 17 U.S. CODE)

I R O Q U O I S

[Indians]  are simply living on the benevolence and charity of the 
Canadian parliament, and . . . beggars should not be choosers.

— John A. Macdonald, pr ime minister of Canada, 1885

No nation has the right to hold a captive nation.
— Mohawk Warrior Society, 1981

T h e  reb irth  o f  the  Six N ations — the Mohawk, O neida, O n o n 
daga, Cayuga, Seneca, a nd T uscarora  — may be taken literally: 
there  are  today at least 60 ,000 Iroquois, m ore than  at any tim e 
in th ree  and  a h a lf cen turies. M etaphorically, reb irth  takes m any 
form s: the sp read  o f  the L onghouse religion; the revival o f 
languages, especially M ohawk; the\g row th  o f  Iroquois nation- 
alism.

O f the m odern  Iroquois, som e 25,000  are Mohawks, 80 p e r
cent o f whom  live w ithin the outline o f Ca n ada. In  the sum m er 
of 1990, the I roquois w ere suddenly  reb o rn in white conscious
ness w hen C anad ian  fro n t pages w ere filled f o r  th ree  m onths 
by w hen becam e know n as the  O ka Crisis o r M ohawk Revolt. 
Canada 's history — an unsightly history swept under the th read
bare  ru g  o f its national m yths — cam e back to h au n t it.

When  I began w riting this book, I could not have im agined 
that the governm ent o f this coun try  in which I live would send 

m ore than  4,000 troops — equ ipped  with tanks, artillery, je t


