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Look to the Past to See the Future: Preserving the Language of the Meskwaki

7 | Milton Conrad Brown (£His8REES 12 RR%E)
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recently watched a movie about the Seediq
I people. This movie entitled ‘“WARRIORS OF
THE RAINBOW?’ told the story about an uprising
against the Japanese invaders who subjected them to
indignities and humiliation through the abuse of
authoritative power. After suffering much humiliation at
the hands of the Japanese, the Seediq finally could not
take it anymore and this led to a fateful decision, one of
heroic pride. The Seediq people knew they were going
to be hunted and killed if they rose up against the
Japanese invaders, yet, they chose to fight for the honor
of their people.

My people also have suffered at the hands of
foreign invaders. as tribal people, we share an
understanding of that decision to fight. A Meskwaki
chief was once quoted as saying to his Warriors, “It is
my duty as your chief to be your father while in the
paths of peace, and your leader and champion while on
the war path. You have decided to follow the path of
war, and I will lead you to victory if the Great Spirit
prevails. But what shall we do with our old and infirm,
our women and children? We cannot take them with us
upon the war path, for they would hamper our

movements and defeat us of our vengeance. We dare not
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leave them behind doomed to perish of hunger or fall
captive to the palefaces, who would murder the old and
the young, but reserve our wives and daughters for a
fate worse than death itself.”

The Meskwaki Fought Against the French

The tribal name giving to me at birth is
kwaskwami which means Jumping Fish. I am of the
Fish clan of the Meskwaki nation. We call ourselves
Meskwaki, meaning, “People of the Red Earth”. We
fought for our land and we were nearly exterminated.
Our history tells that we fought the French and the
Americans at different times. The French went as far as
creating a doctrine calling for the extermination of the
Meskwaki people - the only doctrine ever made by an
act of legislation by a foreign Monarchy against a
Native American tribe. In 1730, the French nearly
succeeded by attacking a fleeing Meskwaki Nation with
an overwhelming force of French Soldiers combined
with Warriors from five Native tribes on the grassy
plains of Northern Illinois. The reason for the attempted
extermination of the Meskwaki nation lies in the fact,
the Meskwaki disrupted fur trade on the Mississippi
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river between the French and other tribes. They
demanded tolls from the French fur traders for crossing
their lands and when the traders refused to pay, they
were robbed of their goods or killed. The French called
them, “Scourges of the New World”. The Meskwaki
survived the doctrine and they often mention of the
French, “We are still here, where are they?”’

The Meskwaki Met Christianity

As time passed, the Meskwaki settled in the State of
Towa purchasing land along a river. The Meskwaki are
noted for this shrewd move to buy the land they choose to
live upon in the year 1857, the only tribe to have purchased
their own land as other tribes were being placed onto
Reservations by the United States Government. Villages
grow into towns and towns into cities surrounding the tribe
with a foreign flood of humanity, the Meskwaki people
remained a tribal people within the boundaries of their small
parcel of land. A Private People who shunned the Religious
overtures brought to them by the various sects of
Christianity. The Meskwaki would be civil hosts and treat
these Christians with kindness and would listen to what they
preached and they would eat the meals offered them by the
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church, but that would be it. They would go home and soon
interest would be lost for these righteous Christians bent on
saving their souls, telling of a devil and how the Indian
would not want to live in his fiery kingdom, they told the
Meskwaki that the devil’s house is hot and the walls are
made of fire. The Meskwaki were told that damnation must
be avoided. The way to avoid damnation was to repent and
take the Christian God and his son into their hearts, and to
forget their Great Spirit. It is written an Indian man once had
a talk with a Christian preacher, “Who killed the son of God?
Was it white man or Indian? (Preacher answers, “White
man.”) Then let the white man repent. If God had sent His
son to the Indians they would not have killed him.”

The Meskwaki knew that eventually the Christians
would leave. The Meskwaki have seen these efforts
since the first trickling of Jesuits arrived in the 1600’s,
they would come, stay for a period of time, then they
would leave, but always another sect or group would
arrive to take the place of the ones who left.

What Meskwaki Religion Teaches

The Meskwaki believe in a Creator who they call
Ketti-maneto, a Great Spirit that created them with red clay
and after taking a breath, he blew life into them. Ketti-
maneto showed them how they were to live in this world,
how they would pray. He showed them a spirit world and
everything they needed to know to be in harmony with
their mortal world and the spirit world. He taught them to
care for the land. He taught them to respect life.

In private, the Meskwaki continued to practice the
way Ketti-maneto showed them. Eventually, each in
turn, the Churches gave up and they left the homelands
of the Meskwaki. The Churches did not fail wholly.
They managed to convert some Natives. Sometimes,
Native preachers would come to talk with the Meskwaki
people. The talks were mostly pleasantries which were
more focused on the preacher, as the Meskwaki had a
curiosity about the men who were Indian just like them.
Seeing that the Meskwaki did not actively pursue
instruction on Christianity as a people, the Indian
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preachers eventually left also.

The efforts by the Churches were the first
intrusions made by the conquering intruders which
would ultimately erode the way of life for the Meskwaki
tribe. What followed for the Meskwaki and the Native
tribes of this land - a Government with doctrines, acts
and laws not understood by the people who had been
living on this land since the beginning of time. These
laws and acts displaced and nearly decimated a whole
race, leaving the original inhabitants without land - their
way of life, their cultures forcefully sacrificed and left to
die in the name of progress and assimilation. The Native
language’s which are the very core of their cultural
heritage, unspoken and becoming forgotten. For some
tribes, their languages became extinct.

The Meskwaki people lived through those times and
fared a little better than most tribes in that their language
and culture came out of all the turmoil mostly intact up
into the middle of the twentieth century due to the fact that
they secluded themselves on their land and let few
outsiders see their religious ceremonies. They guarded
their Religion. A Religion dependent on the practitioners’
ability to speak their language, ceremonies where the
tribal language is the only one heard. They had almost
became a closed society only speaking English when they
spoke to the Government on Indian issues.

The Meskwaki Language Have Been Threatened by
Modernization

In the middle of the twentieth century, the people
still spoke the Meskwaki language including the
children. What the Churches and the Government could
not accomplish through conversion efforts and Indian
acts, a threat appears, one far more destructive to the
culture and its language. Electricity was introduced to
the Meskwaki homelands. With electric power came
technology, television. In the space of one lifetime after
the introduction of modern amenities, the Meskwaki
language becomes endangered. A reversal of events
occurred in this short space of time. Before electricity
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and the introduction of television, all the children spoke
and understood the language. Fifty years after the
introduction, the children no longer can form even a
simple sentence in their language.

An ancient way of speaking is now on the verge of
being lost. The next thirty years are critical for this tribe.
The Meskwaki who are fluent are now Grandparent
aged. In thirty years, most of these speakers will be
gone. Before the coming of electricity the Meskwaki
lived in small one room shacks and warmed them with
wood and used kerosene lamps for light. At this time the
outside world classified the tribe as ‘impoverished’, not
meeting the guidelines the Whiteman created which
determined who were the haves and who were the have
not’s of their stolen nation. In retrospect, we can now
see that the Meskwaki were actually a wealthy people
with all the aspects of a healthy society. They had their
spiritual advisors for their spiritual needs and they had
their medicine people for their mortal vessels and they
had their philosophers who educated the people. The
land provided the necessary provisions for the people to
survive, the wild animals and the corn they cultivated
along with other crops such as squash and beans. They
had water and they had wood for cooking and heating.
They lived a communal life which provided for the ones
who could not provide for themselves such as the
elderly. Hunters would provide meat, sharing their kills
with the old people. The ceremonial seasons provided a
place for the people to come together to pray and to
converse with each other in the ancient tongue. The
people would dance for the Ketti-maneto. They prayed
for good health, for good weather and for protection
against bad happenings and there was much to eat. The
people lacked nothing. The Meskwaki only became
aware that they were living in poverty when the
‘Whiteman told them, they were poor.

During the long nights especially during the cold
winter months, families would talk in their language and
tell stories of Meskwaki cultural heroes and mythologies
of the spirit world - they would talk for hours before
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finally going to sleep. It was the elders who were
allowed to speak and the younger people would listen

and interruption was considered rude. This is how a [&

er Danielle Seymour
Governor Culver

times, starting in the last half of the twentieth ;W.;:‘:E o

century, the Meskwaki started to realize the
language loss of their children. The language loss
can be tracked along generational lines after the

last fluent generation. They are now in their
fifties, a whole generation of grandparents. The
next generation into the 1970’s, would be the
passives, ones who understand but don’t speak. Later
generations are on various levels of comprehension
from understanding a good amount of words to
understanding few. As the technological gadgetry
became more complex - the less time Meskwaki
families spend talking together.

Trying to Save Our Language

As we work to try and save our language, we
recognize that it will take a lot of hard work and a
commitment from the people. A people must want to
save their language. In the early 1980°s the Meskwaki
recognized the language loss in their children and
implemented a bilingual program in their tribal school
to try and stem the loss. The program never produced
any language speakers. The solution we seek lies in
looking at the past and looking for ways to simulate the
environment of the true and original method. We must
immerse our children in our language and immerse our
community with language events and instructional
opportunities. In 1972, a care giver made a statement to
a newspaper reporter that recognized the need in that
time. As a daycare worker and a fluent speaker, she had
the right idea. She is quoted as saying, “I think we
should talk Indian to the children all the time. They

should be learning our culture while there is still time
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and while they are little before they go to white
schools.” (It should be noted) There currently is no
institutional daycare available on Meskwaki homelands.

May a Beautiful Rainbow Shine Down Upon the Red Earth

An implemented daycare would give a chance for
our children as young as one year to come in contact
with our remaining elderly speakers on a continual daily
basis for eight hours a day in an immersion
environment. When it is time for these children to enter
our tribal school, they will have a working knowledge
of our language which would be further expanded upon
by the language and cultural program of the Meskwaki
School system. A campaign to inundate the community
with learning booklets and posters placed in strategic
locales such as waiting rooms and other places of public
contact. The idea is to make our language highly visible.
A force to contend with, it is mandatory that we make
an impression on our people, ideally, young parents, so
that they will want to learn. The Meskwaki would be
smart to implement a language website and stream it
into the Meskwaki homes using their computers and
create applications for the iPads and iPods. This will
give access to the entire membership of the tribe to
study at their own pace in the privacy of their homes. At
home, they will not be afraid to try with each other. A
recreational facility would be desirable to house the
daycare center and to offer different avenues to the
people. Potential exists for boys and girls clubs, word
game playing, and intramural sports programs along
with the traditional olden games of the people. A
meeting place for the women to teach girls how to
sew traditional Meskwaki clothing and for the old
men to teach young men and boys the arts and
traditional crafts. The vision is to create an
ambiance of language. The key: Join the old and
young people together in organized activities. The
only rule — English be left at the door. We have
three decades to make it work. May a beautiful
rainbow shine down upon the red earth.
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