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Native (03/04/03)
John Cole:

If everyone could take their seats, we'd like to get started.  Welcome to the Library of Congress.  I'm John Cole.  I'm the director of the Center for the Book, in the Library of Congress, which has existed now for 25 years and it has the wonderful task, and I have the wonderful task of using the Library of Congress's resources and prestige to stimulate public interest in books, in reading, in literacy and in libraries.  

One of the many ways we do that is through public programs, such as this one, that are developed in partnership with different organizations.  We now have a network, however, of state centers for the book.  Every state now has an affiliate, and that has been a wonderful connection for another new Library of Congress endeavor that the Center for the Book is involved in, and it's the National Book Festival.  

We now have a National Book Festival in our country, which is -- the honorary chair is first lady Laura Bush.  It's organized, and it's sponsored by the Library of Congress, and our fall -- the third one will be held on Oct. 4.  And if you would like more information about that, you can got to the Center for the Book's Web site, and that information about our Web site, plus information about other sponsors tonight, is available on the handout table which I hope you will take a look at and pick up that information. 

The other sponsors tonight as you know, include the American Folklife Center at the Library of Congress, and I would like to introduce and have Peggy Bulger, who is the director of the American Folklife Center, take a bow.  Peggy?  Give Peggy a little hand.

[applause]

The Folklife Center is a wonderful organization that many of you know about.  They are a partner in a second way with the Library of Congress Center for the Book this year.  We have an overall reading promotion theme, which we're using for tonight's theme.  It's called "Telling America's Stories."  And there also is a brochure describing the activities related to the telling American stories theme, available on the back table. This is a way to involve our different partners in celebrating stories, celebrating oral culture, the history, and tonight's program obviously is very much along those lines.

Our third sponsor tonight is the Office of Public Programs at the National Museum of the American Indian, which I think we can just call N-M-A-I.  I keep trying to call it ‘namey,’ ‘nami’ but someone said to me, thus far we use those initials.  NMAI is also a partner in the National Book Festival.  So we have brought many different elements together.  

But to introduce tonight's program, I am pleased to turn the program over to a representative of the Office of Public Programs, Ceni Myles, who is working on this program and working with Howard Bass, her colleague that I've worked with on the festival, and I'm very pleased to turn the program over to Ceni to introduce our speakers and the evening.  Ceni?   Give her a hand, too.
[applause]

Ceni Myles:

Good evening, everyone.  Tonight, I'm delighted to have our -- one of our esteemed colleagues here to discuss “Sister Nations,” a Native women writer anthology.  And tonight we're very fortunate to have two of the editors here of “Sister Nations.”  We have Heid Erdrich, over here to my left -- well, they're all to my left, so [laughs]-- and then we have Laura Tohe, second person, and then we have Karenne Wood, who is one of the contributors to the anthology.  And moderating tonight's program will be Suzan Shown Harjo, who is the president and executive director of the Morning Star Institute.  And I'll just give a little bit of background on Suzan, and Suzan can sort of start the evening for us.  

Suzan is a poet, writer, lecturer, curator and policy advocate who has helped Native peoples recover more than one million acres of land and numerous sacred places.  In addition, she is also a columnist for “Indian Country Today,” a leading Native American newspaper, and as well as a founding trustee of the National Museum of the American Indian.  I'd like to welcome everyone here this evening, and I'd like to welcome Suzan.  Thank you.

[applause]

Suzan Shown Harjo:

Thank you, Ceni, and thank you so much, Mr. Cole, for those lovely introductions.  America's stories -- America has been getting the story of Native women wrong forever, and it's wonderful that there are women who are here telling their own stories.  That's a very important step in the acceptance in general society of the reality of Native women.  And I so love the introductions to the various sections, particularly for strong women [“Strong Hearts”].  I noticed that the wonderful writer and editor Laura Tohe has quoted what the Cheyenne say.  There are two people in the world – two peoples in the world who say this -- the Cheyennes and the Tibetans -- that “the nation will be strong so long as the hearts of the women are not on the ground.”  Isn't that a wonderful thing?

And the Lakota and Dakota people and the Osage people sing something very similar about the nation that's strong because of the hearts of the women.  The people in this book speak from their own traditions, and from the traditions of other people, sort of that shared sisterhood of ideas.  And I'm very pleased that we -- to be a part of this and to have been able just to read some of the wonderful things that are being written.  I so admire all these young women.  

Heid I've known for a long time, since she was a student at Dartmouth, and she was part of a very important historic gathering in 1992 called "Our Visions, the Next 500 Years," which was our answer to the quincentenary of the Columbus voyages.  And she was an invaluable person working on the statement that came out of that -- “Towards the Next 500 Years.” 

The accomplishments and the bios of the people here are in your program, and I won't go over those again.  I think we ought to get right to the heart of this, and ask Heid if she would start out talking a bit about the book and read something for us.  

Heid Erdrich:

Thank you, Suzan.  And thank you John Cole and Ceni Miles.  I will make some -- a little comment about the book and how it came to be, and then I will read one of my pieces that are included.  I remember sitting with Laura when we were making the decisions and talking about whether our own work would go into the collection or not, and I decided yes, we have to.  We have to kind of include ourselves in the sense of community and we chose each other's work, so that was , that was nice.  

And we didn't know each other when we started working on the book, and got to know each other and have been able to visit a few times since we started working together.  We did a lot of it over the e-mail, over the Internet, and it was, you know, a cyberbook at one point.  It was just going back and forth as an electronic file.  And I thought that was great, because I like that as a somewhat introverted person, I like that, to be able to do the work all in writing and have it just go back and forth as light.  I love that idea, that it's just light and electricity moving between us.  

And then we eventually met face-to-face eventually in 2000?  Yeah, in the winter of 2000.  And we sat down and sorted through all the work and began to see the themes that were brought to us that related to the idea of community.  And I originally had proposed the book because to me, one of the most valuable things in my life growing up was meeting other Native women and feeling a sense of community across nations and across boundaries and borders, and feeling that we were somehow all connected, even though we may have very little in common in terms of culture.  

There was, you know, a sense that we form community together.  And I very much wanted that to be the image that was presented to the public somehow, rather than some of the stereotypes and notions that I continually encountered as I taught Native writers, especially Native women writers.

And so, that's where the book came from for me, and I'm very grateful to Laura for working through it with me, and the contributors who were wonderful and waited a couple of years for it to come to print.  And also the Minnesota Historical Society press were terrific.  

Okay, so I'm going to read one of my pieces, called “She Dances,” and I have to give you just a little more setup, believe it or not.  The cover art is by a Winnebago/Ho-Chunk artist from Nebraska named Laurie Houseman White Hawk [Laurie White Hawk Houseman], and it was very hard to find an image by a Native woman artist of Native women.  I spent some time looking around.  I talked to friends who worked in the art business.  I went to many, many Web sites.  I went to galleries, and then this, this particular artist was called to my attention.  And I loved her work.  

The first piece that they chose is the piece that's on the back cover, and I said that is a beautiful piece, but it's all Ho-Chunk women, and we have no Ho-Chunk women represented in the collection.  And I said, I would like a piece that looks like maybe a little bit northern and a little bit southern, so we ended up with the piece on the cover.  And I think they're both really beautiful, and I'm really grateful.

The poem that I have included in here, one of them, called “She Dances,” is for a friend of mine, who happens to be a Ho-Chunk woman dancer.  And in northern culture or Ojibway culture, if you dream about a dress, you're supposed to make it, but I'm a lousy seamstress, so I thought, I'll make a poem instead.  So I made this poem for her.

“She Dances”

The drum begins, and she 

raises her hand to lift 

the female-feathered fan.

She moves slowly, heavy 

in her buckskin, heavy 

with the possibility of life.

Her neat fringe beats along 

with the drum as she steps. 

Full sun in full leather and

she wills herself not to sweat.

I pray the long days in the arena,

nights sleeping on the ground 

make her ready to dance labor.

Though it's my right, I never dance.
Not in shawl, with fluid moving fringes, 

not with beads offered up leggings.

no satin-worked ribbons or cones sewn 

in V-shapes have ever drawn an arrow down 

my hips to point the way to being woman.

But I once dreamed my friend a dress:  

One in slipping honey colors of satin 

with black bands. Its music came with,

its cones jangling and flashing near each 

flower-print cloth outfit then onto the next.

And now I dream her another dress. 

The one for labor, a traditional: deep blue, 

the midnight wool blue shot with red 

that all her ancestors would recognize.
The heavy dress of history.

The one made of flags 

and ration blankets and blood.

And Laura is going to read next and give us some more comments.  Thanks.

[applause]

Laura Tohe:

Good evening.  I know there's -- it looks like some Navajos in the audience, so I have to introduce myself too [speaks in Navajo].  We always introduce ourselves in that way so we can establish our kinship ties if there are any.  I'd also like to thank John Cole and Ceni.  I hope I'm pronouncing your name right.  But thank you very much for inviting us to be part of this celebration of America's telling the stories.  Because certainly Native women have been telling stories since forever.  

And what Heid and I have done is to take some of these stories that women have been writing about, women that have grown up on the reservations, women that have lived in urban areas.  Young women, older women, beginning writers, as well as more established writers like Joy Harjo, Louise Erdrich, Elizabeth Cook-Lynn and some of these other writers.  

We wanted to have a work that told about the complexities of women, Native women.  So I'm very proud of this book, and I hope that you get -- you enjoy the book as much as we've enjoyed putting it together.  

At one point, we had to fight for this publication, because there was another book that was published previous to this one and one of the criticisms, or not really criticism, but we had to defend the book because they said that there was a book published before this one.  It was called “Writing,” I believe it was “Reinventing the Enemy's Language.”  And we said that well, just because that book has been written doesn't mean that everything that has been told by Indian women has been done, and therefore, no more, 
you know, no more after that.  You know?
 [laughter]

So you know, we actually had to write these e-mails and defend this book.  So here it is.  And I'm going to read from the section called "In the Arms of the Skies."  It's "The Big Rectangle.*"

And what if 
I were to accept your invitation 

to slow dance up the stairs,

And find myself facing you in 
             the big rec   tangle
The slow descent 
into desert mouths, 

legs 
   curling, 
      my vine growing next to yours

hands running smooth like deer leaping to their dreams
I follow you into the summer evenings

and wait for the world to open her arms

       to step inside
We are eager for the breeze  

We are eager for the rain
We are eager for the night
I'm happy you still wait for me by the river
     my water jar overturned
It doesn't mean I'll mend your sox
        iron your shirts

        birth your sons
                        tell you to take the trash out
I want your touch, 

           your damp palm of sand 
                    to swirl around me
Want you to light the sky 
with a candle
lover, let me hear your wind voice moan
blow sand into my doorway
       speak our language
speak the possibility of traveling on rainbows
I give you my warrior self
   you give me your warrior self  

it can't be any other way
we move into the wet world
thick and eager as salmon
Thank you.

[applause]

Suzan Shown Harjo:

Our next reader is going to be Karenne Wood, who is Monacan, and she works --she lives in her home area of Virginia, and she works in Rockville [Md.], at the Association on American Indian Affairs. And works on repatriation issues there.  For those of you who don't know what repatriation is, in the Native American sense, it's the recovery of our dead relatives and sacred living beings from repositories, museums and the like.  And it's because we were able to settle part of that that we have a National Museum of the American Indian.  So what she's doing as her day job is really the people's work.  And in her spare time, she's an author of wonderful poems.

Karenne Wood:

Thank you.  I wanted to thank most of all, Heid and Laura for including my work in this anthology.  I'm really honored to have it be a part of this community of Native women.  And to thank our sponsors for having us here.  It's really great to see so many organizations coming together to make events like this happen, and to see them being able to create an audience of this size for us is really gratifying to us.

I was thinking this morning, I was having my usual deep poetic thoughts in the shower—

[laughter]

--and agonizing over an age-old question that I decided every woman must ultimately answer for herself, which is "what am I going to wear?"  

[laughter]

But the really wonderful thing about this book is that it allows you to be yourself.  It doesn't say that every woman has to look the same who is Native.  There isn't a prescribed Native outfit for us to all wear.  There isn't a prescribed Native way of being or acting for us – to prescribe for ourselves.  And then I was thinking, isn't it great that we aren't all a community of Native Barbies, because wouldn't that be boring?  You know?  Or a world of Barbies.  Oooh.
[laughter]

You know?  Or a world of little Ken men.  You know, these are my deep poetic thoughts this morning.

[laughter]

And isn't it great to be able to honor what is different about us and all of those wonderful voices?  

So the poem that I'm going to read right now is called "In Memory of Shame," and it addresses some of my coming to terms with some of those issues.  I dedicated it to Joy Harjo.  
Remember, before we were born
 that we swam a blood river.

Curled in women's songs 
we pushed towards our lives
because we wanted to breathe air.

We were not guilty of anything then.
It took us years to learn every 
layer, to unwrap delicately 
like a lover, our shame
to find after all that we were the ones

who pressed it into our flesh
Who loved it and 
gave it the shapes of ourselves
because it was our fault and because we did nothing wrong
because we spoke and because we had nothing to say
because we were ignorant and because we knew too much
because we neglected our children and because we wanted 
      
to protect them
because we drank and because we stopped drinking
because we were industrious and because we had no energy
because we were young, old, fat, bony, spineless, cocky, 
      
selfish, selfless, frigid, immoral, guilty

because we loved too much or not enough

because we couldn't fry an egg correctly

because the house hid dust in its corners

because we stayed and because we left

because our faces were the wrong ones

because we were treated disrespectfully

because we were children or women or not 


white or just not enough.

Remember, we let our shame go.  

After all the time in the world.

We watched it scuttle towards cracks in our lives
like a prehistoric crab yanked from its shell--
almost formless, almost afraid, but wide-eyed

it peered back at us 

and we knew it as our own  

So much a part of us

we hardly know which of us is hiding.

Thanks.

[applause]

[end of transcript]

