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In 1954, C ongress te rm in a te d  
th e  S ile tz  t r ib e  an d  th e i r  
r e s e rv a t io n  along th e  Oregon 
coast. Since 1856, thousands of 
Ind ians from  dozens of tr ib a l 
b a c k g ro u n d s , h a d  liv e d  a 
m e a g e r  e s i s t e n c e  u n d e r  
conditions w h ich  m ig h t easily  
h a v e  d e s t ro y e d  a w e a k e r  
cu ltu re . Though m an y  Indians 
died of ‘ diseases, of poor living 
co n d itio n s and  food a lien  to 
th e i r  t r a d i t io n a l  d ie ts , an d  
rn a n y  m ore died of sadness a t  
h a v in g . been shipped and  force- 
m a rc h ed  from  th e ir  hom elands 
of th o u sa n d s  of y e a rs , those 
w h o  s u rv iv e d  w e re  s tro n g . 
A f te r  t e r m i n a t i o n  of th e  
r e s e rv a t io n ,  th e  S ile tz  R iver 
still flowed deep and wide, and 
m orning  fog still rolled th ro u g h  
a va lley  once described as "an 
oasis enclosed by a b eau tifu lly  
carved  rim  of h igh t m o u n ta in s  
... an d  an  abundance- of fishes, 
w ild gam e and w ild fru its." In 
the spirit of the  su rv ival of the 
landscape, th e  c u r re n t  s tre n g th  
of th e  C onfederated  Tribes of 
Siletz Indians can be traced  to 
th o se  few  w ho  s u rv iv e d  a 
c e n tu r y  of b a re ly  s u rv iv a b le  
c o n d itio n s . Y et th e y  , did
su rv iv e , and  so did m an y  of 
th e ir  Old Time trad itions:

F or c e n tu r ie s ,  th e  v a r io u s  
trib es  w ho ended up a t Siletz 
h ave used m y th s  to pass a long 
c u l t u r a l  w is d o m s  f r o m  
g en e ra tio n  to  g en e ra tio n . In 
Siletz, a ro u n d  cam pfires and in 
th e  liv in g  room s of In d ian  
homes* s to ry te lle rs  still te ll th e  
s to r ie s  of W h is t le m a n , Big 
S n ak e  a n d  P itc h  W o m an . 
These m y th s  a re  a living o ra l 
t r a d i t io n .

It - m ay  not be long before th e  
sto ries a re  told once again  in 
th e ir  o rig inal languages. Last 
s p r in g  L oren  B o m m e ly n , a 
T olow a fro m  C resc en t C ity , 
began  a se r ie s  of lan g u ag e  
w orkshops in Siletz, in fo rm ally  
c a 11 e d , " C o n v  e r s a t i o n a 1
A th ap a scan ." In addition , th e  
t r ib e  h ire d  lin g u is t  T hom as 
Grigsby to collect language and 
o ther cu ltu ra l m a te ria ls  from

t r ib a l  e ld ers .
Elders h a v e  c o n tr ib u te d  m uch  
to  th e  p r e s e r v a t i o n  an d  
p e r p e tu a t io n  of t r a d i t i o n s .  
Nellie O rton h as re v iv e d  an  
in te re s t in th e  Nados (Nay-dos), 
a line dance th a t  ce le b ra te s  
c re a t io n . A rch ie  ben  h as
w orked to keep alive songs and 
dances. R o b ert S im m o n s is 
w ell know n for his skills in 
s to ry te llin g . Even n o n -In d ian  
r e s id e n ts ,  . su c h  as G eorge 
K entta, b u rs t w ith  a knowledge 
of t r ib a l  h is to ry .  S k illed  
b a s k e tm a k e r s  w e a v e  b a sk e ts  
from  hazel sw itches and spruce 
ro o ts , m a id e n h a ir  fe rn s  and  
b e a rg ra ss . M an y  tra d i t io n a l  
foods a re  still ea ten , including 
m ussel chow der, sea roses and 
all kinds of b e rries . Salm on 
a re  n e tted  from  p la tfo rm s and 
eels are  caught a t night.

B oth  a n c ie n t  a n d  m o d e rn  
t r a d i t io n s  a re  c e le b ra te d  a t  
a n n u a l  t r i b a l  g a th e r in g s :  
M em orial Day, each A ugust a t 
th e  P ow  W ow , a n d  in 
N ovem ber on R estoration  Day.

M uch of th e  c u r re n t in te re st; in 
t r a d i t io n s  am o n g  In d ian s  in 
Siletz can be a ttr ib u te d  to the  
re s to ra tio n  of tr ib a l s ta tu s  by 
th e  federal governm en t in 1977, 
a n d  t h e  s u b s e q u e n t
re e s tab lish m e n t of a pa tchw ork  
of t r ib a l  lan d s . H ow ever,
som eone had  to keep tra c k  of 
th e  cu ltu re  th ro u g h  a c e n tu ry  
of h u n g er , d isease and  d ea th . 
Last y e a r ,  A r th u r  Bensell, a 
S iletz e lder, said th a t  "w hen 
w e w e re  re s to re d , a lot of 
th e m  said , "We a re  going to 
becom e In d ian s how. 1 told- 
th em  w e have a lw ay s been "

Today, th e  C onfederated  Tribes 
of S ile tz  In d ia n s  n u m b e r s  
n e a rly  2000 on its  tr ib a l roles, 
people w hose an cesto rs  suffered  
m u ch  to  keep alive  th e  Old 
Time cu ltu re . This N ovem ber, 
th e  t r ib e  w ill c e le b ra te  th e  
t e n t h  a n n i v e r s a r y  of th e  
r e s to r a t i o n  of t h e i r  t r i b a l  
s t a t u s .  Y et th e  r e a l
ce lebration  w ill be of a people 
w hose sp irit of tra d it io n , like 
th a t  of th e ir  riv e r, continues to  
flow deep and wide.
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NCAI ELECTS FIRST 
PUEBLO PRESIDENT

The 4 4 th  A nnual convention  of th e  
N ational conven tion  of th e  N ation 
c o n g re s s  of ^ A m e ric a n  I n d ia n s  
(NCAI), th e  leading n a tio n a l Indian 
o rg an iz a tio n , ha's e lec ted  th e  f irs t  
Pueblo  In d ian  to  se rv e  as NCAI 
P r e s id e n t  in  i t s  f o u r - d e c a d e  
h is to ry . Jo h n  F. Gonzales of th e  
pueblo of San Ildefonso w as elected 
as th e  th ir te e n th  NCAI P residen t by 
In d ian  an d  N a tiv e  g o v e rn m e n ta l  
d e leg a tes  and  in d iv id u a l m e m b e rs  
on S ep tem ber 24 in Tam pa, Florida.

C ongressional a c tiv itie s  affec ting  
- Ind ian  a f fa irs

Sen. D aniel K. Inouye (D~HI) w as  
jo in e d  by 16 o th e r . S e n a to rs  in  
in t r o d u c in g  a  j o in t  r e s o lu t io n  
acknow ledging  th e  co n trib u tio n s  of 
th e  Iroquois C onfederacy of - N ations 
to  th e  d ev e lo p m e n t of the . U.S. 
C o n s titu tio n . « The reso lu tio n  also 
r e a f f i r m s  ■ g o v e r n m e n t - t o -  
g o v e r n m e n t  r e la t io n s ,  th e  U.S. 
t r u s t  resp o n sib ility  to  Indian  tr ib es  
an d  th e  need  to ex e rc ise  " th e  
u tm o s t good fa ith  in upholding its  
tr e a tie s  w ith  th e  v a rio u s  tribes."

The S e n a te ' passed a bill sept? 18 to  
p r o v id e  fo r  t h e  u s e  a n d  
d is tr ib u t io n  of fu n d s  a w a rd e d  to  
th e  Cow creek  Band of U m pqua 
Tribe of Indians.

SUPREME C O URT T O  HEAR RELIGIOUS  
FREEDOM  CASES

N A R F (Native American Rights Fund) w ill be filing 
amicus briefs in two religious freedom cases that w ill 
be decided by the United States Supreme Court in the 
1987 term. In  Lyng v. Northwest fndianCemetery, 
the court w ill determine whether the constuction o f a 
forest service road in an area o f religious significance 
to the Yurok, Karok and Tolowa Tribes violates those 
Tribes First Amendment right to free exercise of their 
religion. In the second case, Employment Division, 
Department o f Human Services o f the State o f Oregon 
vs* Smith, the Court w ill decide i f  members o fth e  
Native American Church who were discharged from 
their jobs for peyote use during religious ceremonies 
are entitled to unemployment compensation benefits 
from Oregon's unemployment compensation fund by 
virtue o f their First Amendment free exercise rights.

Editor note: Thomas Doty is a
S to ry te lle r  - Poet - teacher of 
na tive  Am erican traditions of the 
N orthw est. He recen tly  gave a 
perform ance at the S iletz Title IV 
program in  Siletz. Thomas Doty is 
from  Ashland, OR.


