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Christopher
Columbus and
“The Stink

Hiding the Sun”

All over this hemisphere, Indian peoples are
mobilizing against the upcoming 1992
celebrations of Christopher Columbus’ first
voyage. Joy Harjo, a Creek Indian and
internationally acclaimed poet, interviewed
here by Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, describes “five |

centuries of heartbreak” and today’s

resistance.

ROXANNE DUNBAR-
ORTIZ is a wrlter and
teaches at California State
University, Hayward.

uring the 1982 session of the
Uniited Nations” General As-
sembly, Spain proposed that
the U.N. celebrate the five
hundred year anniversary of
the first voyage of Colunmbus
to the Western hemisphere by
declarinng 1992anofficial LLN.
year: “The Meeting of Twoe Worlds.”  Of conirse, as
always in such diplomatic matlers, Spain had lined up
co-sponsors — the Latin American and Western bloc
coimlries, including the United States. The Eastern
EuropeanfUSSR group and Asian states had indicaled
they would 1ot oppose the measure. But, Spain had not
bothered to consulf the fifty mentber African gronp, for
whal did the matter have lo do willy Africa? When Hie
proposal came up for delnle and a vole, the urbane
European diplomatscould nol resist leasing the Spanish
spokesmnn, witlt the Scandinavians and Irish pointing
ou! that their ancestors may have preceded Colmbus to
America. In the midst of friendly lnughter, a rare
enough and welcome event al the UN. in those Cold
War days, the African delegales walked ond. They
relurned with a statcment of outrage that a proposal
would bemade in e United Nations,a body established

for the goals of peace and decolonization, to celebrate the
onsel of modern colonialism, The propogal ivas dead,
leaving the Spanish delegales astotnded i confused,
but windnnnled.

Yel, throughout the charade and the righteous Afri-
cant response, never once were the Indians of the Ameri-
cas mentioned — the fact that fens of millions lay dead
withancient civilizations it ruins within thirly years of
Cohnibus firs! voyage, what delicately has been called
by historians “the greatest demographic disaster in
Inanan history.” Nor was an ndian voice heard during
the debate, for as Russell Means, ene of the funnders of
the Anterican Indian Movement, has said, Indians are
the only people of the major peoples of the world
unrepresenled at the UN.. One might even say, sys-
temsatically excluded.

By the time of the 1982 debate, Indinns had been
lobbying the U.N. for five years, proposing for one thing
that the UN. declare Octobcr 12 “The Dayof Monrning
and Solidarity with the Indians of the Americns.” By
1982, American Indiar lobbyists felt they had made an
impact as the UN. had just established the Working
Groupon hudigenous Populations in Seplentbey of Dt
year. However, the General Asseibly debate thiee
months later indicated that litile had changed in terms



of consciousness.

Presently, after seven anninal meetings of the U.N.
Working group, which is attended by hundreds of
indigenons representatives, an official declaration on
the rights of indigenous peoples and a study of indig-
enous treatics are in the works. However, hudians, to no
avail, have lobbied for 1992 to be declared “The Year of
the World's Indigenous Peoples.”  Spain must have
spent a large portion of its GNP during the past five
years toblock suchanaction. The U.N., inprinciple, has
accepted the declaration of a year for indigenous peoples
— any year but 1992. Spain, of course, has had a little
help from its Western and Latin American friends, and
particularly the U.S.

And Spain has organized activities, including gar-
nering the Olympics and the consolidation of Europe,
for 1992. The U.S. Congress has allocated $79 million
tofundancofficial “Quincentenary Jubilee Commission.”

The 1992 celebration of Colimbus voyage should
outrage luman consciousness: In the same year, 1492,
the first Enropean pogrom against Jews took place, and
in fact, iucluded all Semites: All Moors awd Jews who
refused to convert to Christianity (Moriscos), were
expelled and deported from Spain in that year. The first
euslaved Africans were transported across the Atlantic
ocean ou that fateful voyage; perhaps the grossest
genocide, not “demographic disaster,” in human his-
toryns initinted; modern coloninlism, accompanied by
the ideology of racial (biological) superiority and infe-
riority, were introduced and codified; modern capital-
ism, with its rape of natural and human resonrces, was

How would you characterize the Quito
meeling of indigenous peoples and what came
out of that meeting?

Thefirst word thatcomestomind is historic. As
far as1 know, and as anyone knew who was there,
it was one of the most comprehensive such
hemispheric meetings of indigenous peoples. 1
immediately think of prophecies and how many
are being fulfilled at this time of the century. Here
was the mecting of the condor and the eagle.

Itraveled with Emesto Quiroga, Yaqui cultural
worker, Albert Bender, Cherokee attorney who
works in Parker, Arizona, with the Gila River
Tribes, and Patricia Blanco, a Chicana poet who is
working with me and three other editors (Valeria
Martinez, Hispanic puet, BethCuthand, Canadian
Indian poet, and Gloria Bird, Spokane Indian poet)
on the anthology of Native American women's
writing. Aswe walked from the planeinto Andean
night where we were close to the stars, we were
aware of a resonant presence. My experience of it
was the awareness of ancient voices, as old as the
earth itself, whose knowledge had come from
witnessing strife, as well as from creating beauty.
We knew we were in a powerful, special place. 1
wasn’t surprised to leam later that the Quechuan
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born.  We live today in the wreckage of those five
Inadred years.

Native peoples from all over the hemisphere are
properly outraged and attempting to organize opposi-
tion to this obscene and macabre celebration. One such
effort was initiated in Quito, Ecuador, in July 1990,
with the “First Continental Meeting of Indigenous
Peoples — 500 Years of Indian Resistance.”

Among the dozens of Indians from North America
and lnudreds from Latin America who participated in
the meeting was Joy Harjo who has recently completed
a film script on Christopher Columbus for public tele-
vision.

Joy Harjo is a Creek Indian from Oklahoma and a
nationally and internationally acclaimed poet. She is
authorof three books of poetry: * In Mad Love and War,”
“Secrets from the Center of the World,” and “She Had
Some Horses.” She received her MLF.A. in Creative
Writing from the lowea Writers Workshop in 1978, and
is Associate Professor in the Departiment of English at
the University of Arizona, Tucson. Harjo is poetry
editor for High Plains Literary Review and a meu-
ber of the Board of Directors of the Native American
Public Broadcasting Consortium. She participated in
literary and solidarity activities i Sandinista Nicara-
gua and was a sponsor of “Project Rencwoal,” a project
in solidarity with the indigenous peoples of Nicaragua.
She is presently at work editing an anthology of writing
by indigenous women from all parts of the Western
hemisphere.

—Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz

people called the place something like “the four
quarters of the world,” and it was historically a
meeting place for tribal peoples. 1t was as if we
were called together — not only topically in re-
sponse to five hundred years of resistance, but the
land herself had called us together to meet re-
garding thisimportantbusiness which, yes, directly
connectsthearrival of Columbus in this hemisphere
and the mass destruction that followed. We are
talking about survival here, of our tribal peoples
and ofall peoples, of all life on this planet. Wecame
charged by that call and left changed, the shield of
imagination deepened.

Onesstory | carry with me came from a Bolivian
Indian woman as we sat outside in the encamp-
ment, writing up a statement on behalf of the
women. She expressed surprise at the presence of
North American Indians at the conference. She,
along with other South American Indians, thought
we had all been killed off. She had seen Westerns,
had watched JohnWaynekillIndiansinthemovies.
She was deeply moved by our presence at the
meeting.

My observations of the Quito meeting centeron
my work with the women’s writing group in
which we spoke our concerns, our histories, our

The “First Continental
Meeting of Indigenous
Peoples — 500 Years of
Indian Resistance” in
Quito was organized by
the Confederation of
Indian Nations of Ecuador
(CONAIE), the Organiza-
tion of Indian Nations of
Columbia (ONIC) and the
South and Meso-American
Indian Information Center
{SAIIC).
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lives, from a decply personal level. The stories
included family separations, torture, near-star-
vation, massacres, struggles for land rights, ster-
ilization, family abuse, the recent major uprising of
Quechuan people in Ecuador. Not only had we
from the U.S. not heard of the uprising, but neither
had the Central American women or the women
from Bolivia who are neighbors.

As 1o what came out of it — 1 would say
concretely a network for communily action, a
support system, and a renewed consciousness.
Whenl walk through my day, wrile, and consider
my conmmunity, J sce the Andes, | see the people
from these natians. | carry them with me when |
write, speak, teach, play music.

Could you characterize the “Discovery of
America” from an Indian poini of view?

There are many falsc assumptions in this mis-
nomer of a logo. “Discovery” implicsan assump-
tion that something is losl. Something roas lost. [t
was Columbus. Bul, unfortunately, he did not

Left to right: Andrea Tineda (Perw), Jackie Warledo (Sesmtinole, Okla-
loma), Xilnianel Huerta (Chicano-Azteca, South and Meso-Ameri-
can Indian Inforsmation Center/SAINIC) and Marta Colmenares,
Zapoteca, Mexico) at translation bootl at the Quito conference’s
[inal press cosferensce in the National Congress Building in Quito.

discover himself in the process of his lostness. He
went on (o destroy Indian populations, and land,
in his search for wealth, riches. The name,
“America,” too, represents a false face, a revised
Italian name, superseding native tongues. Essen-
tinlly, what we are dealing wilh here is a problem
of pereeplion. The Indian world is many cultures
inone world inwhich human values are honored.

The major Christian theological question in the
1600s was whether or not Indians had souls. The
whale world, which included our relations the
sun, moon, stars, mounlains, occan, all ereatures,
trees, were all taken in the naime of cominerce:
Ownership always implies a moral question.

Discovery assumes we are not prescnt, are
without history. 1t pointsto the source of the deep
psychic wound that is in need of healing in this
collective body — a wound of hearl separated
from mind, the lack of reverence for al) life. Per-
haps the most violent act in the “process of dis-
covery,” i.e. colonization, was disrespect. The
repercussions are still being felt throughout the
world — in both the colonized and the colonizer.
For me, the act of revolulion has to do with aclive,
conscious healing of peoples, not the winning of
wars, for there are never any winners.

For Indian people, the “discovery of America”
has been five centuries of heartbreak.

Whalt, in your view, is the source of the con-
tinued lack of conscjousness, even among some
progressive activists, of the effects of European
colonization of Indians of the Americas. Why,
for instance, is it not even called colonization?

I believe it has something to do with the inabil-
ity to see past the "unreal” world into the “real”
world. What is the unreal world? 1l is a three-
dimensional world of simple cause and effect, a
world governed by lincar time factors, a world in
which past is a distant long ago with specific
boundaries, and futureis what youarestriving for
—someredeemable heavenorrealized conclusion
of progress. The “real” world includes the self that
is active in heart, the dream world, the intuitive
web in which the innerconnectedness (and
interconnectedness) of all life — humans, carth,
animals — is evident.

Forone thing, the Native American population

.is viewed as inconsequential, invisible. Coloniza-

tion has been effective that way in the US. Five
hundred years ago, two hundred years ago, we
were one hundred percent of the human popula-
tionon thiscontinent. Now,inthe U.S., weareone-
half of one percent —often not named in
demographicalinformationand if/whenweareit
is as “Other.”

Even progressive activists have been educated
by television, other visual media far the most part.
Theimagesthere reportusasmissing, disappeared,
or stillunder the guns of John Wayne. Whenmost
Americans think of Indians, those early ingrained
images, or stereotypes appear — 1 like tocall them
“stereotypos”! 1 once had a student in a course 1
was teaching go to a nursery school in Boulder,
Colorado, to collect drawings by students who
wereasked todrawan “Indian.” The images,done
by threc and four year olds, were neatly divided
into two kinds of images: one, a general Dlains-
type man on horse and/ar with tomahawk, and
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Bobsy Draper

Nilo Cayuqueo (Mapuche, Argentina and Oakland, California, South and Meso-

American Indian Iuforimation Center coordinator) speaking at the sunrise cer-
emony in Quito.

Babsy Draper

Rosa Vacacela (Quechua, Confederation of Indian Nations of Ecuador) smoking
ceremontal pipe at sunrise ceremony at the Quito conference. The ceremony was led
by Cree Elders from Canada.
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the other, misty princess figures. This was at three
and four years old! Shocking! And most educa-
tion in this country reinforces those images.

Astonotseeing the effects of the colonization —
if you havebeenbroughtupin the ruins, then your
perception will naturally subconsciously first use
the ruins as a reference for vision. It's not without
someeffort that you canchangebut it’s possible. If
you benefit from the destruction, then, of course,
there’s going to be resistance to changing percep-
tion.

To name something denotes recognition. To
name colonization is to recognize it, and to rec-
ognize it, is a deeply painful thing for everyone
involved. The psychic wound is deep in the land,
inallof usin this land —both the colonized and the
colonizer.

Could you enumerate and describe the major
issues faced by Indians in the United States
today?

That's a rather large task. Sometimes, though,
[ feel we're still back to the basic question argued
by Spain not-so-long-ago regarding the souls of
indigenous peoples. For if there were common
respect wouldn’t it then follow we’d treat each
other as relatives despite family differences, race,
culture, sexual identification, language and so
forth? The source of major problems, issues faced
by Indian peoples come simply to the lack of
respect. Racistassumptionsaredestructive. Where
dothey come from? Consider a ruling society that
thought it had something tangible to gain by
misnaming people, stealing land, coveting souls,
viewed all life as commodities to be bought and
sold. Thisis whatIwould even venturetocall evil.
For what happens is separation — we are no
longer brother/sister but expendable, for sale.

Major issues as | perceive them: I say this—as
1 perceive them — because I don't like being in the
position to have everything I say represent all
Native peoplesintheU.S.—Idon't,can’t. lamnot
so authorized, no one is, neither am I charged by
my Muskogee Creek people to speak on behalf of
the tribe, though I am expected to conduct myself
with deportment that brings honor to the people.
My viewpoint is specifically mine, an enrolled
member of the Muskogee Nation, not living at
home, educated not totally by traditional elders
but by the same system that denies me. [ guess
what I am trying to add here is a disclaimer:
“Opinions expressed here represent me and not
the total Indian nations in this country.”

Survival issues — health care, jobs, child and
family issues. Underlying all would be issues of
sovereignty — Indian nations are distinct autono-
mous nations within the US., and historically
have beendealt with as such—yetbasicquestions
in U.S.-tribal relations keep coming back to sov-
ereignty. U.S.-tribal nation treaties were transacted
between sovereign nations, but when there was

money to be gained, whether in land, mineral
rights, or some economic venture involving Indi-
ans, here comes the Cavalry. Again, overand over
again it comes back to “respect,” a question of
respect. Thefightisstill taking place — “Cowboys
and Indian” is still being played out — in places
likethe Wind River Reservationin Wyoming where
the tribes were affirmed in their priority rights to
water, water that has been siphoned off and stolen
for farmers with permission from the same gov-
ernment which years before affirmed the tribes’
right to use the water. For the first time since the
early 1900s, and the first time in many tribal
members lifetime, the river is flowing, being re-
stocked with fish. This is renewal, renewal of the
people, renewal of the land — which is the same
thing.

So water rights is a main issue, it affects Indian
country which is the whole country. We are run-
ning out of water, usable water.

Land rights, hunting and fishing rights. Lookat
theracist wars in Wisconsin over spear fishing; the
long, long struggles in Washington state over
fishing rights. Talk to Janet McCloud, David
Sohappy, who have been an integral part of that
struggle. It's ongoing, all over Indian country.

Humanrightsis what we are dealing with here.
The policy of the US. in regards to tribal nations
has been a policy of genocide and continues to be
so.

Are there similarities and parallels between
the situation of Indians in the U.S. and in Latin
America?

My knowledge of situation of Indians in Latin
America is much more limited than what I know
of here—butIdoknow that colonization has been
a prime, sharp force for destructionin those Indian
communities in the southern Americas. Many
communities were destroyed as early as the late
1400s by the colonizers. Others are in the same
position today that we in the U.S. were during the
1800s — forced removal, hunting down and kill-
ing, massacres misnamed as “battles,” the blood-
shed made a river larger than the Mississippi.

While in Quito, I talked with women from the
Amazon who were struggling for their very lives
— for the land. The land developers have de-
scended like locusts and have begun eating up the
land. The Amazonian people are concerned for
their continued existence. A woman from Gua-
temala told of the massacres, of the deaths of her
family members murdered in front of her — for
ownership and rape of the land. The same story
but with differing, stunning, terrible detail was
told by people from Ecuador, Bolivia, Colombia,
Nicaragua,Canada, the Dominican Republic, from
all over the Americas.

I am still deeply shocked by a story related toa
class 1 was teaching five years ago by Floyd
Westerman — the wonderful Sioux singer who
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A poem aoridlen afler the birth of my danghter Rainy Dmon’s daughler, Krista Roe:

PROMISE

The guardians of dusk blow fire from the Rincons as clouds confer over the Catalinas in the
fading tracks of humans. |interpret the blur of red as female rain tomorrow, or the child born
with the blessings of animals who will always protect her. Tam always amazed at the skill of
rainclouds who outline the weave of human diversity. Crickets memorize the chance event with
rainsungs they have practiced for centuries. | am recreated by that language. Their predictions
are always true. And as beautiful as saguaro flowers drinking rain. 1sce the Moon as 1 have
never seen the moon. A half-shel), just large enough for a cradleboard and the child who takes
part in the dance of evolution as seen in the procession of tadpoles to humans painting the walls

with wishes. From the moon we all look the same.

In two days the girl witl be born and nothing will ever look the same. I knew the monsoon
clouds were talking about it as they softened the speed of light. Cedar smoke in a prayer house
constructed in the last century pervades my memory. Prayer lingers in the ancestral chain. You
can manipulate words to turn departure into aperture, but you cannot figure the velocity of tove
and how it enters every equation. It’'s related 1o the calculation of the speed of light, and how
light prevails.

And then the evening star nods its head, nearby a lone jet ascending. 1 understand how light
prevails. And when she was bom it rained. Everything came true the way it was promised.

Joy Harjo
29 July 90 and later
Tueson
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Participants from the Widows of the Disappeared, Guatemala; the Farnnvorkers
Union/CUC, Guatemala; the Confederation of Indian Nations of Ecuador; and
front the Mapuche people of Chile listening during the Woinen’s Conmissiont
plenary in Quito.
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had just returned from a visit with native peoplein
Brazil. Hetalked of thecommonlanguagebetween
them which had todo with hisSiouxnessand their
tribal ways, particularly the respect around trees
— those great spirits who both peoples accorded
great respect. They sang together, laughed to-
gether, ate together. But he also told the story of a
white Brazilian businessman and a white Ameri-
can businessman who sat together behind him on
the plane: The Brazilian said to the American:
“Nexttime you'rein Brazil let me know —1canget
you completely outfitted, everything you'll need.
This s the last place in the world you can still hunt
Indians.”

This is what we’re up against.

Ibelievethoughinthebasicgoodnessof humans.
1 don’t believe that most people would think this
way, unless they choose to believe and these were
settlers— which pointstoadeepspiritual problem
within themselves. And if people are benefiting
from a system then they are easily destroyed by it.
The denial in the colonial world is vast, sodeep, so
overwhelming, the stink is hiding the sun.

What is the ideological basis of the indig-
enous struggle, and what are the major broad
goals of the movement?

Theideological basis of theindigenousstruggle
goes back to original tenets for human moral
conduct. | believe you would find these in all
originalteachingsthroughout the world. Again—
respect is the key word here. Self-respect, respect
for others. There is no formal ideological basis in
the same manner as, for instance, such ideologies
as socialism, Marxism, communism and so forth.
My feeling isthateventhetenetsforthoseideologies
became exclusionary though they ideally include
all. Basic teachings include cveryone. Even today,
in truly traditional praying you'll see that the
people pray for all people, include them as one.
That’s what being a human is about — remember-
ing, knowing what is really true perception, in a
world torn by an illusion of separateness.

Columbus was welcomed by the Arawaks,
feasted by them — there was song and dance.

The broad goal is perhaps one: unity — tribal
unity, familial unity, unity of mind and heart,
unity of earth, unity of all of us.

You are working on an anthology of indig-
enous women's writing. Have you reached any
conclusions about the particular consciousness
of Native women and the specific role they play
or will come to play in the indigenous struggle
for liberation?

Iam still in the process of compiling the anthol-
ogy, tentatively titled, “Reinventing the Enemy’s
Language.” I'm notsatisfied withthe workingtitle
for the effect might be divisive,and that's not what
Ymatfter. Itreferstotheactof writing thingsdown,
which is not a traditional tribal art, and, of course,

the languages and/or devised systems of lexicon
are the colonizers’ — except for the Cherokee
alphabet, which was invented by Sequoyah, a
Cherokee himself. And, in a sense, 1 see what
we’'ve had to do, meaning we who now read,
write, communicate almost wholly in the
“enemy’s” language, is to use that language to
make something beautiful, powerful, regenera-
tive, something out of the very language that
divided us, took away our lands, our children, our
homes, our health, our wombs, grandparents...and
continues todo so under the same guises, with the
sameexcuses. Our warsarebeing foughtoutinthe
judicial system — in words, the prime weapons. 1
never believed the childhood taunt: “Sticks and
stones may break my bones but words can never
hurt me.” They did. They do. Words canaalso be
used for healing — ceremonially, in songs, prayer
and in poetry, short stories, novels, testimonials,
which is what this anthology includes — from
indigenous women from these Americas.

When you speak of indigenous struggle you
cannot say it without including the particular
consciousness of Native women. There is no
indigenous struggle without the women. Thereis
no separation between male being and female
being. Of course, there are differences — but not
separation when one views through the heart. The
particular consciousnessof Native women—that’s
a big one, what an immense and complex field of
memory!

Women in an ideal society play many roles. In
aliberation struggle we need to believe more than
anything else we are liberated. Which means men
taking care of the children and the welfare of the
children as well as the women. Children are our
most precious resource. It means women’s voices
and presence in all councils, in all decisions re-
garding the welfare of the people. This is the way
it was in the beginning. The return has been .
prophesied. And I see changes occurring. Some-
times there are only faint glimmers. I saw/heard
anall-women'’s [Native] drum group from British
Columbia. | admiremy son-in-law’stender caring
of his daughter, my grand-daughter — which is
something his grandparents taught him. Wilma
Mankiller [Elected Principal Chief of the Cherokee
Nation] is now a Beloved Woman of the Cherokee

le. Verna Williamson [Governor of Isleta
Indian Pueblo] fulfills prophecy of there being a
woman leader of the Isleta people. The major
battles of the liberation struggle are in our own
homes, our own hearts.

Your generation of Native Americans has
produced an explosion of literature and art. How
do you account for this phenomenon and what
role does it play in the political movement?

1 always come up with two major factors here:
Thecivil rightsmovementand theforceitunleashed
across the country, across cultural lines; it brought



forth cthnic people in a system in which we had
been demoralized, and the indomitable spirit of
Indian people to more than survive to survive
beautifully — which means affirmation of our
creative selves.

But,itmust beremembered inaddressing what's
oftenbeencalled a“Native Americanrenaissance”
that for centuries, before centuries were called
centuries, before the arrival of cultures who in-
troduced written forms of art, there were, and still
are, vasl, ongoing oral traditions, ongoing civiliza-
tions of traditions, which include new songs, new
stories, and creative retellings, performances of
the oral canon. In tribal communities art is iseful
to the community, it is not a solitary masturbatory
act, hence, you have novels by Native American
authors meant to Jieal communities, such as Leslie
Silku's “Ceremony.” | translate this as a political
act.

THE DENIAL IN THE
COLONIAL WORLD
1S VAST, SO DEEP,
SO OVERWHELMING,
THE STINK IS

HIDING THE SUN.

Inan advisory meeting for another projectl am
working on, Rucben Snake, a Winnebago elder,
reminded us that in the original teaching we are
one people. He also sang. Understanding gained
from thesongsarrives surely tothe heart. Poetry is
singing in voice, on paper. B

For furlher information on activities protesting
the Cohanbus voyage celebrations, contact the
South ad Meso-American Indian Inforination
Center (SAHC), P.O. Box 7550, Berkeley, CA
94707, (415) 834-4263; or the Columbus in
Coutext Coalition/Rethinking the History of the
Americas Project, cfo Clergy and Laity Con-
cerned, 198 Broadway, New York, NY 10038,
(212) 964-6730).

Special thanks to the South and Meso-American
ludian nformation Center (SANC) for assistance
inobtaining Bobsy Draper’s photographs from the
Quito conference.
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