INDIAN MAGNA CARTA WRIT
IN WAMPUM BELTS

Six Nations Show Treaty Granting Them Independent
Sovereignty as Long as Sun Shines

By HOWARD McLELLAN
OME priceless wampum belts
of the Six Nauons of the Iro-
qunis. hidden from  white
men's eves since George Wash-

ington saw them at a treaty-making
powwow, have been brought out of
the “long House” of lroquois Coun-
¢il Fires un the Onondaga Indian
reservation near Syracuse, N. Y.,
in an effort to ward off efforts to in-
ciude the Indians in American citi-
zenship. A group of eight belts on
which are woven the bierogiyphic
record of various treaties made by
the Iroquois comprises the collection.
One belt, made in 1550, is the only
documeniary evidence of the exis-
tence uf the creation of the League
of lroquois Nations, a crude fore-
runner of the present League of
Nations at Geneva.

Jt may seem odd that naiives liv-
ing in the midst of evidence of the
opportunities that come with Amer-
ican citizenship should decline—actu-
allv fight off—a privilege for which
most of the newcomers clamor.

But the aboriginal lroquois, after
centuries of association with the
whites, «tiil maintain a racial rever-
ence for the political institutions of
their forefathers and cling to their
treaty rghts to detachment and in-
dependence.  Hundreds of haughty
froqueis. living on ancestral land in
Western and UCentral New York,
within a1 day’s ride from Broadway,
believe 1hat to merge themselves ia
American citizenship would be an
unforgivahle insult to the Great
Spirit of their elders. According to
Indian interpretation. the records
woven inio the wampum belts pre-
clude them from accepting our citi-
zenship und guarantee their sepa-
rateness torever.

Carried to Washington

In their official turns Peter Stuy-
vesant, Duteh Uolonial! Governor of
New York: Sir William Johnson,
British (ojonial Indian Superinten-
dent: Gearge Clinton, first Governor
after the outhreak of the HRHevoiu.-
tion, and George Washingtion saw
the helts. after which they were put
away with great ceremony. Three
werks ago Chiel Jesse Lion, heredi-
tary Keeper of the Wampum and
IroqQuuis Frime Minister, was di-
rected at a Great Council Fire to
take them out, dust them off and
carry them o Washingtion. Ten
Iroguois braves escorted Lion and
the belts 10 the Capitol, where their
Indian meaning was read to the
chiefs of the Bureau of Indian
Affairs.

They laid particular emphasis on
the elt of the Treaty of Peace and
Friendship. made in 17, which,
acvording 10 their reading. gave to
*‘the Six Iroquois Nations and their
Indian iriends living with them®
the perpetual right to live on their
reservations 1n independent sover-
eignty, ‘'never to he disturbed.™

This provision the coaservative or
pioneer Mohawks, Oneidas, Senecas,
Cayugas, Onondagas and Tuscaro-
ras, who comprise the Six Nations,
construed o mean that they never
could be «iigible for, nor be im-
pressed into. American citizenship,
nc muatler how many bills Congress
passed., not exclugding the bill en-
acted iast Fall when citizenship was
conferred upon zil npative Indians
in the U'nited Swates. The progres-
slve or modern Iroquois, who have
adopted the white mun’s ways, did
nut join the mission to Washington.
bul remained on their reservation
farms and Mt groves.

The conservative delegaticn regis-
ter—d their inlernretation of the an-
cien: L-ts al ‘Washinglon 2nd that
was chbout all, The Bureau of In-
Jdan Aftuirs questioned the inlerpre-

tation. Thereupon Chief Lion. who!
is proud of the political astuteness
of his tribe, the Onondagas, and
glories in the fact that General
Washington called the Onondagas
*‘the Romans of the New World.”
carried the belts to Cornell Univer-
sity to submit them to their white
: friend, Sa-Go-Ye-Watha, for inter-
pretation. Sa-Go-Ye-Watha is better
known on the Cornell campus as
Dr. Er]l A. Bates, Director of In-
gian Extension at the college. and a
chief in <2leven Indian tribes. The
Iroquois call him Sa-Go-Ye-Watha
because ‘‘he stirs them up to plow
. and sow.’" .

When Dr. Bates reached a hand
for the belts which the Wampum
Keeper bad brought for his examinpa-
. tion, Chief Lijon dug into the folds
iof his blue silk shirt and produced
" photographs of the belts, handing
| these instead to Dr. Bates with the
‘suggestion that the photographs
. would make inspection easier—not
‘that his native astuteness mistrusted
his white friend, but because the
' Council at the Long House admon-
ished him not to let the belts out of
his possession. So Dr. Bates is
studying photographic prints in lieu
| of the rea} wampum.

Deciphering the belts is a consid-

erable undertaking. Fach of the six
larger ones contains hundreds of pur-
ple and white wampum pieces strung
‘on buckskin., Each wampum piece
‘has a meaning; every one must be
counted and color and arrangement
interpreted. The relation of one belt
or token to the other, and to the
.whole. must be carefully studied to
sSupply continuity to the record. The
expert Iroquois wampum makers
.who shaped thick strips of clamshell
into cylinders and then hollowed
them with tiny and brittle stone
drilis were forty full moons—or more
than three and a half vears—Isbri-
- cating each beht.

The League of Nations, or Iro-
quois Confederacy Belt, begun in
15, is the most ancient of the beits
,and a prize from the standpoint of
| the archaeologist. Museums have of-
fered Lion large sums for it—as much
‘as £50,000—which, of course. he re-

;fuaed. It records the world's first
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: League of Nations for peace es.
) tablished by Hiawatha, earliest chief
|of the Omondagas. whom rraditionl
‘has raised to an Indian sainthood. |
. Only five nations are represented on !
}this belt. The wanderinge Tusca-
'roras had Dot vet returned to thef
| Iroquois fold. ' j
The Confederacy Belt was part of |
a collection used by the lroquois in'
r1662 when their chieftains were sent
ito Norman's Kill, below Albany, to
make covenant with the Dutch,
who, to the Indians, represented *‘the
. whole Europeans.” Two years later
 the Iroquois, using the same belt,
‘made a treaty with the English,
agreeing not to aid the New England
Indians who had murdered a Mo-
ihaw}: chief.

The Belt of Law

| The next oldest belt is the Belt of
&Law. Its two lines of purple wam-
'pum, running along the edge of the
belt but separated by solid white
!wampurn. established the law of the
Indian and the law of the white
man. One line represents white
man's iaw; the other Indian's. They
'do not meet and are separated by
“‘the rest of the world,” or white
‘wampum, indicating to the Indian
that the two sets of law ‘*must al-
.ways run by themselves and never
'touch.”” The Iroquois =say it guar-
‘antees their independence from the
white man’'s world.
The original belt of the Six Na-
‘tions, which announces the return of
the lost Tuscaroras, was Yinished
about 1714 and records that all pre-
vious treaties made by the Five Na-
|tions is binding upon the Sixth Na-
tion. The Six Nations are presented
by step-like purple wampum designs
denoting the rise of each nation. At
‘the lower ieft-hand corner of the
belt is a similar design which ap-
pears incomplete. It represents the
white man’s nation just appearing on
‘the Indians’ horizon. Each step in
‘the purple designs is linked together
by a smail bar as a token that each
nation, tribe and family is bound te
{the other in the faithful observance
‘of ali covenants made by the Six
'Nations.
i Of most importance to the pend-

Sacred Wampum Belts of the Iraoqguois.
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Chief Jesse Lion, in Iroguois Costume, Holding a Sacred
Wampum Belt of the Six Nations.

f
ing citizenship controversy are the

'Belt of Peace and Friendship and
the RBelt of the Central Council Fire
of Six Nations. They were completed
in 17803 to mark the ratification of
‘the Treaty of Peace and Friendship
‘with the Thirteen States—the basic
‘American treaty with the Iroquois
by which the Indians ceded large ter-
ritories in return for their indepen-
dence and the right to live on their
reservations and “‘hunt and fish
over the entire country, that ceded
as well ag retained, as long as the
sun shines, the grass grows green
and water fiows down hill”’—the Iro-
quois idea of eternity.

The political significance of the
Belt of the Central Council Fire is
indicated by its almost solid purple.
It does, in fact, record the most
important political step ever taken
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by the Six Nations.
! pum makers worked overtime to get
iit. ready.

The old wam-

General Washington had
foretold important events in the his-
tory of the new American nation,

.and by this belt the Six Nations has-

tened to cement its friendly relations
with the new white Government
known to the Irogquois as ‘“‘the
Great Council of Thirteen Fires.” It
symbolizezs also the faith Iroquols
politicians had in the infant nation
and marks the disappearance of
European nations from New England

affajrs.

Longest BRelt of All
The longest belt, made entirely of
white wampum, and known as the

|Land Relt, describes the treaty pro-

vision which gave the Iroquois na-

‘tions 65,000 acres in upper New
, York State for reservations. The

solid white wampum means that

£the white man has no place on the
. Indian lands, but that the Indian has
' rights to hunt and fish everywhere.
. To this day Jroquois nationals réam
ii the hills in and out of their reserva-
' tions regardiess of the white man's
| game season restrictions or lcense
- Tequirements. That is their anclent
'right under the Land Belt. Further-
‘more, the belt signifies that the
. reservations are not a political part

of the .United States and that the
Indians on them are not wards of
the State nor of the Federal Govern-

' ment, but ‘‘free children of the

Great White Spirit,”* as independent
and separate from the jurisdiction of
the United States as any European
nation.

The two remaining belts in the
group, called Condolence Belts, are
strings rather than belts. Though
smaller than the others and repre-
senting less labor, they are almost
as important. Technically they are
perhaps more important, for they
constitute the credentials which em-
powered the Council Fire to sit; they
represent the legal authority for
their deliberaiions, and deseribe in
what manner a new chief may be
selected and how a dead one must
be buried—rites of basic importance
to the Six Nations.

It will be months before Dr, Bates
of Cornell has finished his readings
and translations of the political
belts. More than three years were
required to make each belt and it
takes almost that long to read them
—a task which only a patient red
man could thoroughly enjoy.,



