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I met Chris Favre at my first sweat. As we sat huddled in a circle, perspiration dripping down 

our faces, Chris noticed that, unlike the other four women in the circle, I wasn’t holding a rattle. 

Reaching behind him, he handed me his. “Do you like it?” he asked. “Then it’s yours.” Until that 

moment, I had been feeling extremely anxious about whom I would choose to interview. As a 

Washingtonian, I didn’t grow up enriched in our Nation’s culture. Although two of my cousins 

participated in the Potawatomi Leadership Program, I knew I wanted to interview someone who 

had vastly different experiences with the Nation than I had. Listening to Chris tell us about his 

college education and his advice for facing the future, I knew he was the person from whom I 

wanted to learn.

Like me, Chris also grew up outside of Oklahoma -- in Mississippi. He always knew that he was 

Citizen Potawatomi -- of the Laframboise, Hardin, Peltier and Beaubien families -- and Mississippi 

Choctaw; but as a child, he didn’t really think about what that meant for himself. It wasn’t until 

Chris began to focus on the legacy that he will leave behind that he really began to consider what 

it meant to be Citizen Potawatomi and how he could give back to the Nation. He now considers 

his heritage “a gift, a debt that I can never repay my ancestors for, but maybe I can begin by 

preparing for the future,” he says. Chris does this in a manifold of ways, including helping with the 

sweat lodge, raising his son according to Potawatomi traditions and learning from the elders. His 

ultimate goal is to become knowledgeable so that as an elder, he can pass on these teachings 

to younger generations.

Our frank discussion about the future of CPN made me consider my own role in the Nation, and 

how I cannot simply repay the gift of knowledge that this program has given me, but also how I 

can honor the ancestors. Chris suggests that it can be as simple as learning the language or a 

song, just as long as you do it for your ancestors. He tells me that “modern Indian warriors no 

longer carry an arrow or a tomahawk. They carry a laptop or a pen and notebook. It comes from 

what you do in the courtroom, not on the battlefield,” he says. Returning to Washington State, I 

intend to follow his advice by continuing to expand my knowledge of the language and cultural 

traditions of our people.

Chris and I talked about the importance of a shared culture to ensure that the Nation continues 

to thrive for the next one or two hundred years. Chris says that “the best thing we can do as a 

Nation is to invest in our people and in education. We need to keep in mind what it means to be 

a tribe. Are we going to grow ourselves as a people?” From this I understood that as the seventh 

fire, it is our responsibility to educate ourselves so that we can continue to serve the Nation. As 

members of CPN, we may share common ancestry, but without continuing the traditions and 

teachings which bind us together as a people and educating future generations, we cannot hope 

to progress.

ELDER INTERVIEW
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When asked what came to mind when he thought of Citizen Potawatomi Nation, Chris says 

“unyielding resilience.” We have survived attempted genocide and forced relocation, fighting 

to keep our culture intact in order to pass it on to the next generation. As a member of the 

Potawatomi Leadership Program, I feel the responsibility that comes with being the next link in the 

chain of tradition, and I feel honored that CPN has given me the opportunity to learn more about 

my heritage and to teach others about our culture. When Chris gave me the rattle, he demonstrated 

these values entirely: not only by supporting the growth of a fellow CPN member, whom he barely 

knew, but also in giving me the gift of his knowledge, which I will carry with me back to Washington 

and beyond -- wherever life takes me.
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PROJECT

NATIONAL MUSEUM DAY

When we began to consider ideas for our project, William McCurley and I knew that we wanted 

our project to benefit out-of-state Tribal citizens. Coming from Washington State, I have felt 

disconnected from the Nation because of my lack of proximity to Oklahoma and I knew I wanted 

to help so that other Tribal citizens wouldn’t feel the same way. We decided to partner with the 

Cultural Heritage Center because it is important to honor our ancestors by passing on their stories 

to as many fellow Potawatomi as possible.  Learning the history of Citizen Potawatomi Nation is 

essential both to understanding what it means to be Potawatomi and how our Nation has reached 

its current state. From this, we came up with the idea for a virtual tour of the Cultural Heritage 

Center. We were extremely excited about the idea; however, when we talked to Dr. Kelli Mosteller, 

the Director of the Cultural Heritage Center, we discovered that a virtual tour was already in the 

works: Dr. Mosteller and Mr. Blake Norton, the Cultural Heritage Center’s Curator, had already 

written a grant for the equipment. At Dr. Mosteller’s suggestion, we changed our focus from how 

we would implement a virtual tour to marketing the tour. 

Our project proposal is a National Museum Day to introduce the opening of the museum’s 

virtual tour. The event will take place in all of the districts at the same time and will be led by 

a Potawatomi Leadership Program alum. We will give them a script to read as they navigate 

through the virtual tour. The script will provide supplementary facts to the virtual tour as if the 

viewers are receiving a personal tour of the Cultural Heritage Center. The purpose of having the 

event at the same time in each district is to create a feeling of interconnectedness; even though 

everyone will be spread out in their different districts, they will still be having the same experience. 

We are also planning on creating a YouTube video of PLP from different districts reading the 

script. We will post it on the CPN Facebook page before the event so that people who cannot 

reach their local district’s event space can still experience National Museum Day and receive an 

introduction to the virtual tour.

We are promoting the virtual tour by advertising the event in The Hownikan, on the Cultural 

Heritage Center website www.potawatomiheritage.org, and on Facebook. We have created 

the hashtag #TouringTogether to use in social media posts. In this way, we will reach different 

demographics: those who read the newspaper, those who check the website, and those who use 

social media sites. In addition to that, we will also contact the tribal legislators and ask them to 

promote the event by communicating with their constituents through Facebook and email. We 

are planning on ordering buttons with a design and the hashtag on them to distribute at the event 

in order to commemorate the day.
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In order to implement this project, we will need to contact the Department of Education so that we 

can be put in touch with former Potawatomi Leadership Program alumni from different districts. 

We will also need to coordinate with the legislators and the alumni in order to choose a date. 

September is the month that we have chosen because it is the anniversary of the Trail of Death 

-- the cause of separation and trauma for our people. We thought that it would be fitting to have 

our event take place in September as a way both of honoring the difficulties our ancestors had to 

overcome by remembering our history and bringing Tribal citizens back together through a virtual 

community event. However, the actual day of the event will depend on the Potawatomi Leadership 

Program alumni, the IT staff, the legislators, and the Cultural Heritage Center employees. 

To advertise the event, we have asked Trey DeLonais from Public Information to create the design 

for the buttons. Then we will need to order the buttons. We will have to work with Mr. DeLonais or 

another graphic artist from Public Information to create a design for the advertisement which will 

go in The Hownikan and on Facebook. We will also have to write the script to be read during the 

presentation of the virtual tour. The final step will be shooting and editing the YouTube video for 

Tribal citizens who are not able to make it to the live virtual event. This will take some effort if we 

want to include alumni in the video from many different districts, not just Oklahoma. However, it is a 

possibility that if we shoot the video during the summer when the current Potawatomi Leadership 

Program members are there, we can have them speak in the video and thus get a representation of 

different districts and involve the current members of the PLP at the same time. 

When conceptualizing the budget, we brainstormed potential costs. The first of which was for a 

graphic design artist: a graphic design artist would normally cost around $450 for the three hours 

which we are estimating the project would take; however, the Public Information Department does 

not bill for internal requests. The second cost would be for a venue and food which will depend 

on the various venues the legislators select and will come out of the legislator’s individual budgets 

for community events. The next cost would be for an advertisement in The Hownikan which would 

normally cost $150 for a half-page; however, they do not bill for internal requests in this case. 

The different districts would  need to have access to a projector. If they do not have this access, 

we would work with the legislator in the district to either rent a projector for around $79 or buy 

a projector for $300-500 (this would come out of their budget). It will also cost $442 to order 

650 buttons which we will split up and send to the different districts. We will need at least one IT 

employee on-hand at the Cultural Heritage Center on the day of the event to provide technical 

support. The IT department also does not bill for internal requests. The legislators outside of 

Oklahoma will have the option of hiring an IT person who does not work for the Nation for around 

$40-60; however, this would also come out of their budget.
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Working on this project has given me a greater understanding and appreciation for the 

coordination and planning efforts the Citizen Potawatomi Nation employs. Throughout this 

program, I have begun to see the complex network of departments that function together to 

provide services for Tribal citizens. This is illustrated in our project: in order for our project to come 

to fruition, we will need the assistance of many different Tribal members and departments, 

including the Education and IT departments. William and I hope that through the implementation of 

a virtual tour, more cultural resources will begin to be made available to out-of-state citizens. In 

addition, we would love to see Potawatomi who are outside of Oklahoma take the preliminary 

steps, as I did this summer, to understand the vital role that the Nation plays in the lives of its 

members and to learn more about what it means to be a part of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation.
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REFLECTION

Before I traveled to Oklahoma, I thought that I understood what the Potawatomi Leadership 
Program would mean to me. I thought I would look back on the experience as a path that I 
had taken to explore the heritage and culture of my Nation. And while that is true, this summer 
has meant so much more to me than I ever imagined it would. Coming from a small island in 
Washington state, I was rather unequipped for several things: the heat, ticks, and how much I 
would love it here. These past five weeks have been so full of information and experiences that it 
is difficult to choose a few moments to highlight. 

The first that comes to mind is our weekly talking circles, specifically the talking circle on identity. 
I really appreciate the equality of a talking circle: how everyone gets an opportunity to share 
their thoughts on a subject and the others simply listen. In the identity-themed talking circle, we 
discussed the perception that people have of Native Americans and what actually makes a person 
Native American. It was really enlightening to hear my fellow Potawatomi Leadership Program 
participants’ views on identity and to realize that I am not the only one who has experienced 
someone questioning me because I do not look stereotypically Native American. I really prized 
the space that talking circle created for us to share personal thoughts and feelings that we might 
not have otherwise felt comfortable expressing. These were the moments that strengthened the 
bonds between us and really made me feel a part of something bigger than a summer internship.

Another time that I felt this way was during Festival. Not only was there something extremely 
powerful about dancing with my fellow Potawatomi Leadership Program members, wearing 
my beautiful regalia made by Margaret Zientek, but the entire weekend was special because I 
got to interact with different tribal citizens from both within Oklahoma and outside of the state 
and to see just how connected the Nation is even though many of its citizens live far away. I felt 
extremely privileged to be able to meet the legislator from my district, Dave Carney, the Monday 
after Festival and to learn more about him and the ways that I can stay connected to the Nation 
from within our district.

This is one of the many things that I have taken away from the program: the importance of 
seeking out ways to benefit the Nation. This program has given me so much -- knowledge about 
my culture, an inside look at the Nation’s enterprises, and most of all, a community of friends -- 
that I can never begin to repay what this summer has been worth to me. However, I can use the 
tools that this program has given me when I return to Washington to teach those around me who 
are Potawatomi but know nothing about their heritage. By passing on what I have learned, I can 
do my part in carrying the flame of the Seventh Fire.

Attending the sessions, I realized how fortunate we are to be a part of such a progressive Nation 
that provides so many services for its people and is so invested in its youth. Among other things, 
I really enjoyed taking language classes with Justin Neely, touring the Cultural Heritage Center 
with Dr. Kelli Mosteller, participating in Community Garden with Kaya DeerInWater (even though it 
was a little too hot for me to be entirely comfortable), and learning about the IT department from 
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Linda Arredondo and Christopher Abel. Being a future Computer Science major, I was especially 
impressed by the IT department’s ability to do so much with such a small staff. I also appreciate 
that they gave us activities that were real-world scenarios that the IT department would deal with, 
and that they asked our input on issues that they were actually having, such as recruiting for the 
department. I also appreciated Jason Hawk and Stephanie Cain-Hawk taking the time to visit the 
Sharp House and teach us peyote stitch and loom beading. It helped having a calming, meticulous 
activity to do in the evenings while taking a break from project work. This is one of the skills that I 
hope to continue to develop after I return to Washington. 

Another new experience that I participated in was attending a sweat. Prior to coming to the 
program, I had never even heard of a sweat and after learning of it, I felt extremely apprehensive 
about participating; however, I decided to set my worries aside because I knew I would regret not 
doing it. Although the intense heat was difficult to deal with at first, I found the experience to be 
very powerful. I managed to stay in the sweat for the entire time and came out feeling cleansed, 
ready to take on the challenges of the next few weeks. I felt similarly after participating in the Full 
Moon Ceremony and at women’s drum practice. The all-female ceremony gave a similar release to 
the sweat, allowing me to vent my feelings and pray for those who had been on my mind, and there 
was something extremely therapeutic about gathering with other women to sing songs and drum. 

I cherished the sense of community that I felt, not only at these events, but during the entire 
program. I am completely serious when I say that I have never connected with a group of people 
as well as I have over the last five weeks. From pool volleyball to Harry Potter movie marathons, I 
have enjoyed every moment that I have gotten to spend with these wonderful individuals. I came 
to this program expecting to discover more about my heritage, not even thinking about the people 
I would meet along the way. I know that I will look back on this summer as not only a time of 
learning, but a time of pure, unadulterated fun. I want to say migwetch to Chairman Barrett and 
Vice Chairman Capps for supporting this program, Tesia Zientek for spearheading the program, 
and everyone involved for putting their time and effort into making this experience as amazing as 
possible for us. One thing that I learned in language class, that I feel is especially applicable now, is 
that in Potawatomi we have no word for goodbye. The closest word is bama pi, which means later 
on. I think this is particularly fitting because I know that although I will be leaving Saturday to get 
on a plane, this isn’t the end of my relationship with Citizen Potawatomi Nation; hopefully not even 
my last time visiting Oklahoma. This has been a life-changing experience -- one that I will treasure 
always. Igwien.
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“We wanted to look Native to fit in, not because we didn’t feel Native,” concluded the middle-

aged women with blonde hair and blue eyes. Tera Gombas’s Native American identity has always 

been complicated and unfulfilling. Growing up, Tera was exposed early to the Citizen Potawatomi 

Nation through her grandfather, who was active in the tribe. She, like her future daughter, was 

entranced by the indigenous men and women who color the ground as they dance with their 

captivating regalia. To the small and light-haired girl, these dancers seemed untouchable and 

distant. Although her grandfather took her to these events and showed her the culture, he 

refused to pass traditions orally. During parts of her grandfather’s life, being Native American 

was dangerous and challenging. This struggle influenced and weakened his own tribal identity. 

When she grew older, Tera avoided her tribal identity, especially amongst other Natives, saying, “I 

know I don’t look like it, but I am Potawatomi.” After giving birth to two daughters, Tera made her 

children’s understanding of their Native American heritage imperative. The one person who had 

the strongest ties with the tribe at this time was her mother, Patricia Holten. Patricia had similar 

experiences with her own identity. She felt like an outsider while her siblings fit the artificial, 

stereotypical image of a Native American. Despite her insecurities, Patricia remained active in the 

tribe and became instrumental in the future involvement of her family.

I am the product of three generations that struggled with tribal identity. Without Tera ’s desire 

for the tribe to be active in my life, I would not be part of the Potawatomi Leadership Program. 

Today, my mother strives to strengthen her tribal identity through her children and other family 

members. At least once a week, I call my mother to share with her some of the information I 

have gained while in Oklahoma. As I share with her, I can feel her overwhelming desire to learn 

more about her personal heritage. As Potawatomi people, we should always seek knowledge 

and understanding of our own culture and history no matter the age. I have learned how to 

strengthen my tribal ties and identity by listening to her. Like our ancestors, my mother looks 

towards the future and how to secure it. She hopes to bring other family members back to the 

tribe and redefine their unrealistic images of Natives. “I don’t want to sit on the sidelines,” Tera 

says as she explains her motivation for the future. Hearing her story and hopes, I can only express 

thankfulness for her effort to make the tribe active in my life. Securing the future generations is 

imperative for tribal success, and my mother has worked to give me the opportunities today that 

many will never receive.

ELDER INTERVIEW
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Listening to the stories and struggles of my family, I am inspired to continue strengthening  my 

identity and tribal affiliation. Through my mother’s story, I have learned that as a  people, our 

Nation must never stop growing in strength, culture, and identity. To ensure growth, tribal 

members must be educated. Although my mother was not as educated, she fought for my tribal 

education. As my knowledge grows, so does hers and others with whom I share my experiences. 

Growing up, my mother also stressed that I was Native and that those who disagreed were 

ignorant. Because her self-image was weakened at a young age, she never wanted the same to 

happen to her children. Potawatomi should build off and from each other to create a society 

of acceptance and tolerance.  By understanding Tera’s experience, I have learned the value of 

education, motivation, and self-acceptance. 
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PROJECT

MSHIKÉ PARK

The five-kilometer fun run is one of my favorite events during the annual Citizen Potawatomi 

Nation Family Reunion Festival. I participate with my family members to get exercise and promote 

a healthy lifestyle for the Nation. Most years, the fun run occurs in a different location and at times 

takes place in the cemetery, parking lot, or golf course. During the six weeks that I have interned, 

I enjoy daily exercise, which includes running to the FireLake Wellness Center and taking walks 

at night. As I continue to learn the area through my daily exercise, I have discovered that there 

are few set walking trails or outdoor places for recreation. When my partner proposed to design 

a park, I immediately agreed and began to think of ideas for features. After finishing the designs, 

I know this park would be a perfect addition to the Citizen Potawatomi Nation to provide a 

community place for exercise and recreation. 

The title of the park is Mshike Park, or Turtle Park in Potawatomi. The title is an homage to one 

of the creation stories that claims the world was created on the back of a turtle. The park will 

have many cultural aspects that highlight the relationship between nature and the Potawatomi 

people. Many features in the park honor, celebrate, and contribute to the Nation. One of the most 

striking cultural features of the park is the Trail of Death Memorial walking trail. This trail is exactly 

one mile long and symbolizes only 1/650th of the total mileage of the real walk from Indiana 

to Kansas. Along the trail, there will be signage that details the events along the trail. There will 

also be native plant species from each state that the trail ran through at each of the signs. This 

can show how the landscapes might have looked and the plants with which people may have 

interacted. Forty-four markers will honor the lives lost because of the forced removal. These 

markers will be made of glass shaped into a fire with the word “Remember” and a black circle on 

the west side of the fire and an open circle on the east. The fire honors the Potawatomi, who are 

the keepers of the fire, and the circles symbolize birth from the east and death in the west. The 

fire will rest over a stone stand and light so that the marker can be viewed at night. The walkway 

will be white concrete with lights lining the pavement. 

Another important feature of the park is the amphitheater. The turtle shaped outdoor theatre 

is a place to hold events that can be for CPN or other companies who want to rent the space. 

This theater will be designed with lots of elements from nature and culture. We will use organic 

material to highlight the natural beauty of our Nation and their relationship with nature. 

The last main feature of the park is the stickball field. This will be a (regulation/smaller) field so 

that youth clubs and anyone who wishes to use the field can. This inclusion of the field also opens 

up friendly competition between other tribes. This would bring not just Potawatomi people to 

our grounds to create economic growth and comradery. Other features such as a picnic area 
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and playground could also be added after the main features. All of the features would require 

landscaping and addition of plants, which would make the park more aesthetically pleasing. 

Studies show that adding parks to communities is extremely beneficial in several ways. Mshike Park 

will both help make Pottawattamie County a destination and cultural center. In a survey from Public 

Opinion Strategies, 50% of polled individuals claimed that they would pay 10% more for a home if it 

were built near a park. By increasing the housing market and number of residents, more businesses 

will enter the area. The park will also provide a place for the new residents and visiting people to 

have outdoor recreation. With Mshike Park, the economy would improve and help create revenue 

for the Nation. Like everything that the Nation builds, Mshike Park will be heavily influenced by 

Potawatomi culture. All features will have some if not all cultural significance especially the walking 

trail. By focusing on language and historical events Citizen Potawatomi members, employees, and 

anyone who enters the park will learn something and be able to use quality outdoor recreation.  

Health for the Nation would overall increase with the addition of a walking trail close to Citizen 

Potawatomi Nation businesses, administration, and members. A study from the Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention shows that a park that provides more access to physical activities can lead 

to a 25.6% increase of people exercising three or more days per week. With more exercise and 

a natural location to socialize, the overall mental state of Pottawatomie County inhabitants will 

improve. The increase in physical exercise also appeals to the Blue Zones initiative. This specific 

design for the park would provide many benefits for the Pottawatomie County and Citizen 

Potawatomi Nation. 

Both my partner and I have never designed or had any prior experience with creating a park. To 

learn more about park construction and design, we had to meet with many department leaders. 

To start designing, we contacted the Construction Department to find the most advantageous 

location. We want the location to be around the Nation so that anyone who works for and lives in 

the area can use it. We met with Bill Smith, the Director of Construction, to decide on a location. 

After selecting a location, we began to discuss possible features and their location on the land. 

After narrowing down features, we contacted Jessica Impson, the Nation’s Architectural Designer, 

to begin the design process. These renderings of the main features include the walking trail, 

amphitheater, and stick ball field. To help add tasteful elements of culture into the park’s features 

and walking trail, we met with the Director of the Cultural Heritage Center, Dr. Kelli Mosteller. This 

meeting was necessary to create a respectful and accurate retelling of the Trail of Death for the Trail 

of Death Memorial. 

After completing the renderings and overall design, we needed to determine cost. After 

talking again with Bill Smith, we arrived at a basic cost of $500,000. To cover the cost we have 

found grants that appeal to the environment and culture. We mainly used Administration for 

Native Americans because of their Social and Economic Development Strategies and Current 

Environmental Regulatory Enhancement grants. Each grant can be for the park and also funding 

from education, culture, and health can also aid the project. 
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By completing this project, I have learned a small amount of information on how to build 

communities and parks. Every inch of a park must be thought through, and like most things in the 

Nation, everything must be influenced by our unique culture. To create the actual designs and ideas, 

there are many departments and workers involved in creating outdoor, community, and public 

places .It takes an army of people to make and add just a small addition to a community. 

By providing the Citizen Potawatomi Nation with an outdoor location for recreation, arts, and 

history, the community will thrive. This park will both appeal to a cultural and destination vision 

for the community. Mshike Park will not only advance the community’s economy but also provide 

a cultural and healthy experience for visitors and Citizen Potawatomi Nation members and 

employees. When I envision Mshike Park, I see images of children, couples, and elders walking along 

the white concrete paths, playing stick ball and enjoying the outdoor theater.
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REFLECTION

I march to the beat of the drums, pounding my feet into the damp grass. I close my eyes and 

listen to the warriors’ songs and imagine my ancestors dancing around the powwow grounds. 

With the voices fading, I open my eyes and turn to face my family, who I assumed was behind me. 

They are not there. Now aware of my immersion in the crowd of unfamiliar faces, I swim through 

the feathers, regalia, and beads on tall, dark-haired people. I call the names of my relatives as I 

frantically dodge towering bodies covered in regalia. After an hour of searching for my family, 

I started to cry. I couldn't see through my tears as an older woman in breathtaking regalia 

approaches. She asked if I was lost, and she kindly took me to the police and then to my family. 

The final image I remember of that day is my mother sobbing as I ran exhaustedly into her safe 

arms. “Don’t you ever do that to me again.” This story was the first memory that comes to mind 

when I think of my relationship with the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. As I child I was confident 

with my Native American identity, but as I grew older, I lost my confidence. The distance from the 

Nation resulted in feelings of isolation and ignorance. The Potawatomi Leadership Program was 

like the old woman in my story. This program, like the old woman, brought me back home to the 

Nation and the people by increasing my connections, education, and sense of identity.

Since my birth, I have always lived in a major city, and the thought of spending my summer in 

a small town in Oklahoma was daunting. I was not sure if I would be accepted because of my 

different background and beliefs. The more I learned about my fellow Potawatomi Leadership 

interns and about all the different people that make up the Nation, I instantly altered and 

amended my expectations. Through this opportunity, I have made lifelong friends and improved 

my relationship with family members that live here as well. By visiting most of Citizen Potawatomi 

Nation’s departments, I have built up a fantastic networking system. In particular, the Behavioral 

Health Center has provided me with a more in-depth look into my aspiring profession. I can have 

in-depth conversations about the psychiatry and psychology field and their relationship with 

Native communities. I would not be able to get this information from non-Native psychology and 

psychiatry departments. The Behavioral Health department relies on many other departments 

to function properly. I have learned that for the Nation to run correctly, the departments must 

use their connections to function as a single unit. This concept has taught me the importance of 

contacts and communication.

Through many lessons with Dr. Mosteller, Justin Neely, and others, my overall knowledge of 

the Citizen Potawatomi Nation and my family history has immensely increased. Living eight 

hours from the Nation and my grandmother has resulted in my insufficient understanding of 

Potawatomi culture before this program. I loved the weekly cultural teachings that have explained 

the role of women and men, religious beliefs, our position in the world and other concepts. A 

deeper understanding of culture has urged me to participate in as many activities as I can to 

continue to learn more. With my many visits to the impressive Cultural Heritage Center, I have 
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studied my Nation and family history. By understanding the progress of the Potawatomi people 

from pre-European influence, the arrival of the Europeans, removal, and establishment of the 

Citizen Potawatomi Nation, I now feel more confident with my connection to my ancestors. I also 

appreciate how much my ancestors worked and sacrificed to allow me to be part of one of the 

best Native leadership programs in the world. With the frequent visits of departments, I learned 

more about the formation of the Nation’s government and how it is run today. One of the most 

critical aspects of our government is the idea and value of the people’s citizenship. As a citizen 

of the Nation, it is my responsibility to be a responsible and knowledgeable voter.  Without this 

opportunity, I would not be able to fulfill my duties as a citizen adequately. With knowledge of my 

culture, history, and government I can become a fully active citizen of my Nation.

Before experiencing the Potawatomi Leadership program, my identity as a Native American was 

weakened by self-doubt and isolation. Because of false and unrealistic images of indigenous people, 

I believed that I did not deserve my rights from my Nation. I felt that because I didn’t look like 

the stereotypical Native American that I shouldn’t be treated as one by the Citizen Potawatomi 

Nation. With education and support provided by counselors and educators, I have embraced 

my heritage and current and future position in the Nation. I have learned to accept myself as an 

indigenous person because of my respect for my heritage and my current involvement. Without the 

Potawatomi Leadership program, I would not be able to identify as a legitimate Native American.

Today, I see the Citizen Potawatomi Nation as my mother’s loving arms. I am very proud to call this 

place my home. I will always remember my experience here as the old women that showed me the 

way to my family and ultimately home. Without this program, I would still be lost looking for my 

identity as a Native American. Through this program, I have created many connections with my 

family, fellow Citizen Potawatomi members, departments, culture and my history. I know that when 

I leave Pottawatomie County, I will spread my knowledge and continue to look to better the Nation 

even from a distance. I will always remember, respect, and appreciate my time here because I know 

that I am better and more educated as a person, citizen, Native American, and Potawatomi. 
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For my elder interview, I chose to interview my father, Kevin Hudson. His Potawatomi ancestry 

came from his mother’s side, which descends from the Navarre family. I have always been curious 

about how much my dad knew about the Potawatomi, and he is the one who really encouraged 

me to apply for the Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP). For those two reasons, I wanted to 

conduct my interview with him. 

I asked him what being Potawatomi looked like for him growing up. Growing up, he did not 

really talk about it with other people or even with his parents. He knew that he was Potawatomi 

because his mom was, but it did not mean much to him because he did not know a lot about his 

tribal identity. He grew up in Topeka, Kansas and never went to tribal jurisdiction to see the tribe, 

but while he was growing up the tribe did not have much to see anyway. My experience growing 

up has been extremely similar to that of my dad. I grew up without talking about my Potawatomi 

heritage and did not know very much about it.

I asked him what changed his perspective on the tribe from knowing nothing to encouraging me 

strongly to apply for the PLP. What really changed his perspective on the tribe was coming down 

to the Family Reunion Festival last year with his mom and his aunt Pauline. He knew that in the 

recent years, the Citizen Potawatomi Nation had started paying for optometry and medication 

for his mom, but once he got down to Oklahoma, he was blown away with all of the departments, 

businesses, and facilities the tribe has. He was most impressed with how efficient the tribe is with 

their money. They make a lot of money then turn around and reinvest it in other ventures and help 

out the citizens with services that include optometry, dental, medical, scholarships, and countless 

other services. He also was impressed with all the culture and history that the tribe is trying to 

preserve with the Cultural Heritage Center and their annual Festival. I could not agree more with 

his opinion on the tribe based on the few weeks that I have been here. I have noticed the same 

things time and time again.

For my final question, I asked him what it means to him to be Potawatomi. He believes that 

heritage and culture mean a lot to the Potawatomi because they have been through so much 

fighting to preserve their culture and pass down their traditions. It also means to look out for 

our own because that is what got us through the hard times. Now that the tribe has money, they 

funnel so much of it back to supporting the people in a way that is helpful but does not make 

them dependent on stipends that will not do very much in their lives. I agree that the heritage 

and the culture are the most important parts of being Potawatomi. It is not the money or the 

benefits; they are just means of keeping our culture and heritage alive and passing them on to 

the future generations.

ELDER INTERVIEW
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After conducting this interview, I think that my dad and I are very much in the same boat when 

it comes our Potawatomi lineage. We both didn’t really know very much about our Potawatomi 

heritage until recently, but now we have both become very interested in learning about the tribe. 

Since I have been here for the program, I am always calling to tell my dad about the new things 

that I am learning every day. In just a few years, my Dad and I have gone from knowing very little to 

quite a bit about our tribe and are becoming informed and engaged citizens of the tribe.
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PROJECT

GRAND CASINO ADDITION

For our project, Nathan Valdez and I decided to propose an addition to the Grand Casino. In the 

beginning, we actually had brainstormed several different ideas, but two quickly became the 

front-runners. The first idea was to make a motel over by the ballfields in the FireLake complex. 

We thought that the motel would be useful because with all of the business that is brought into 

the area, it would be nice if we had somewhere for visitors to stay. The second idea was to make 

a family fun center addition to the Grand that would include things like an arcade, bowling alley, 

mini putt, or laser tag. We thought that this project was necessary because there is not a lot for 

kids and families to do at the Grand, so if we made it more family friendly, we could bring in more 

business. The funny thing is that instead of picking one or the other, we ended up combining them 

into one project. 

Once we had come up with our two ideas, we went to Tesia Zientek to get some advice on where 

we should go next and who to contact. She put us into contact with Bill Smith, the Director 

of Construction for Citizen Potawatomi Nation (CPN); Daniel LeClaire, the Executive Director 

of the Gaming Commission; JT Summerlin, the Director of IT, Security, and Surveillance at the 

Grand Casino, Joe Garcia the General Manager of the Grand, and Jessica Impson, the tribe’s 

Architectural Designer. Nathan and I set up a meeting with Daniel, Joe, and JT at the Grand to 

discuss our project, and that is where our project really began to take shape. We discussed our 

family fun center idea, and they agreed that adding something that would attract families to the 

Grand was a great idea. After some discussion, we decided that a water resort would be the best 

thing even though it would be bigger than our initial idea. This idea really came down to the fact 

that introducing a water resort to the casino would attract more families. We also decided that 

with the added business that we should add another hotel tower by the resort as a family tower. 

Something that the addition of a water park and a hotel takes is space, and we are planning to put 

them in the west parking lot. So, if we are going to put them where the parking lot is now, we will 

need to make up for the spaces we remove as well add new parking spots for the expansion of 

the hotel. 

Then after the meeting, we had some work to do with the designing and the estimates for the 

addition of the hotel, waterpark, parking garage, and the other family friendly activities. This is 

where Bill and Jessica stepped in to help. We decided that the west side of the building was the 

best location for the new addition. We figured that we would need about 100 rooms for the hotel. 

We concluded that a similar floor area as the other tower made sense, but we would include 

more suites. After talking to some of the directors of the other hotel, suites were something they 

thought were missing in the other tower. The hotel tower would include six stories. We also liked 

the idea of having an area that connects the hotel and parking garage and encloses the pool 
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area, so we included a two-story hotel extension that would include larger rooms and open up to 

the pool area. On the ground floor of the hotel, we are going to put in an arcade and an eight-lane 

bowling alley, which is somewhere that families and kids could enjoy. By using the west parking lot, 

we will take up around 300 spaces. Then, with the extra 100 rooms according to the international 

building code, we need to add 150 spaces. So, that means that the parking garage has to have at 

least 450 spaces, and if we use the same design of parking garage as the one that currently exists, 

which holds 110 to 120 cars per floor, it would take a 4-story parking garage. With that in mind, we 

propose making an identical garage to the old one. For the design of the water resort we decided 

that we needed two pools, two hot tubs, a lazy river, a swim up bar, and a wave pool. We will 

also include some landscaping and fountains in the water resort to improve the aesthetic appeal, 

circulate the water, and improve the temperature.

We are basing our budget off the cost of the construction of the current hotel and parking garage. 

We estimate that the hotel will cost 15 million dollars for its construction. The parking garage will 

be identical to the original garage, which cost 5 million dollars. The water resort is the hardest for 

us to estimate because it will be totally unique, but by our estimate it should be about 2 to 3 million 

dollars. 

We firmly believe that adding a water resort expansion to the Grand Casino will bring in more 

people to the casino because it will be a resort location. It will make the casino more attractive to 

families and will round it out, so it will have something for people of all ages. It will be a significant 

investment, but it will pay off in the long run with the added business. It has been an honor to be 

able to work with Joe, JT, Daniel, Bill, and Jessica, who helped make our project possible. I would 

love to see our project become a reality, and I hope that tribal leadership considers it.
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REFLECTION

I was nervous about applying for Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP) because I had never 

been to tribal headquarters, and I really didn’t know much about the Citizen Potawatomi Nation 

(CPN). I did end up applying, though, and was accepted. I now cannot imagine what my summer 

would have been like without this program. They say that time flies when you are having fun, 

and the six weeks I have spent in this program may have been the shortest six weeks of my life. 

Though it seemed short, looking back I realize how much I have learned not only about the tribe 

but also about myself. I cannot possibly compress everything that I have learned over the course 

of this program into a 3-5 page essay, but I will do my best to try to highlight the things that 

made an impact on me that I know that I will carry with me for the rest of my life.

I remember the first night getting here; I was the very last to arrive, and I did not know anyone 

with whom I would be spending the next six weeks. I remember how quiet the first dinner we had 

together was because know no one knew each other or what to talk about. However, we quickly 

got to know each other over the next few weeks. Over the course of this program, our bond has 

grown stronger. I now consider my fellow PLP members to be family. I have made nine amazing 

friends from all across the country and will definitely be keeping in touch.

One of my first culturally and spiritually significant experiences was the talking circle that is 

conducted by the pond at the Sharp House. It was the first time I had experienced smudging, 

which is a cleansing process that involves burning sage and having it fanned over you with a 

feather.  I will always remember the feeling of being in the circle and passing the feather to give 

our testimonies one at a time with no interruptions. It is a truly special experience, and it is where 

I learned a lot about my fellow PLP members and started thinking hard about what it means to be 

part of the Citizenship Potawatomi Nation. The most recent culturally significant experience and 

possibly the most powerful experience to me was the sweat. It was unlike anything I have ever 

experienced before. It is an exhausting experience being in that confined space that is filled with 

very hot steam. Sweats are an opportunity to feel the pain and suffering of others, including our 

ancestors. I found it to be a great opportunity to reflect, pray, and connect with my ancestors. 

Festival was a truly incredible experience for me. I had never been before, but despite this 

inexperience, I hit the ground running. I was trying to teach earring making, shawl making, and 

watercolor painting while I was learning how to do them myself. I found Grand Entry an extremely 

special experience for my first time going. I had the pleasure of leading in the Wano family, and 

it filled me with joy to see how thankful they were to me for playing that role. The other part of 

Festival that I found very moving was tending the fire. It is much more than just your average 

bonfire; it is sacred. You can tell that from the moment you walk in. You must offer water to the 

earth, then you say a prayer, and finally you offer tobacco to the fire. It was truly my pleasure to 
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be able to watch the fire for two nights, and I elected to stay through other people’s shifts as well 

because I enjoyed the experience so much. 

Something else that was very impactful to my experience was learning about our heritage through 

crafting sessions, language classes, cultural teachings, Cultural Heritage Center (CHC) visits, family 

history session, and Festival. I really enjoyed the crafting sessions. I loved learning how to make 

pucker toe moccasins, a hand drum, and a rattle. I really did not appreciate the moccasins while 

I was working on them because of how hard they were, but I now think that they were worth it. I 

even wore them to Grand Entry. Being able to make these crafts can be something that I can do 

to help pass down our Potawatomi heritage to my family. I found Justin Neely’s language classes 

extremely interesting, and I loved learning the language. I will continue to work on the online course 

even after leaving the program. Cultural teachings were a way for me to learn about our history 

and stories that I have learned and will be able to tell and pass on. I really enjoyed our CHC visits to 

learn about our history and learning about our history from my legislator from Kansas, Jon Boursaw. 

I especially liked the history from when the tribe was in Kansas because there is a lot of Potawatomi 

history right around where I live that I really did not know about before coming here. The family 

history session was one of my favorite sessions. I got to learn about my Potawatomi heritage as 

part of the Navarre family, and I got to track my lineage from the original Navarre allotment all the 

way down the line to me. I think that learning all of these things about my heritage and culture 

has drawn me so much closer to the Nation. I can now go home and can teach my family and my 

friends about my Potawatomi culture and heritage. 

The PLP has given me many opportunities over the six weeks that I would never have had in my life 

and some that I will never have again. During the first week, we got the opportunity to have lunch 

with Chairman Barrett and Vice Chairman Capps. It was incredible hearing the stories that they 

have about the Nation and what they have done over the years. It also was awesome to hear that 

they were interested in our ideas to improve the Nation. One of my favorite experiences and one 

of the most unique things I have gotten to do over my time here was our project. For my project, 

Nathan Valdez and I decided to propose an addition to the Grand Casino that would include a 

water resort, another hotel tower, parking garage, and a family fun center. We got to have a face-to-

face meeting with Joe Garcia, the General Manager of the Grand; JT Summerlin, the Director of IT, 

Security, and Surveillance for the Grand, and Daniel LeClaire, the Executive Director of the Gaming 

Commission to discuss our project. Then, we get to present our idea to tribal leadership with the 

possibility of them making our idea a reality. Even just getting to see all of the departments and get 

tours from the directors is something that I will not be able to do again. I firmly believe that PLP is a 

truly once-in-a-lifetime experience. 

The Potawatomi Leadership Program has exceeded all my expectations. I would like to thank Tesia 

Zientek, Margaret Zientek, Randy Bazhaw, and everyone else who make this program possible for 

allowing me to have this experience. I have made some incredible friendships with my fellow PLP 

participants and will definitely be keeping in touch in the years to come. I have learned so much 
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about the Citizen Potawatomi Nation and my heritage as part of the tribe. I have had the privilege 

of learning about the history, culture, my heritage, and all of the departments that make up the 

Citizen Potawatomi Nation. Through this program, I have found a part of myself that I did not even 

know I had, and I cannot wait to take what I have learned and put it to use educating my family and 

others about the Citizen Potawatomi. I would again like to end by thanking everyone who helped 

make the Potawatomi Leadership Program possible because words can’t express the gratitude I 

have for being able to experience this program.
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For my elder interview, I chose to interview my mother, Tina Savage, who is a proud member 

of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. As my parent, she has always been the one to whom I have 

looked for guidance. She is the one who taught me everything I knew about our tribe before I 

came to the Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP). My mother was thrilled to be interviewed 

for my project. 

The first question I asked her was, “What does it mean to be a member of the Citizen Potawatomi 

Nation to you?” She replied, “It means that I belong to something bigger than myself that’s a 

part of my extended family. And it gives me a great sense of pride. The Citizen Potawatomi  tribe 

has helped me to achieve my life goal by enabling me to get an education, and in many ways, 

the tribe saved my life.” I realized that I had felt deeply what she had said and would answer the 

question almost the same way. 

I then followed up with, “What is a Native American story you could tell me?” She answered, “The 

story I remember most is the story of my grandmother, her dad (Peter Greemore), and her sisters 

relocating to Oklahoma from Kansas. They moved into the area close to what is now known as 

Tribbey and were sent to a Catholic girls’ school at Sacred Heart. She spoke of being separated 

from her family and becoming ill while at the boarding school with rheumatic fever. She was 

sent home because of her illness where she could finally be back with her family. She said that 

something that almost killed her was the thing that brought her closer to her family. It must have 

been God’s will that she wasn’t there when Sacred Heart burned to the ground; her illness had 

saved her and truly been a gift. She went on to continue living in Pottawatomie County and raised 

eight children there.” Hearing this story, I understood that it really wasn’t that long ago when my 

own family was forced to relocate to our allotted land. My family must have struggled through 

those trying times, but I could see how lucky we were to be able even be here. 

I then asked my mom, “What are some Native American traditions you have and still honor?” She 

responded, “I like to incorporate the four medicines into my daily life, not only using them in their 

traditional purposes such as smudging and cleansing of the house but also using sweetgrass and 

sage in a family-handed-down medicinal remedy.” I remembered the same medicine that she had 

used on me many times as I grew up and would fall ill or get a cut. She would put the medicine on 

me, and it was a remedy that would always work and made me get well faster than common drug 

store medications. I could also remember all the times my mother would smudge the house in an 

effort to ward off bad spirits. Something about the smell of sage would always ease my mind and 

take me to a calm and peaceful state of mind. 

ELDER INTERVIEW
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For my final question, I asked, “What is something that being a Citizen Potawatomi Nation tribal 

member has taught you?” She replied, “To make time for family and to make time to keep up with 

tribal traditions and ways so that they aren’t lost and never fade away.” After she answered, we 

conversed about life, and the interview made me feel how lucky I am to be a Citizen Potawatomi 

Nation member. This interview enlightened me more about my tribe, and I reflected on how  

amazing it will be for me to pass on everything I know about our culture and my tribal family to 

my children so that I can keep that flame lit in the fire of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation for many 

generations to come.
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PROJECT

BREAST CANCER PREDISPOSITION TESTING

When I first read about the project, I really did not know what mine would be about or who 

would be my partner; all I knew was that I wanted to help tribal members and help the Citizen 

Potawatomi Nation as a whole. I was assigned my partner, Maudie Loper, who wants to study 

biochemistry at Fort Lewis College. As we contemplated several project ideas, we realized that 

we both had the same goals in mind. We narrowed a list of potential projects to two projects: 

genetic predisposition testing and a telehealth service for out-of-state tribal members. After 

meetings with the Office of Self Governance and Dr. Adam Vascellaro, we decided on the genetic 

predisposition testing project, with a specific focus on breast cancer for young Potawatomi 

women. To me personally, this issue felt very close to my heart because I have members in my 

immediate family who have battled with cancer including a great aunt who had breast cancer and 

passed away from it and another great aunt who is currently battling breast cancer.

 Maudie and I went to meet Dr.Vascellaro again, who was a huge help in telling us what would 

work and assisting  us to find labs that would do the testing and compare test costs. The specific 

test that we propose is the BRCA 1 and 2.  BRCA is a gene that normally acts to restrain the 

growth of cells in the breast but which, when mutated, predisposes to breast cancer. The gene’s 

full name is breast cancer 1, early onset.  The test that would be used would take deoxyribonucleic 

acid (DNA) and break down the sequence until a specific sequence is found that show the 

predisposition for breast cancer.  

We then considered how we would select the candidates for the test. We thought a mailer 

would be best, and it should be sent out to all Potawatomi women in Oklahoma from the ages 

18 through 25, targeting young women specifically so they will be able to know their 

predisposition before it forms into full cancer.  We went to Charles (Chuck) Clark from Tribal 

Rolls to help us find the number of 18 to 25 year old women in Oklahoma. He informed us that 

there were 888 candidates for the screening. Then, we took our mailer idea and an early sketch 

of it to Trey DeLonais in Public Information, who made it come to life. It has seven questions that 

deal with family history. The more of the questions that someone marks, the higher their chance 

for breast cancer. The mailer would be sent back with the boxes checked. Then, the first 100 

candidates with the highest scores out of seven would be asked to come in and submit a DNA 

sample to be screened. If the screening comes back positive, the now patients will be referred 

back to the clinic to receive a mammogram, complete more tests, and find a plan that would be 

best suited to the individual.  

We met with Steve Weddle of Nations Laboratory Service in Tecumseh to discuss the price of 

the test and the location where the tests could be sent. Steve was able to find out through his 

contacts that Baylor University laboratory could run the test for $999 an individual, including the 
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collection materials and the shipping fee, which was substantially cheaper than Diagnostic Labs 

of Oklahoma (DLO). To find funding for our project, we contacted Kasie Nichols, the Director of 

the Office of Self Governance, to help us with finding a potential grant. The grant we found has 

a purpose to encourage exploratory developmental research to improve Native American health. 

According to the Department of Health and Human Services grant solicitation, “Such research 

can include: conducting secondary analysis of existing data (such as databases that the Tribal 

Epidemiology Centers have collected); merge various sources of data to answer critical research 

questions; conduct pilot and feasibility studies; and/or assess and validate measures that are being 

developed and/or adapted for use in Native American communities.” 

We want to see Potawatomi women benefit by giving them some hope that they can battle breast 

cancer. With cancer, it is always helpful to know the earliest you possibly can and then take the 

proper steps to avoid it and treat it before it can take hold of you. This project would not have been 

possible without all of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation staff helping us along the way and giving 

amazing support. Another big help was Citizen Potawatomi Nation member Steve Weddle, who 

has a great vision of helping out our Nation and wants to see us thrive. Lastly, my partner, Maudie 

Loper, was the rock of our project, and she worked with me very well. We ended up making a good 

team together and became closer friends as a result. 
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REFLECTION

I first learned of the Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP) from my two cousins who had 

previously went through the program, Kyler and Gage Johnson. They always talked about how 

much it changed their life, but I didn't really get it until I got here. My pathway to the program was 

not straightforward. When I finished my senior year of high school, I knew I needed to apply, so 

I did. Eventually, I got an email that stating that I didn't make it and encouraging me to try again 

next year. I just brushed it off and hoped I would get it on my next attempt. About a month went 

by, and then I received another email telling me that there was an applicant who was selected to 

come who couldn’t make it, so I responded immediately and was told to report on June 15th. I 

kept thinking in the coming weeks how long six weeks was and how it was most of the summer. 

However, I still knew it was something I wanted to do for the Citizen Potawatomi Nation, who had 

always taken care of me. I also felt the need to do it for myself to improve as a leader as well as 

gain knowledge about my Nation. When I arrived at the Sharp house, I was nervous, yet excited 

for what was to come. I didn’t know anyone, but the others who were here already welcomed me 

wholeheartedly. That first night, everyone played card games to help break the ice, and by the 

end we were all laughing, carrying on, smiling, and having a good time. It was that point in time I 

realized how special the group of people was that I was around and how they would help shape 

the weeks to come. 

On our he first day, we went to the Human Resources (HR) orientation and went through the 

process of new hiring, which included getting our employee identification cards and lanyards to 

wear. That made me feel really important and special to be a part of the PLP. Then we got to have 

lunch with Citizen Potawatomi Nation leaders Chairmen Barrett and Vice Chairmen Linda Capps, 

who happened to be celebrating her birthday. It was a supreme honor to been in their presence, 

meet them, and get to shake their hands. I actually found out that day that the Vice Chairman 

Capps and I are neighbors. 

The next day, the PLP attended the first of many language classes. I had never been to a 

language class other than English, so when I was finally able to learn how to introduce myself 

in Potawatomi, I achieved something that I had always wanted to do that wouldn’t have been 

possible without our awesome instructor Justin Neely. Justin always made us laugh, learn, and 

have fun. Next, we went to Tribal Rolls and meet Charles “Chuck” Clark, who told us that the 

total number of Citizen Potawatomi Nation tribal members for that day which was 34,081. That 

was the first time I had actually learned how large the Nation was. The next day we went to 

the Eagle Aviary, which was the first opportunity I had ever had to be in the same room as an 

eagle. Myanabe, the golden eagle, had a presence in the room, and I felt very honored just to 

be around him. He was beautiful and was surreal to be around. Later that day, we went to the 

Cultural Heritage Center (CHC) to have our session with the Office of Self-Governance (OSG), 

who explained how the Nation broke off and started doing things their way.  Having a nation 
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that is self-governed means that they don’t have to behave solely according to the principles of 

the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) and the Indian Health Service (IHS). This way, we can do things 

our way and be more successful and prosperous. Immediately after that session, the PLP went on 

a personal group tour with Dr. Kelli Mosteller, the Director of the CHC. That experience gave me a 

new look and appreciation of the CHC. My favorite part was learning from Dr. Mosteller about the 

generations of the Potawatomi people, especially when we found our home in the Great Lakes area 

in the place where the food grew on water; the Creator had blessed our ancestors with the rice 

so that we could make that area our home. She led the tour in a way that helped us learn how the 

Nation was oppressed, forced to relocate along the Trail of Death, and then eventually began to 

flourish, becoming the Citizen Potawatomi Nation we are today. The next week, we had a session 

with the environmental department that really made me think about and consider my own impact 

on the environment how I can lower that impact. I was really amazed at the amount of materials 

that were able to be recycled and saved from ever being in a landfill. This made me feel very proud 

to be a part of such a Nation that wants to improve the environment we all share. 

The night before the annual Family Reunion Festival, the PLP witnessed the lighting of the sacred 

fire. That moment had a special place in my heart, and it’s one I hope to never forget. Later that 

night, all of the boys in PLP had an hourly shift watching and tending the fire. I didn’t just spend one 

hour out at the fire, however; I stayed with it for three and half hours because it was something that 

just felt amazing to be around smelling the smoke and feeling that heat. I got a lot closer to God, 

my friends in PLP, and myself that night; it was truly bliss. Getting up that next morning to go to 

Festival was rewarding. I finally got to go out and represent my Nation. I loved doing the workshops 

in the CHC, getting to help other Potawatomi make regalia for the Grand Entry on Saturday night. 

Everyone was proud of what they made, which was really an awesome thing to see. Later that 

night, the PLP members who had been going to drum practice in the two weeks before Festival got 

a chance to play for a crowd at the hand games tournament. That was truly an unreal experience 

I felt as if I was one with the drum, singing and playing just like I had always wanted to do, which 

made that night extremely surreal and enjoyable. At Grand Entry, I was blessed to follow CPN 

leadership into the arena. Right after that, I had the privilege to lead the Anderson family around 

the arena. 

During the third week, PLP heard from the economic development department, where we learned 

about Iron Horse Industrial Park, which plans to bring jobs and money to the surrounding area and 

to the CPN. I had no idea that there were such plans to expand this area and make money off of 

it. I found it very brilliant. The next week, we had our sessions with CPN Health Services. I plan to 

major in this field, so I felt just at home. I met Chris Skillings, the Director of Health Services, whom 

I admired very much. Mr. Skillings made me want to come back to serve the Citizen Potawatomi 

Nation after getting my education in the health field. It would be my honor to serve my Nation 

and take care of my fellow tribal members. That Friday, the PLP went to the BDC Gun Room, an 

enterprise leasing from the CPN. The owner of that establishment, Jack Barrett, was one of the 

coolest people I have met during my time at PLP. I felt that we had a lot in common, and he could 

tell good jokes. I had never shot a fully automatic gun before, and doing so was one of the most fun 
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experiences of my life. I noticed that after every session, employees would always tell the PLP how 

grateful they are to work for the Citizen Potawatomi Nation and how much they enjoyed the people 

they work for and who they work with. That was something that stood out to me, and it really made 

me feel good about the way the Nation sets itself apart and makes this area so successful. 

Along the journey through PLP, I was able to gain new friends that I want to stay close to forever. 

It has given me many memories, like sitting around the talking circle, getting into a deep 

conversation, learning something, and changing my mind. Then, there was playing bingo with the 

elders on Tuesdays that always made me leave happy and laughing. There was also experiencing 

my first sweat and taking in the full experience, feeling the heat and having the bad energy leave 

my body. We all made a family in the Sharp house; we laughed, cried, felt happy, and got angry, but 

at the end of the day, we got closer. We also had a great advisor, a great counselor, and a 

great house mother.    

Being a part of the PLP has been one of the most rewarding experiences of my life and the most 

constructive summer I have ever had. I was able to learn new things about the Citizen Potawatomi 

Nation that I previously didn’t know. It definitely gave me more of an appreciation to be Native 

American and to be Potawatomi in particular. I’m very blessed to be a part of this program, and I 

want to see it succeed for many years to come. 



Cameron Kelly



Cameron Kelly

My dad received his name the same day that my younger sister and I received ours. He and his 

brother are the only “elders” left of the Potawatomi in my family, as the rest of my Potawatomi 

family, my grandmother, her sisters and mother have all passed away. Growing up, I wasn’t 

immediately immersed in Potawatomi culture other than being enrolled as a baby and receiving 

my name at seven, and I had never talked to my dad about his experiences growing up 

Potawatomi. He was told at a young age that he was Native American, and in 5th grade, it was 

specified that he was Potawatomi. Other than that, he said, being Native American was something 

that was really never mentioned. He knew that his mother received the Hownikan, but it was not 

something that he was involved with as a child. I asked him about his mom, my Grandma Donna, 

her sisters, and their mother, but because the culture wasn’t really talked about, he has no idea if 

any of them had been named. While some of the cultural disconnect could have stemmed from 

discrimination years and years ago, my dad believes that the reason he and my grandmother were 

not more involved came from a lack of communication and cultural teachings that never made 

their way down to him. 

Talking with my him over the phone made me realize how much the Citizen Potawatomi Nation 

has to offer that our family did not know about previously. Economically, the Nation is much 

more significant than my dad or myself had ever thought, and although he guessed right on the 

number of tribal members, he was caught off guard when I mentioned how our Nation had done 

more than its part to pave the way for other tribes. In school, it was always the Big Five tribes 

that people were taught about, he told me, and those tribes were emphasized in movies and 

stories. The real workings of a tribe, and the amount of resources available to members by the 

Nation, were frequently overlooked because the Citizen Potawatomi Nation simply did not have 

the kind of recognition among non-Natives that other tribes did. In fact, he mentioned, outside 

of Oklahoma, where he grew up, he had not met a single person that had even remotely heard of 

the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. All of the outside non-Native influence on my dad and his family 

affected the way that he grew up with no cultural knowledge, so he decided that when my sister 

and I received our names, he would be named as well. 

My dad was given the name Zhawano, or Southern Wind, that was meant to describe his family’s 

compassion for taking care of other people. It’s true; my dad has always had a selfless heart. 

From big sacrifices to being the last one to eat at the table, his compassion has always inspired 

my siblings and me to show our own compassion towards others. I don’t think he knows it, but 

his name is such a beautiful representation of his personality. Knowing that there is history in his 

ancestry, he’s proud to be Potawatomi, and he’s proud to be a part of a culture that celebrates its 

history, its heritage, and its people.  

ELDER INTERVIEW
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INTERACTIVE WILDLIFE EXHIBIT

Coming up with a solid, realistic, and achievable project is hard enough, but executing that project 

in six weeks is even harder. My partner, Cade Miller, and I went through a few different ideas 

before settling, with the guidance of Jennifer Randell of the Eagle Aviary, on our final project: an 

interactive museum exhibit focusing on wildlife in Potawatomi culture. To make the exhibit more 

than just facts, we also incorporated a “What Can You Do?” component to suggest ideas on how 

to conserve and protect wildlife. These ideas are basic, everyday things that everyone can do! We 

struggled with deciding what kinds of information we would put into the exhibit, and how to make 

it interesting and informative without overloading the guest or oversimplifying the information. 

Meeting with Tesia Zientek and Dr. Kelli Mosteller helped with deciding our focus group, our 

balance of information, and our design structure. 

Our focus group, while serving all museum guests, is generally adults, because children often 

follow the examples of their parents, and because our project also includes wildlife conservation 

ideas meant for all ages. With the focus on adult guests, we hope that the small, easy things they 

can do to help protect wildlife will be seen and mimicked by their children. 

Our information and design structure were guided by Dr. Kelli Mosteller and Nathan Hawkins. Dr. 

Mosteller was extremely helpful in helping us decide that we wanted to focus on animals used for 

food, and some culturally significant animals for conservation. Her insight helped us to decide on 

the animals highlighted. Nathan Hawkins, who helped create all the interactives in the museum, 

was very knowledgeable about the different kinds of designs and interactives we could go with 

for our project. We decided that we wanted to take pieces of the current interactives and use 

them as templates for our project. While the actual interactive will not be completed as part of 

the final project, having the information meant for it and having a basic design and template for it 

will help the project be completed and possibly become a part of the museum. The actual design 

and programming of the interactive, because we will be using templates, will take around 48-50 

hours to complete, program, and install. Because there are no current interactives with animal 

graphics, the design and creation of said graphics and other imagery will take an extra 2-3 hours.

We are planning to set up our exhibit just inside the main doors of the Cultural Heritage Center 

or house our interactive with another interactive exhibit, the medicine interactive in the lifestyle 

section of the museum. Our exhibit focuses on both the animals of the Great Lakes and the Great 

Plains, so on both parts of our culture and history. If the interactive were set up outside of the 

current museum portion of the Cultural Heritage Center, then an additional touch screen would 

need to be purchased. These are currently available for around two-thousand five-hundred dollars. 

PROJECT
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The selection process within the interactive is designed to be simple and effective. If someone 

chooses to focus on the Great Lakes area of the interactive, they will be led to an option to choose 

either “Food” or “Conservation”. Upon choosing “Food”, they are given the options of animals 

that were used for food in the Great Lakes area by our ancestors, including Elk, Fish and Moose. 

Choosing one of the animals will bring up information about that animal, a story about it, if one 

exists in our culture, and what kind of things people can do to conserve that animal. The same is 

true for the three animals in the “Conservation” part of the interactive and for each of the animals 

in the “Food” and “Conservation” sections of the Great Plains area. These animals are those found 

in the grasslands of Kansas and Oklahoma, where our tribe settled and now currently resides. It 

focuses on three animals used for food in the Oklahoma area, Bison, Deer and Rabbit. 

Wildlife all over the country are struggling to keep their habitats, and often, things that we do 

as humans affect the populations of wildlife in our areas. For example, the Eagle is an animal 

conserved throughout the United States, and one of the animals featured in our “Conservation” 

area of the Great Plains. Many people use lead ammunition when hunting, and that can cause lead 

poisoning to eagles who eat the innards of animals that are discarded when hunters clean their kill. 

Buying copper ammunition could solve that problem and save not only eagles, but other predators 

who believe they are having a safe, easy meal from the innards of hunted animals. 

Turtles are another animal featured in our exhibit, and the solution for protecting them is simple: 

use metal, not plastic, straws. There are turtles who end up with plastic straws through the nose, 

which can severely injure them. Offering that simple solution to people is a great way to get them 

to understand the importance of protecting the animals that Creator has sent as equals. 

A big part of understanding why wildlife are to be protected and their habitats conserved is rooted 

in Potawatomi culture. We believe that we, as humans, are not the top of a pyramid, but part of a 

circle. Animals and wildlife are also part of the circle, and they are equal to us in importance. We 

know that these animals give their lives for us when we use them for food, so it is important to 

respect them and offer something, usually tobacco, as a statement of gratitude for their sacrifice. 

Regarding budgeting, Cade played a great role in helping to find a grant that could be used for 

wildlife education. There are also several grants that we could apply for as a Native American 

museum, or because we do have a library with the museum. These grants would make it possible to 

expand the exhibit if needed in the future or purchase a new touch-screen for the exhibit. For now, 

because there are not enough touch-screens for the new interactive, we will present the exhibit as 

being a part of another exhibit. The interactive on medicines in the museum would make a good 

touch-screen and location for our exhibit, because it is in a section of the museum focusing on 

Native American life, where food and conservation would fit in just fine. 

Our project was a lot of work and a lot of planning, but Cade and I think that it will be a great way 

to introduce more of Potawatomi culture into the museum. Including a bit of wildlife conservation 

education is also beneficial to the wildlife around the country, and helps people understand more 

the consequences of their actions when it comes to preserving wildlife and their habitats.
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REFLECTION

Toward the end of the fourth week of the Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP), a couple of 

us girls sat the guys down and showed them the movie version of Les Misérables. The few that 

hadn’t seen it either were miserable themselves as they watched (no pun intended), or thought 

it was all right. While most of them weren’t big on the idea of listening to people sing a movie, 

watching it again was eye-opening for me in a major way. I’d always focused more on the romance 

side of the musical myself, especially when I was younger, but as I watched this time, I was really 

struck by the journey of Jean Valjean. More specifically, I was captivated by his struggle with his 

own identity. Who Am I? was a powerful song that I listened to more clearly this time. It made me 

question myself, my journey, and my own six-week adventure in a small part of Oklahoma, where a 

bigger part of myself than I originally thought was waiting to come through. 

I was given my Potawatomi name at a district meeting when I was seven years old. I always knew 

that I was Native American, but it didn’t mean much to me. I wasn’t a part of the larger, more 

well-known tribes. In fact, when I mentioned I was Native American to anyone who showed any 

interest, they were always doubtful because of the way that I look. I was questioned on the tone 

of my skin color, the fact that I never had feathers braided into my hair, and that I didn’t fluently 

speak the language. The quizzical and condescending looks eventually shunned me into silence; 

I simply didn’t tell anyone that I was Native anymore. It became a hidden part of me, and I didn’t 

know who that part of myself was. 

The hesitation that came with deciding to apply for the program was only matched by the 

concern I experienced when I accepted my invitation to join the Leadership Program. I was 

worried that I should have chosen to do something more related to my wildlife and entomology 

majors. I arrived in Oklahoma with reminders to keep an open mind and appreciate the 

opportunities that I was given, and remembering those, I met the people I would be spending the 

next six weeks of my life with. As a group, we all clicked. Our personalities varied enough that we 

complemented each other, as we soon found out. 

The purpose workshop that Tesia put on for us was incredibly enlightening. Through our 

personality quizzes, I found out that I was one-hundred-percent gold, and I was able to begin 

understanding how I worked things out. It was interesting to sit down with the few other golds 

in the group and be able to talk about the things that we do differently than other personality 

types. It was also fascinating to observe and understand the other interns and their different 

personalities over six weeks of living and constantly interacting with each other. In the most 

basic sense, that was the beginning of my discovering myself as a Potawatomi, even before I had 

thought about it. Because we discovered our gifts that early on into our time here, it was easier to 

focus on the kind of leader that we wished to be for the Nation. We knew where we excelled and 



Cameron Kelly

where we struggled before we took on the intensity of the program; we prepared ourselves for our 

struggles and embraced the parts that showcased our strengths. 

The scheduling of the program was quite the whirlwind of events! Our normal day started at nine in 

the morning with our first session. On Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays most weeks, we received 

language lessons from Justin Neely. Tuesdays featured lunch with the elders, which I thoroughly 

enjoyed. While I never won bingo for Ms. Vicki (because PLP can’t win, as Cade learned the first 

week), just seeing her light up every week when I came in for lunch was such a rewarding feeling. 

Just through this one part of the week, my eyes were truly opened to what the Nation does for our 

elders and for our community. Visiting the different departments was also such an enlightening and 

incredible portion of our summer. Being a wildlife major myself, of course I loved the Eagle Aviary 

and the cultural importance of the eagle. I also found myself intrigued by the Realty, Childcare 

Center, Gun Room, Environmental, and Housing departments and the services that they provide 

that I knew nothing about before the program. 

While the entire program was an amazing introduction to our culture, our heritage and the services 

that we, as a Nation, provide for the citizens in the area and across the country, there were a few 

specific moments that I felt the connection and the pride of being a Potawatomi. The first was 

during Festival. It was the first time I had ever attended, and I helped with the various activities in 

the Long Room of the Cultural Heritage Center. While Grand Entry, dancing, and hand games were 

unbelievably fun and informative, there was one point in time where I felt the most connected to 

both my ancestors and the future generation. While I was helping with the making of moccasins, 

after only having learned how to make them myself a week prior, I met a lady with a six-month-old 

daughter who was struggling to make moccasins for herself and for her baby. After introducing 

myself and talking with her for a bit, I offered to make the baby’s moccasins, and she was touched 

by my offer. I spent some time making them and talking with her about where I was from, what 

my future plans were, and what we were doing for PLP. Before I finished the second moccasin, 

she asked me if I would write the date and my name on the inside of the ear flap. When I finished, 

I fitted the moccasins on the baby’s feet and got to play with her for a little while. It was during 

these couple hours that I really experienced the culture and community that came with being 

Potawatomi. It didn’t matter what I looked like; it was the sharing of knowledge and the connection 

of the people that made me proud of my culture. 

I experienced another moment of true pride during a dance at the Sac and Fox Powwow. It was not 

an official intertribal dance, but it was open to anyone who wished to pay their respects to a family 

who had recently lost their mother to cancer. I was very proud, I think, of who I was and who I had 

become as a Potawatomi as I danced around the drums and just reflected on what it meant to me, 

nearing the end of the program, to be able to be a part of something much larger than myself. 

I would like to express my gratitude to more people than I can name. To Tesia Zientek, for not only 

being an advisor to all of us, but especially to me, in times I found difficult, and for being the best 

example of a strong, proud Potawatomi woman. To Randy Bazhaw, for taking all of the teasing 

and still taking the time to connect with all of us, for being a great mentor and showing us how to 
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make the most of our time here. To Margaret Zientek, for not just making our beautiful regalia, but 

teaching us how to respect our culture and heritage. Thank you to each of y’all for working your 

absolute hardest to make these past six weeks enjoyable, informative and personal to each of us. 

By the time I was writing this paper, I had had a week to reflect on the question that arose while 

watching the musical: Who Am I? Not only was I questioning who I was as a Native American, and 

what that meant to me, but also… Who am I? Who was I, before this program? Who am I now? How 

did living with these people, going through this program and learning all that I did change me as 

a person? Now, I can say that I am proud. I know my gifts, I know how to apply them, and I know 

what it means to me to be Potawatomi. 

To my fellow PLPs: you came into my life as strangers, you became friends, and we’ll part as family. 

I cannot express how much each of you mean to me, both collectively and individually. You have 

dealt with my intense love for Texas, my obsessive bug collection, and my crazy Aggie traditions. 

You are the reason it’ll be so hard to say goodbye come Saturday early morning. I’ll miss all of you 

deeply, but I know we’ll always have a special connection to each other and to the Nation. 
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For my elder interview, I chose to talk to my mom about her connection with the Citizen 

Potawatomi Nation. She had a much different experience growing up than I did. Her grandmother 

was a very involved citizen and played a big part in her early life. My mom remembers going to 

her house as a child and listening to her talk about her father and his involvement in the culture. 

“I remember sitting at my grandmothers kitchen table and hearing her talk with my mom about 

how great-grandpa used to speak Potawatomi to her and make the most beautiful beaded 

moccasins. She would also talk about how he would make the most delicious fry bread for her 

brothers and sisters growing up.”

When my mom was young, her mother moved away from Shawnee to Ardmore. This made 

it a little more difficult for her to be connected to her grandmother as well as the tribe. She 

went to the powwow with her grandparents most years up to that point. She has never lost 

her connection to her tribe and takes great pride in her heritage. She says that being Citizen 

Potawatomi is being part of a powerful and resilient group with a rich and proud background. 

As my mom entered school, she was often called the “wrong kind of Indian” for the town she 

lived in. Ardmore, Oklahoma has a very large Chickasaw population, and that often meant that 

if you were not Chickasaw, they did not really recognize you as Native American even if you had 

a tribal membership card. While in high school, my mom dated a full-blood Chickasaw boy, who 

had to hide the relationship from his mother. When his mother found out, she told him that he had 

to break up with the “white girl” because she wasn’t actually Native. This really took a toll on my 

mom because she knew that she was Potawatomi and felt very much Native. She inherited this 

belief from my grandmother, Ruth, who taught my mom from a young age to stand her ground 

and never to let anyone make her feel less than what she is. 

After my older brother was born, my mom began raising him all by herself, and she enrolled 

him in childcare facilities through the Chickasaw Nation, as the relationship with that tribe had 

seemingly improved in Ardmore. She credits that benefit with being the only way she could have 

worked to feed him. She often used the Chickasaw health clinic in town as well. Although not her 

tribe, this was her first step to exposing her children to Native American culture. She eventually 

met my dad, a non-Native, whom she married and eventually had me with. She then moved 

back to Shawnee for a short time and reconnected with the tribe. From that point, my mom was 

diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis and made the decision to move back to Ardmore to be closer to 

my grandparents so that they could help take care of us when my dad was working. 

ELDER INTERVIEW
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Today, my mom is working on becoming more immersed in the culture of the Citizen Potawatomi 

Nation by learning as much as she can and being as involved as she can be. She hopes to learn as 

much about the way of life before removal as she can. Being the hands-on person that my mom 

is, she wants to learn how to bead and make regalia and the teachings behind those traditions. As 

long as her health holds up, she plans to continue to learn and understand more and more that she 

can then teach her family.
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PROJECT

BREAST CANCER PREDISPOSITION TESTING

This summer began with ten students from all over the United States being put together under 

one roof. Tesia Zientek, Randy Bazhaw, and Margaret Zientek made quick work of deciding who 

each student would be partnered with for the next six weeks to put together a proposal for tribal 

leadership. I was partnered with Brandon Jones because of our common goal to work in the 

healthcare system. He and I bounced around a couple ideas off each other the first week, which 

ranged from fixing up roads to genetic testing. We narrowed down to two main ideas we wanted 

to explore further, genetic testing and a telemedicine system for out-of-state tribal members

After doing some research with Kasie Nichols from the Office of Self-Governance and Dr. Adam 

Vascellaro from the West Clinic, we decided to propose a specific genetic test for breast cancer in 

young women. Brandon and I chose this because it is a much-needed resource for tribal members. 

One out of every eight women are affected by breast cancer in their lifetime (NIH, 2012). The main 

goal of our project is to give women the power and ability to make informed decisions about their 

health. This project will help women take control through education and proper medical testing to 

provide early detection of breast cancer.

The first phase was deciding which test we wanted to use for this project. We picked the 

BRCAvantage 1 and 2 tests. These tests look for the specific gene that causes breast cancer. 

We also decided that we would want to run one hundred tests roughly to make one-eighth 

of the population of Oklahoma women between the ages of eighteen and twenty- five. Dr. 

Vascellaro then pointed us to the federal guidelines for cancer screening. Seven questions request 

information about family history and factors that make a person more likely to get cancer. Those 

seven questions were then put on a mailer, designed by Trey Delonais, that would then be sent 

to the eight hundred eighty-eight women across Oklahoma. Out of those completed, the one 

hundred that have the highest likelihood of developing breast cancer would then be selected 

to participate in the breast cancer testing project. The tests would then be run through DLO or 

Baylor, two potential sites suggested by Steve Weddle at Nations Laboratory Services. Upon 

receiving results, those women who receive a positive test for the breast cancer would then be 

sent to a breast cancer specialist who would inform them of their options and set them up with a 

recurring yearly exam.

Our main plan of execution in the process of developing this project was to speak with as 

many people who could help with the complexities of this project. For the general idea and 

development, we met with Dr. Vascellaro at the West Clinic and emailed him back and forth 

with additional questions. Brandon met with and emailed back and forth with Kasie Nichols 

about grants and ways to use other tribal funds. Charles Clark in Tribal Rolls helped us with 

figuring the number of young Citizen Potawatomi Nation women between ages of eighteen 
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and twenty-five who live in Oklahoma. From there we met with Trey Delonais to design the mailer 

that would be sent to the women, and his department also helped with figuring the cost to print 

and ship those mailers. After that we were connected with Steve Weddle, the owner of Nations 

Laboratory Services, who then contacted Baylor to see if they could offer better pricing on testing. 

We estimate a total budget of two hundred fifty thousand dollars.  None of this would have been 

possible without these people supporting us this summer.

We are hoping that, through our project, the Nation will come to the realization that women should 

be educated and have the right to know if they are at a higher risk for being a carrier of breast 

cancer. We are a strong group of people that constantly strive to be better and provide better 

care for ourselves. With this project, we hope to grow a more educated group of young women 

who know what to look for and have the connections in place to access live-saving preventative 

care and/or medical treatment. I believe that as a Nation, we should be at the forefront of such 

preventative care.
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REFLECTION

At the beginning of my six-week stay at the Sharp House, I met nine other people from all over 

the country. These people come from different backgrounds and different places entirely. I made 

the decision to come here with no preconceptions about the nine people with whom I would 

be living. I chose to do this simply because I wanted to learn about them through their actions, 

not a preconceived idea of who they would be to me. When I arrived, I was met by three of my 

fellow PLP students. We walked in with Tesia and Randy and were given a big welcome by our 

house mom, Margaret. We took a quick tour of the house and did what most teenagers would 

do. We went to the kitchen. Nate, Gabby, Cameron, and I made food and started to get to know 

each other through the regular “get to know people” questions as we waited on everyone else to 

arrive. That night we played card games and broke the ice. I was not expecting these nine random 

strangers to become my family, but here’s a hint: they did. 

There’s a saying that goes, “if you throw people in a locked room they’ll eventually work their 

way out.” Well, that idea got physically tested the first week. Tesia and Randy took the group to 

Oklahoma City to take part in a “practice” of our ability to work together to solve problems. We 

went to “The Escape Room” on 23rd street and were broken down into two groups of six. My 

group was put in the laboratory themed room, which excited me a lot. We were then tasked with 

getting out of the lab before an alien invasion happened. We had to open locks, solve riddles, 

and look for clues all in under an hour. This actually reminded me a lot of the popular cartoon 

Scooby Doo, although there was no talking dog. We seemed to figure things out rather quickly, 

but we ended up having to use one of our clues to get the briefcase open. We were stuck for 

at least fifteen minutes on it; we tried every combination of the three numbers given that we 

could, but it just would not open. When the clue arrived, it was actually a very simple mistake. 

None of us actually knew how to open the briefcase, but we had the combination right. That was 

embarrassing. After that, it was smooth sailing, but we ended up losing to the other team by 

around a minute or two. It was a blast and a great way to get to know how we worked together. 

Tesia, Randy, and Margaret actually ended up using the experience, as well as other factors, to 

break us into our groups for our final projects. 

I may not have started with this information, but I am a biochemistry major and have every 

intention of working in the field of genetics after earning my degree. One of the best parts of this 

summer has been working on a genetic research project for our Nation. I was excited to hear from 

Dr. Vascellero that the Nation had begun some sort of genetic research for drug sensitivity. He and 

I spent a large deal of my doctor visit talking about that program and where it could lead. Based 

on this conversation, Brandon and I chose to do a project for the health services department. 

After coming up with a list of ideas, we decided to do a genetic predisposition testing project. We 

met and emailed with Dr. Vascellero throughout most of the summer to help us with logistics and 

connections in the medical and genetic worlds. He set a meeting up for us with Steve Weddle, the 
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owner of Nations Laboratory Services. When we met with Steve, we discussed our project and he 

was able to give us a very good contact to Baylor University. This has been an amazing opportunity 

to develop contacts with people from whom I can learn. I loved getting the opportunity to get my 

foot in the door of the world I will hopefully live in one day.

Remember that hint? Well, I’m back to explain. These nine people have all had a huge impact on 

me in the last six weeks. We went from not knowing each other to knowing maybe a little too much 

at times. I love each and every one of the 2018 PLP. The first night, we played cards and talked too 

much and made what would be our very first inside joke. I quickly learned that each of us had very 

different personalities. During the purpose workshop we did with Tesia the first Sunday, we learned 

our personality colors. I am gold. Through this exercise, we were able to understand how each of us 

work compared to the others. As the time passed, we learned that these differences actually made 

our group very strong and well-rounded. One Saturday, we went on a group trip to Oklahoma City 

to go shopping. We ended the night by going to see a movie in the Bricktown theater. We decided 

to go watch Tag, a movie about a group of adult men who play the kid’s game of tag every May. 

They do it so they stay friends and stay young. Because of that movie, our PLP group decided that 

we would play tag every June, the month of the Family Reunion Festival. I can’t wait to see what 

happens next summer; I’m looking forward to this game as we all try to come together. Through 

many nights of family dinners, early mornings, and late nights, my second family was created. It 

may be a crazy one, but we always have the best stories. 

This summer has been such an amazing experience, and I would not trade it for anything in the 

whole world. Each and every day, I met someone new that never failed to make this feel more like a 

home. From department heads that offered to help us or just to talk if we had questions, to people 

coming up to us in the bowling center and asking us who we are and saying that they are proud of 

us. I came here not knowing a lot about my culture, and I believe I will never learn everything that 

I could possibly want to--simply because I want to know everything. I have fallen in love with the 

culture and the traditions of the Potawatomi people. I have never felt more proud of who I am than 

at my very first Grand Entry dance. As our group danced into the circle, I felt my mind drifting to 

our ancestors and feeling them all around us as the drum continued to beat. It was the best feeling I 

have ever had. 

 I just want to say thank you to everyone who took part in making this program possible. I know 

that it is no simple task, but it is appreciated beyond what you can imagine. You are affecting the 

lives of everyone in our Nation and keeping us alive. Our job as the Seventh Fire is to turn back to 

our ways and revive our culture, language, teachings, and traditions. We are a Nation of endurance 

with a willingness to fight for ourselves. I am so proud to call myself Potawatomi and to see where 

this fire takes us. Migwetch and bama pi. 
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My mother, Christine McCurley, was just a few years older than I was when she first started to 

learn about the tribe. She was in the same place I was before my time at St. Gregory’s University. 

She knew she was enrolled in the Citizen Potawatomi Nation, and she knew she was a member of 

the Bruno family. That was about it, though.

My mother began researching our culture when she became curious about our family history. 

She loved listening to the stories about her ancestors and what they were like. She began asking 

her family for as many stories as she could and asking about the culture. My mom later learned 

that some of our family members had been treated poorly by certain members of the tribe. This 

led to her distancing herself from the tribe. She felt that our family is Potawatomi, but we can be 

Potawatomi without the tribe. Now, as she sees me interact with the tribe and learn our culture, 

she sees that being part of a community is important.

I am much like my mother in the fact that I grew up most of my life knowing little about the 

Nation. I knew that because I was Citizen Potawatomi, I could receive certain benefits that others 

could not, such as affordable healthcare and scholarships for college. However, I did not know 

anything about the Citizen Potawatomi Nation’s history and the hardships our people had faced. 

During my senior year of high school, though, I wanted to find out more about my heritage, just as 

my mom had before me.

I soon found out about the scholarship to attend St. Gregory’s University and thought that would 

be a good way to get involved with the tribe. Unfortunately, St. Gregory’s ceased operations 

my first semester there. Thankfully, though, I was able to attend the Introduction to Citizen 

Potawatomi Nation classes taught by Tesia Zientek and Joshua Bullock while I was there. I learned 

a lot about the culture and history of the tribe during this course. Tesia also mentioned the 

Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP) almost every class, and students who had participated 

in the program in the past shared what it was like for them. Once applications opened up for the 

PLP, I got to work on the essay questions. 

I am now even more informed about the tribe and how it works. I am also working with some 

amazing people that I hope I will continue to keep in contact with throughout the years. The 

employees of the tribe work extremely hard. Each employee has many jobs, and they do them 

well. I have a new respect for the way the tribe works and how hard everyone works to keep 

things going smoothly and to preserve the culture that we almost lost.

ELDER INTERVIEW
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PROJECT

NATIONAL MUSEUM DAY

I wanted to pick a project that would benefit all of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation, not just the 

members here in Oklahoma. My partner, Selah Bellscheidt, is from Washington State and wanted 

the same thing for our project as well. With that in mind, we started brainstorming to figure out 

what we could do that would help that many people. We thought focusing on the culture would 

be a good place to start since only those in Oklahoma and those fortunate enough to make a trip 

to Oklahoma could easily get a taste of our culture.

At first, we were thinking of doing something with our language but soon realized that there were 

plenty of resources for our language on the internet. Then, we thought using the internet we be 

a good way to reach everyone in the Nation. Soon after, the idea of a virtual tour for the Cultural 

Heritage Center (CHC) came to us. The concept was inspired by virtual tours that colleges have of 

their campuses.

Since this seemed to be something that many museums have implemented, we assumed that 

the CHC had already thought about this. Selah and I got in contact with Dr. Kelli Mosteller, the 

Director of the CHC, and Mr. Blake Norton, the Curator of the CHC, to ask them about what they 

thought about our project idea. They told us that they had already been working on details for a 

virtual tour and had gotten as far as applying for a technology grant. We were worried that we 

were going to have to change our project. However, Dr. Mosteller told us that they had not 

worked on a marketing plan for the tour yet and thought that we should make that the focus 

of our project.

Selah and I met with Tesia Zientek to have a brainstorm session to figure how to market the tour. 

We decided to set aside a day for a kind of party for the tour. The idea is to get people from every 

district to tour the museum together. This was going to be a nationwide ordeal that was going to 

take a large amount of planning and coordination between all of the districts. 

The best way, we believe, this would work is if the Legislators and PLP students work together. 

This would be both current and former PLP. This would allow for the experienced leadership of 

the Legislators, along with representation and input of the younger demographic. Having both 

groups cooperate provides viewpoints for citizens of all ages. To accomplish this, we would need 

to talk to the education department so we could get the contact information for all the PLP and 

find out which ones would be interested in assisting with tour. Then we would need to get those 

PLP in touch with their district’s Legislator.

For this to work, we would need all districts to work together. The tribal legislators would need 

to figure what would be the best place to meet within their district. Most of the time, there are 

several meetings within a district in different areas throughout the year, but the legislator of each 
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district would need to find out would be best place for just one meeting for the whole district. This 

could be accomplished by the legislator of a district communicating with the PLP and working to 

select the venue and how to provide catering. This leaves the price of the venue and food up to 

each district. The funds for that, along with a projector, if needed, would come from the community 

events budget that is administered by each legislator.

We are going to advertise this event using as many of the CPN’s resources as possible. We would 

ask all of the Legislators to announce National Museum Day at all their district meetings. Putting 

it in the Hownikan would be crucial. That way, it gets to all the citizens that are signed up for the 

Hownikan. We would also speak with Public Information about putting ads on different Facebook 

pages that CPN runs, including, but not limited to the CHC’s page and the CPN’s page. One of, if 

not the most important, advertisement spots is the Cultural Heritage Center’s own website, www.

potawatomiheritage.org. These forms of advertisement are able to reach many members of the 

tribe all over the U.S., while still being cost efficient.

Working on a project like this, Selah and I thought the expenses were going to be larger than they 

we actually found them to be. The first cost we looked at was how much the advertising itself was 

going to be. After talking to Public Information, we found that the only price was the hourly wage 

of the Nation’s graphic designer so that they could create the advertisement itself. The reason for 

this is because Public Information does not charge for internal requests. We are also wanting to 

have buttons for memorabilia, this costs around $450. The funds for that would come out of the 

CHC’s budget. The venues for each meeting would vary depending on each district because they 

would meet in different places, with different catering options. These funds would come out of 

each Legislative district’s community events budget. For people to view the tour, they are going to 

need a project. We assume most venues would have a projector, but in case they do not, a projector 

can be purchased for $300-$500 or rented for one day at $79. The legislators’ community 

event budget would cover this as well. The price of the event may come at a cost, but it is not 

astronomical by any means.

For the date of National Museum Day, we decided that we are going to plan for a day in September. 

In September of 1838, our ancestors were forcibly removed from our homelands in the Great Lakes 

region. They had a long, treacherous journey ahead of them that brought much death. We became 

separated from our people along the way, splitting our tribe apart. This was a horrible event in our 

people’s history. Through these gatherings, we hope to bring our people together once again, if 

even for one day.

Working with Selah showed me how hard it is for citizens outside of Oklahoma to be part of the 

Nation. Since she is from Washington, she does not have access to all the services and cultural 

opportunities that CPN offers to its citizens. I am privileged to have these kind of luxuries, yet I 

never took advantage of them and did not become involved with the Nation until this last year. 

Knowing where you come from and what that means is extremely important, and not being able to 

learn about it is awful. I hope that this tour comes to fruition and helps all of the citizens that do not 

have the same opportunities as those who live here in Oklahoma.
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REFLECTION

My time with Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP) has been extremely beneficial to me as I 

continue to research my heritage. I have learned about our history, culture, governance, and all 

the services that the Citizen Potawatomi Nation (CPN) offers to its citizens. I had learned some 

this last fall while attending St. Gregory’s University, but through the program, I have been able to 

get up close and personal with what the Nation does on a daily basis. I have also had the chance 

to work with some amazing people over these last few weeks. This has been a truly incredible 

experience.

Before starting the program, what I knew about the Nation was what I had learned from my time 

at St. Gregory’s University. While there, I had to take a class on the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. 

Through this class, I was able to learn quite a bit about what goes on within the Nation. However, 

going through the PLP and getting to see everything first-hand made everything seem so much 

more impressive. Everything seems to run smoothly. The departments communicate so well, 

allowing jobs to get done in a timely manner. What makes this even more impressive is how many 

hats each employee has to wear. No one has just one specific job. Everyone has multiple jobs 

to do, with each requiring different skills. For example, Dr. Jim Collard is the Chief of our police 

department and is also on the Director of the economic development department. He is not the 

only employee like this either.

The Nation takes care of its citizens in many different ways. Everything the Nation does takes 

care of its members in one way or another. As an education major, one of the departments I was 

eager to learn about was the education department. What was unique about this department 

from the rest of the others that we looked at is how young it is. Being only a year and a half 

old, the progress the department has made is astounding. They have created partnerships with 

different schools and are currently working on more. The way that students apply for and receive 

scholarships now is much easier and more organized than it was in the past. They not only help 

citizens with their education, they also help them find different resources that the Nation offers. 

Since helping manage the Potawatomi Leadership Program, they have done a wonderful job 

organizing the program each year. Seeing how hard all of them work to help the Nation’s students 

is inspiring to me as a future educator, and I can only hope that I can make as big as an impact 

they do.

The Nation is not only focused on services though; it is also is trying to bring back the culture of 

our people. The places where that effort is most evident are in the Cultural Heritage Center (CHC) 

and the Language Department. The CHC has made strong efforts to display the history of our 

Nation. In the Center, the exhibits themselves create a timeline showing each step we’ve taken as 

a people arrive to place that we are now: first going through the Seventh Fire Prophecy; and then 

moving to the way our ancestors used live their everyday lives; through the section that shows 
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the horrors of the Trail of Death, but also showing how we were able to overcome and adapt; then 

showing all legal battles we had to fight, not just as CPN, but as also as Native Americans, so that 

we could have our basic rights and to make sure that the United States (U.S.) Government followed 

through with their promises. It brings to light how strong we are and helps to show others why we 

are still fighting. Dr. Mosteller and the rest of the Heritage Center staff are doing an amazing job, 

and I know they will continue to improve the CHC however they can.

The Language Department is also taking huge steps to bring back our culture. A huge part of any 

culture - whether that be Hispanic, Asian, or European - is the language, and ours was beaten out 

of us. We were forced into boarding schools, where we were punished for speaking our language. 

For some of those who went through this period, this was the only language they knew.  Justin 

Neely and the rest of the department put forth an immense amount of effort to make the language 

accessible to those that want to learn. They have created many classes from high school to college 

level, all of which are online so that anyone can access them. There is also a dictionary that citizens 

can download so that may look up certain words that they do not know. These classes are not 

focused simply on translating words or how the grammar works, but rather they also explain the 

meanings behind certain phrases and how they are used with our traditions.  Our language was 

once disappearing, but it is now being brought back thanks to the work done by the language 

department.

In between visiting departments and speaking with our Nation’s leaders, I was able to get to know 

a fantastic group of people. Even though I have spent a year living in college dorms, I was not 

sure how things would go living in a house with eleven other people. However, it has been a great 

experience. We have dinner together every night with engaging conversation that, more often than 

not, leaves everyone laughing. I do not think I have laughed more, or laughed harder than I have 

in my life, than I have since I arrived at the Sharp House. I have grown close to this group through 

sharing meals at the Bistro, working on projects, and simply talking to one another. 

One of the best ways we all communicated with each other was through the talking circle. I had 

experienced a talking circle in the past, but these meant so much more. The ones I had been in 

before were the circles in the Introduction to the CPN class at St. Gregory’s. They were with my 

classmates, and the topics discussed did not strike me as deep as the topics discussed in the PLP 

talking circles. My fellow PLP had replies that were well thought through and came from the heart. 

In these circles, we laughed, we cried, and we grew together. It was something I always looked 

forward to each week, and it was always worth the wait.

The effort put into this program is remarkable. The leaders of the PLP, Tesia Zientek, Margaret 

Zientek, Randy Bazhaw, and everyone else that helped put the Potawatomi Leadership Program 

together did an amazing job. I learned how the Nation runs from the inside out. The employees 

of the Nation are excellent, hardworking individuals, and I am proud to say I know that there are 

people like them working for the CPN. I am glad I have gotten to know such amazing and unique 

individuals over these last several weeks. It is an experience that I will never forget. To put it simply, 

the Potawatomi Leadership Program was good.
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My elder interview is not by someone who wants to talk about how great the tribe is but rather 

how far we have come from so little in such a short period. It was my pleasure to walk in an elder’s 

shoes through how that progress was made and appreciate what we are blessed with now. That 

elder is my grandmother, the great-great-granddaughter of Louis Vieux, whose claim to fame was 

owning a toll bridge to cross the Vermillion River, which made him quite wealthy, as well as being 

the great-grandfather to arguably the greatest athlete of all time, Jim Thorpe.  

I had never talked to my grandmother about how she came about her heritage or how much she 

valued it until now. Upon asking her how she first knew she was Citizen Potawatomi, she told 

me about how her grandmother took her to a tribal meeting when she was eight or nine years 

old, which we now know today as the General Council.  When asked about how her heritage was 

instated in her life, she shot back quickly. “My grandmother was adamant about every child and 

grandchild being on the rolls before so many beneficial sources were provided, solely because she 

was proud of her heritage.” Acknowledging the services and blessings that the tribe provides, she 

sees that the healthcare the tribe provides for members has played a large role in her children’s 

lives as well as the academic opportunities for her grandchildren.

The Family Reunion Festival has started to be an annual tradition for my family. When asked 

about what her favorite part of Festival, she told me “The grand entry is a unique opportunity to 

see the Potawatomi embrace their culture, and Festival has started to be a family reunion because 

it brings our family together, from California to Texas and right here in Indian Country.” Cultural 

heritage has always been valued in my family, and I can remember as a child coming to Shawnee 

and visiting the Cultural Heritage Center (CHC) with my grandmother and family. Being conscious 

of that, I inquired how she felt about the CHC. “The family exhibits that were in the center 

before it flooded were really good, and I appreciate how our ancestor’s lifestyle was portrayed 

in the traditional aspect.”  Talking with my Grandmother was an excellent source to get a family 

members viewpoint of how far the nation has come and how we should appreciate our progress.

ELDER INTERVIEW
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INTERACTIVE WILDLIFE EXHIBIT

While being introduced to the program, I became aware of the project at hand. Working with 

my partner, Cameron Kelly, we came up with an informative, interactive, and inexpensive way 

to communicate with visitors at the Cultural Heritage Center (CHC). Our project idea is to 

educate visitors at the Cultural Heritage Center about the role wildlife had in our cultural 

teachings and the food chain. The CHC includes exhibits about how we as Potawatomi travelled, 

where we lived, and how we traded. It features displays about constellations, the Great Lakes, 

European influence, and the seven fires. However, the CHC does not have any displays about why 

the animals that are prominent in our culture are important and how they fulfill an even bigger 

need for feeding ourselves, including how our way of life was changed after we were removed 

from our ancestral homelands.  

To introduce and educate visitors to these concepts, we propose using a touch screen monitor 

with a 24-inch display and an interactive layout. For the layout, we split the animals into two 

different regions and focused on the two different roles they played as discussed earlier. We 

originally went with the Great Lakes region and then transitioned into including the Great Plains 

as well due to our removal from our homelands. In this way, we could educate individuals about 

the lifestyle we used to live. Thanks to Nathan Hawkins, CPN Web Developer, we were able to get 

proper designs to present to illustrate how the proposed layout of the project along with a final 

design of our vision.

Meeting with Dr. Mosteller was informative because originally, we wanted to put the interactive 

monitor somewhere between the part of the center that featured information about where we 

used to live and between the significant historical figures and documents.  However, after talking 

with Dr. Mosteller, we found out that there are not enough power outlets to which to source 

the monitor. She suggested that perhaps the monitor should be placed in the lobby or at the 

entrance, where there would be a greater chance of getting power to the monitor, which would 

also make it easier on the crew that would install the system. We concluded that we should put 

the interactive monitor at the entrance of the Cultural Heritage Center due to it being a single 

entity of a display and section of the museum. I also believe that because of it being towards the 

beginning of the center that it will pick up more action from the younger audience.

The wildlife that we chose to focus on are Bison, Deer, Rabbits, Snakes, Butterflies, the Eagle, 

Bears, Turtles, and Birds. The ones that are conservation-based were selected by their chance of 

being susceptible to disease, poisoning, or other factors that could cause major population loss in 

each of those species. We selected the other wildlife because it played a major role in feeding our 

Nation and trading pelts for goods.  

PROJECT
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When we met with the IT department about what technology and programming might be needed, 

we discussed the budget for the project.  Originally, the touch screen monitors we were going to 

use would of cost about $2500, but since the screen pads are wearing down, we found out that 

they were looking at different options. When we met with Nathan Hawkins about programming 

and designs, he suggested that we should go with a new model of touch screen, one that would 

be better suited to children.  The model that he showed us would also be more cost effective in the 

end with less technical work and durability while having the same starting cots of $2500.  When 

meeting with IT, we also learned that 40-50 hours of programming would be involved.  

My grandfather was a game warden for 25 years for the state of Oklahoma, and conservation has 

always played a role in my life, so it appealed to me when Cameron, who is a wildlife and biology 

major, wanted to do a project that promoted wildlife education through both cultural influence 

and conservation. The project overall was a great opportunity to talk and build relationships with 

Nathan Hawkins, Dr. Kelli Mosteller, the IT staff, and Jennifer Randell and Bree Dunham from the 

Eagle Aviary.  
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REFLECTION

Coming into the PLP, I honestly wasn’t sure what to expect. We came into the program being 

told we are the future leaders of the Nation and our community. My grandma reminds me of 

how far the tribe has come in such a short period every time that our heritage comes up at the 

dinner table on Sundays. When I was selected for the program, I searched through social media 

to try and figure out the people I would be living with. Truthfully, my first thought when I found 

out that Selah, a girl from the state of Washington, was going to be in the program, I guessed 

that we wouldn’t get along, but today she’s one of my best friends. The same thing can be said 

for William; both of us were from rural Caddo County, and since I had never even heard his 

name, I figured that we wouldn’t get along. It’s funny the way things turn out. Being brought 

into a household with nine other individuals from across the United States with colliding beliefs, 

alternate perspectives, and different lifestyles was a change–a rather large change at that--

but nonetheless we overcame it. Over the course of six weeks, we all improved as people while 

becoming closer, more educated, and better prepared. We learned each other’s greatest gifts, 

worst flaws, our favorite aspirations, and most hated pet-peeves.  

It is because of a strong leader and council that we have such a respected and influential presence 

in the Native American community and Oklahoma. Being born and raised in Oklahoma, I knew 

about the influence that tribes could economically have on their communities; however, I had no 

idea the impact that the Citizen Potawatomi Nation has on the county and surrounding counties. 

With a fluctuating employee size of around 2,300 employees, the Citizen Potawatomi Nation is 

Pottawatomie County’s largest employer. 

One thing became apparent through all of the departments and every person that the nation 

employs: the Citizen Potawatomi Nation genuinely cares about its members and every single 

employee, no matter the job that they hold. Tribal members take pride in doing their part to help 

serve the community, but I think those employees that are not Citizen Potawatomi take just as 

much pride in the work and service that the tribe does for the community. At every department, 

we hear how people love their job and their coworkers even more. The tribe’s focus isn’t on 

making money; it’s about bettering the community. In a state in which oil and natural gas is king, 

the tribe has given an economically viable option for Pottawatomie County and the surrounding 

area. It has given new hope for the community in a struggling state’s economy. 

The Citizen Potawatomi Nation has taken on the responsibility of providing for the surrounding 

communities. By cross-deputizing the tribe’s police department, the surrounding communities 

receive stronger protection from a stronger, more highly-educated, and better-equipped staff 

to handle all situations that may arise in a time of crisis. The water district deserves recognition 

as well. The role that the rural water district plays in the southern region of the county is vital, 

supplying water to well over 800 people stretching from Tecumseh to Asher. 
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As a young man in a business major, I am constantly thinking about how to build my wealth. 

Personally, the First National Bank was something that astonished me, especially since I had 

never even known that the Nation even owned a bank before I came to the program. What really 

surprised me was how fast the bank’s loaning capital had grown in such a short period of time, as 

well as the number of branches that are operating. Meeting the board of directors, which includes 

so many prominent members as well as local businesspeople, was an awesome experience. 

On the same token, becoming a homeowner is on every young person’s mind, and coming up with 

the finances to do so is always difficult. When visiting with the housing department, we heard about 

opportunities for elders, tribal members, and employees to live in various tribal-owned homes 

across the county, both large and small. The thing that caught my attention along with everyone 

else’s was the mortgage option. Having the ability to put $20,000 dollars’ worth of capital on 

mortgage from the tribe and not have to pay that back with the sole promise that you would live 

there for a designated period was really intriguing for me. 

Growing up in agriculture and developing a passion for the field through the FFA, the realty 

department was a quick fit. Five minutes after walking through the doors, I thought to myself 

that this was something I could do for the rest of my life. I think the thing that attracted me 

the most would be how familiar I was with the work. My grandfather has had a major influence 

in my life, and the work he did as a landman for oil companies as well as managing big game 

ranches made me feel as if I had been prepared for a job of this type. I truly loved every aspect 

of the realty department. 

For me, the greatest thing about the PLP wasn’t the economic aspect of such an intricate 

organization or getting to partake in such amazing activities, but rather it was the people that we 

met in every department that made the largest impact on me. It didn’t matter if they were Citizen 

Potawatomi; they cared about the work they were doing and loved it. Thank you to each of the 

directors for sharing your departments with us. Thank you to Chairman Barrett and Vice-Chairmen 

Mrs. Capps for giving us this opportunity and for having lunch with us. Lastly, I would like to thank 

Tesia for guiding us throughout this entire journey. Thank you, Margaret, for always being there for 

us and designing our regalia. Randy, you’re a role model. You truly inspire me with your ability to 

be inclusive in every person’s life in the program, right down to tagging along in my dreams. When 

Tesia talks about the PLP being the future of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation, you exemplify what is 

envisioned by us all and I commend you for that. Thank you to everyone who took time out of their 

schedule to make this program possible. I applaud everyone for their role in the Nation and can’t 

wait to see what the future holds for the Citizen Potawatomi Nation.
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On July 12, 2018, I had the opportunity to sit down with Tribal Legislator Paul Schmidlkofer and 

discuss the history and future of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. Paul’s journey within CPN has 

been extensive, and he has had a front-row seat to witness the development of the Nation he 

has been elected to serve for a little over two decades. When Paul returned to Tecumseh as a 

teenager, he recalled initially thinking that the Nation’s headquarters were grand buildings that 

“didn’t look so bad.” Only when his father took Paul and his brothers down a dirt road to the 

“flimsy shack” that actually served as headquarters did he realize that the buildings they passed 

had been the Indian Health Service buildings established for this area. The Nation’s economic 

development at the time was limited to a bicycle factory and artificial rock production. Today, 

under the steady hand of Chairman Barrett and experienced leaders like Paul Schmidlkofer, 

Citizen Potawatomi Nation has prospered and matured into the truly sovereign and secure Nation 

that you and I know.

Growing up, Paul’s father was a member of the armed forces and moved their family around about 

every two years. This self-identifying “service brat” says that although he was never able to lay 

roots anywhere they temporarily lived, being a member of the Potawatomi Nation tied him to this 

area and was his anchor. CPN is part of the core of who he is. After returning nearly 50 years ago, 

Paul recalls being volunteered by his father to assist with the grounds keeping of headquarters 

and working with the Arts and Culture Program to learn how to bead, make pipes, and work with 

silver (all things he does to this day). Paul worked throughout high school, and upon graduation 

received the Indian Action Scholarship. He then attended Oklahoma State University to receive 

a degree in Industrial Design. Because of the Nation’s influence on his life, he has always felt the 

need to return to “give back”; however, similar to today, few opportunities exist for a young kid to 

get involved. Paul continued to attend Festival and attempted to be visible within the Nation, but 

it wasn’t until he was 40 years old when he was asked to serve in leadership. From the Grievance 

Committee to the Business Committee and now to the Legislative Council, he has experienced 

and helped lead the Nation at multiple stages in our history of development. Starting with “bad 

family reunion” Council meetings to today’s relatively calm ones, and now with about 23 years of 

experience in elected positions, it is extremely evident that Paul’s call to service (similar to his call 

to be an Educator) is something he enjoys and is effective at.

As I mentioned, Paul started out on the Grievance Committee. For those like myself who don’t 

know what this was, the Grievance Committee was a branch of the early Nation’s government 

that investigated and kept a check on the Business Committee all while handling grievances that 

tribal members might have filed against our leaders. The Business Committee was the executive 

committee that operated and administered services for the entire Nation and was comprised of 

five individuals. Paul shared the story of when Linda Capps, now our Vice Chairman, called and 

asked him to serve, and although he only had a vague description, he agreed to “throw his hat 
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in the ring.” Although the Grievance Committee wouldn’t be an overly enjoyable experience, Paul 

diligently served the Nation and exemplified the integrity all leaders must exhibit. After five years 

of service, Paul gladly departed from the Grievance Committee and continued to remain involved 

in our Nation’s evolution. Not ten years later, Paul volunteered his service once again, and his 

impressive record of leadership served as a catalyst to gain a seat on the Business Committee. 

Many things have progressed in Paul’s tenure. Our nation has undergone tremendous growth 

under Chairman Barrett and Vice-Chairman Capps. The biggest difference between the Citizen 

Potawatomi Nation of Paul’s youth and the one that we see today is the continuity of leadership. 

During his childhood, tribal leaders only served short terms that didn’t allow programs to establish 

or grow. Today, individuals with years of experience and a plethora of institutional knowledge 

lead our Nation. A prospering Nation needs an executive with vision and a team of equally strong 

leaders, and that’s exactly what we have. When we lose vision, we lose ourselves. Although 

Legislators may not be in a position to establish goals for the Nation, it is through their unique 

experiences and opinions that we are able to establish well-rounded, efficient, and just entities 

and programs. There are many things that Paul could be most proud of on behalf of the Citizen 

Potawatomi Nation, but the thing that stands above the rest is Grand Entry of the annual Family 

Reunion Festival. After attending years of Festivals where Potawatomi members were edged out of 

our own arena, seeing people reembrace their connection to our Nation and our culture is the entire 

reason Paul can be found enjoying each day of Festival getting to know more and more members 

while reconnecting with familiar faces.

To the future leaders of our Nation, Paul says, “Quit your whining, get up, and let’s go.” To this, I 

couldn’t agree more. We have been blessed with the positioning of Citizen Potawatomi Nation. 

From where we were a mere fifty years ago to today, we have undergone unparalleled growth and 

development, but it shouldn’t stop here. The future excites me even more. We sit on the precipice 

of opportunity. With the world at our fingertips and the wide array of members and skills that 

our Nation has, who is to say what is next for CPN. From establishing careers to allowing our 

Nation to thrive, Paul says it is our time to “show up.” He also advises, “Learn that not everything 

is simply black and white. Look outside the box. Look for the big picture.” Leading a Native Nation 

requires no extra qualities than if you were to lead a corporation, a state or a family. It just requires 

a “sensitivity to Native American culture,” according to Paul. “Get an education, get involved, 

but don’t rush yourself, do good, and listen to people.” Only by doing these things can the next 

generation ensure the success of CPN and its members. In closing, Paul says, “Don’t be afraid to 

make a mistake. Just don’t make a big one. Marrying my wife is the only thing I ever did right the 

first time.” With that said, I think it’s time that we all get out, get involved, and make some mistakes!
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PROJECT

MSHIKÉ PARK

When I learned that I had been accepted to the Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP), my 
mind immediately began racing about ideas for a final project. A student with the opportunity to 
present an idea publicly to our Nation’s leadership is a rare, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Many 
concepts came into my mind; from the establishment of an Office of Governmental Affairs to 
the construction of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation Embassy in Washington D.C., I was positive 
that my project would have had something to do with Intergovernmental Affairs. I was extremely 
off. My partner, Gabriella Gombas, and I have decided to pursue and present the idea of  Mshiké 
Park, a modern cultural and social gathering place that aims to pave the way for community 
development and cultural awakening. Because of the turtle’s significance to Potawatomi culture 
and the frequency at which they appear in the creek that runs through the park, we have adorned 
the greenspace with its Potawatomi name. The park that we have envisioned encompasses 
aspects that include every family member regardless of their age. The two crown jewels of  Mshiké 
Park are the Potawatomi Trail of Death walking memorial and the  Mshiké Theatre.

In the days leading up to our arrival at PLP, I had the opportunity to sit down with one 
of Pottawatomie County’s largest Real Estate Brokers and discuss the glacial pace of 
development within this area. We concluded that without the establishment and continuation of 
homeownership, our city and county would never be able to reach its full potential and would 
be stunted by socioeconomics. There had to be a solution, and I knew I had to play a role in 
discovering and fixing it, so I went to work. I began pondering: “What encourages growth of 
municipalities and how can we accelerate the catalyst locally?” Business. As if the answer wasn’t 
obvious enough. In most cases, people live where they work, and the income they receive from 
their job is what fuels a local economy. Therefore, if we wanted to develop an economy, we had to 
develop the workforce.

Throughout our time in PLP, Gabby and I have both witnessed firsthand the workforce 
development that the Nation provides, but we thought we could take it one step further. New 
businesses and budding families flock to areas that have a sense of community, character, public 
amenities, and a desirable lifestyle. Locally, the Avedis Foundation, the Blue Zones Project, 
Community Market, and Shawnee’s growth are aiding in many of these needs, but how can CPN 
enhance its contributions? This was my thought process behind presenting  Mshiké Park to Gabby. 
I was lucky enough to have a partner who embraced the idea and intuitively included things that I 
had not considered. Working with her was a true honor, and I know that whatever Gabby chooses 
to pursue, she will succeed at it.

A project such as this one requires constant communication and a strong baseline when starting 
out. We spent the first few days brainstorming and trying to piece together ideas that would lay 
out nicely into the overview of the park. Before we could design the park, however, we met with 
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Bill Smith and Jessica Impson of Construction. Mr. Smith walked us through the vacant properties 

that surround the Nation and advised us to select the location we best saw that fit our needs and 

did not impede on CPN’s strategic development plan. Next came the fun part: designing the park. 

Gabby and I divided the workload and each adopted an idea within the park to be nurtured. Gabby 

decided to embrace the cultural side of the park, and I pursued the community-centered amenities. 

We continued to work together and communicate our findings very well but thought that if we 

each had an area of “expertise,” our ideas would be more developed, and the project would not be 

as overwhelming. One of the first meetings that we had after selecting our location was with Ms. 

Impson, an Architectural Designer employed by the Nation who had agreed to assist us in actually 

producing renderings for our presentation. During this meeting, we were actually able to create 

a rough draft of our project and got an aerial view of what we should expect. Next, we met with 

Bree Dunham and Jennifer Randell from the Eagle Aviary to discuss moving our project to their 

facility. We were able to sit down with both of them and address concerns such as maintaining 

the tranquility of the Aviary for the eagles and making the area more accessible to the community. 

We were then able to walk the grounds and see the type of walking trail one entity has already 

established. This is where Gabby and I had our first hesitations. We were unsure which location best 

fit our needs overall, so upon the advice of Tesia Zientek, we emailed Vice-Chairman Capps for her 

opinion on location. Ms. Capps was extremely helpful in addressing the fact that our project area is 

not even owned by the Nation yet and is tied up in a legal battle. She even was helpful enough to 

suggest two locations that we had not thought of that were construction ready. Before we could 

even email her back, we had the opportunity to meet with Dr. Kelli Mosteller and received advice 

that was vital to the establishment of the memorial. From location to monument design and helpful 

dos and don’ts, our meetings began to point us in the right direction. We also emailed Ms. Impson 

who left the decision up to us of where to place the park but drafted a very helpful pros and cons 

list for each location. As Gabby and I talked and reviewed the information we had been given, we 

concluded that for the sake of our project we would continue designing as if the placement was just 

south of the Festival Grounds (our original location), and let Ms. Capps and Impson know. Finally, 

we pieced together a presentation with the information we had available and prepared our idea for 

Citizen Potawatomi leadership.

Walking away from this project, I believe that I have been able to polish my communication skills 

as well as learned how to work with a wide variety of leaders. Whether we were on opposite ends 

of an issue or collaborating side-by-side, having the opportunity to work with so many different 

leaders with different personality types was fantastic. This project has taught me the importance of 

time management and relationships. 

Going forward, the interdepartmental relationships that are necessary within any organization 

will remain at the forefront of my mind. The most vital piece of information I learned is the sheer 

amount of talent and education among Citizen Potawatomi Nation employees. As a tribal member 

and with the exposure to the each of the departments we have heard from and worked with during 

this project, I can rest assured that our Nation’s day-to-day operations are being executed properly 

and effectively.
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REFLECTION

Coming into the program, I was unsure of what to expect or even what I would be doing for the 

entire summer. I’d had the opportunity to briefly read over the acceptance packet and was able 

to observe past Potawatomi Leadership Program cohorts during their time around headquarters, 

but I wasn’t exactly sure what a “local” would experience in their own backyard. Growing up in 

Tecumseh, I assumed that I had a very good understanding of the positive impact CPN has within 

our community and about the services that we provide to our members and community-at-large, 

but I didn’t know the half of it. This program provided us with the opportunity to meet with and 

learn from almost all of our Nation’s directors. This has opened my eyes in so many ways and has 

shown me the potential that CPN provides. From future career opportunities and advancement 

to the services needed to establish a household, I have learned that the possibilities provided by 

Citizen Potawatomi Nation are unparalleled. With steadfast leadership and talented individuals, 

I know that our Nation will continue to spearhead development while remaining a reliable and 

trustworthy organization. 

As we met with individual directors, my view of the Nation completely began to shift as I 

witnessed countless teams I would love to join. Rather than a massive organization that fosters 

a negative environment, CPN and its employees are actively involved in each other’s lives, the 

community, and enjoy what they do. We heard from departments I didn’t know existed and 

from departments with more depth of work than I had ever known. At the top of this list are the 

Public Information Department, the Community Development Corporation, and the Office of 

Environmental Health. As a Strategic Communications major at Oklahoma City University, the 

Public Information Department is something that caught my attention right away. I had been 

exposed to them in the past, but I had never taken the time to see just how all-encompassing 

their staff is. Social media management, graphic design, and HowNikan production are all 

things I knew would come through these offices; however, as elementary as it may seem, I was 

shocked to find out that both Emergency Event Coordination (press releases) and Governmental 

Relations are also under Public Information’s purview. Seeing this “expansion” of the department 

was amazing, and it allowed me to see how a broad program can accomplish so much for our 

employees and citizens. 

Next, at the Community Development Corporation I was exposed to another unfamiliar aspect: 

the personal finance side. I had heard of it before, but I don’t think I had seen the steps CPN 

has taken in providing services for our members to become debt-free and manage their credit. 

Because of the vitality of these two things, owning First National Bank has opened many doors 

for individuals and Native American business owners. It has also allowed many members of CPN 

to purchase their home and establish their families. 
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Finally, one department that I had never been exposed to was the Office of Environmental Health. 

I enjoyed learning about this department because of the sheer confusion I felt leading up to our 

time together. The OEH is responsible for connecting CPN members that may be established on 

their land or new builds in an area to rural water and providing septic tanks or water storage when 

needed. We learned that is one of the only “once in a lifetime” services members can utilize. The 

average project costs approximately $10,000, so you can see the sheer amount of money CPN 

allocates to allow its members to benefit from these services. 

Those three were not the only departments where I learned. Each department serves the Nation 

by serving our citizens. I truly have seen a “cradle-to-grave” system of services and opportunities. 

PLP has also taught me peer communication skills as well as presentation skills. I am immensely 

blessed to have spent my summer at headquarters with such a phenomenal and advanced group 

of young leaders. Besides the nine other cohort members I have spent the past six weeks with, I 

would like to thank Tesia Zientek, Randy Bazhaw, and Margaret Zientek. Your sacrifice and hard 

work throughout our time together has meant so much to me. This summer would not have 

been complete if not for each of you. I would also like to thank our Nation and our leadership for 

establishing and maintaining this program. This is by far the best leadership and cultural growth I 

have ever undergone, and I am proud that CPN has established a path that all of Indian Country is 

sure to follow. Most importantly, I think the PLP has given me the confidence to identify my history 

and my culture rather than speaking out of turn. It is with great honor, that I leave this program with 

the ability to say: “I am a member of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation.”
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Growing up, I thought I was just another kid in the majority group. I knew my mom was white and 
a little bit Indian that we did not know much about, and my dad was Hispanic. My mom’s side 
of the family was never really around. I grew up barely knowing my grandma, only having met 
her a few times because she was borderline psychotic, or at least that was how my mom made 
it out to be. She never married, with my mom and her brother being a product of the notorious 
California biker gang, Hell’s Angels. In place of this familial absence on my mom’s side, we grew 
up around my dad’s Hispanic family. My dad’s dad had passed away only a few months after 
my younger brother was born in mid-July 2001. The only memories I have of him are photos 
and stories passed down when I was much older as mementos. My abuela, though, still can be 
found out in her backyard in South Bend, Indiana, talking up a storm with her boyfriend-but-not-
really-boyfriend, Kenny, and their dog, or any of the other close friends that she’s known all her 
life. Being close to her and a few other family members on my dad’s side has always made me 
embrace the Latino in me, more so than the white/Indian side. Well, that was until sometime early 
in 2017.

My mom went back to South Bend early that year to spend time with her aunt and cousin, real 
nice and genuine people that her own mother had told her never to hang out with or speak to. 
Her aunt was moving to a more elderly-friendly apartment, and she was there to help. During the 
move, she found a variety of papers, tracing back a family tree that connected us to the Citizen 
Potawatomi Nation. Fast forward to when she came home with said papers, and she began filling 
out all the documents needed to enroll herself, my brother, and me into the tribe. We were all 
accepted in March that same year. 

As it stood then, I never investigated the tribe after we get accepted. It was just something cool 
that I could say I was a part of, something to say, “Look! I’m also Native American! Potawatomi 
to be exact!” A few months later, starting my first semester of college, I knew I was receiving 
financial help through the tribe’s education scholarships, but I still had no idea what it meant to 
be Potawatomi. Then suddenly, my mom told me about a Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP) 
scholarship opportunity, where I could learn about the tribe and embrace some of that heritage. 
Fast forward to today, and I have had the opportunities to learn about the tribe in so many 
aspects, as well as to interview Potawatomi elder Margaret Zientek. 

Compared to my own personal story, her story and her attitudes toward the tribe are strikingly 
different from mine, so speaking to her about this was such a great opportunity. To her, the Citizen 
Potawatomi Nation (CPN) is “feeling, it’s family, a sense of belonging. This is right, this is how it 
ought to be. When you hear the drum beat, you feel it.” For Ms. Zientek, growing up wasn’t always 
easy. At her first school, the population was about ninety percent Native, and the rest a mix 
between white Americans and African Americans in the area. That said, she grew up in a raceless 
environment. Everyone made friends with everyone, as younger kids do. It wasn’t until she went to 
a different school where it became a problem for them. 

ELDER INTERVIEW
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“The bus driver would call us out, saying that we were out of the way for his normal route. That’s 

what he called us, stops out of the way.” Even at this new school, where the Native population 

wasn’t as numerous as before, she found it difficult to fit in with them. She went to the Native 

American club that the school had, and the kids made fun of her and questioned her about why 

she was there. “You’re a white girl, you aren’t Indian,” they said, insisting that she didn’t belong. 

However, Margaret isn’t like most people. That phrase didn’t bother her; instead, she fired back. 

She questioned the people of the Indian club on what tribe they were, who their chairman was, 

when their congressional meetings were, where they held their meetings, etcetera. When Margaret 

knew the answer to these questions about her tribe, and the other kids had no idea, Zientek said 

they looked at her differently. They accepted her as Indian, but she had earned their distaste, to 

put it lightly. 

For Margaret growing up, she didn’t embrace any side of her family more than the other. Like me, 

she is Potawatomi on her mother’s side, but her dad is Polish. Living in Oklahoma on the CPN tribal 

jurisdiction just allowed her to exhibit her Potawatomi side more than her Polish side. Whenever she 

would travel to Texas to visit her uncle, a priest in the Polish-populated area, she would never shy 

down from joining in on a polka dance. 

On the tribal jurisdiction, though, her grandfather, Autwin Blaze Pecore, was Chairman at the time. 

He had quit farming to attend and establish the modern Title VI within the tribe, which seeks to 

provide meals and care for the elderly. Her grandfather was a very large man, towering over six 

feet tall, compared to her small grandmother, who measured at around five feet. It was from her 

grandfather that Margaret learned to loom bead, watching him as he made intricate designs for fun 

or for his wife. Margaret remembers trying it herself with the scrap beads but having a very hard 

time. “They were scrap beads for a reason,” she said, noting that she didn’t want to use any of her 

grandfather’s good beads that he could have used much better than she could have at the time. 

Her grandmother was an interesting character, very much a flapper of the early 1900’s. “She adored 

bright, bright colors, like a bright red dress. She had the hair, she had the style, and oh boy did she 

have the sass.” To me, though, being a flapper in rural Oklahoma seems kind of comical with such a 

small population already. 

As a kid, Margaret remembers living in the small house on the land from her family’s original tribal 

allotment land across from present day Hardesty Street and offering commodities such as butter, 

powdered milk, bread off the front porch. She made fun of one of her baby cousins’ intolerance 

for regular milk, which created a need to barter with other families for the powdered variant. “We 

called him commodity baby, even,” she remembered. Just years earlier, however, times had been 

less lighthearted. Margaret’s mom had told her stories of how when she was little, her family would 

huddle in a small room away from everything in that same house when the Klu Klux Klan had 

erected a cross in the field across the street and set it ablaze. To me, this seems crazy. I’m from the 

city. After I moved three hours south into Indianapolis, Indiana, an urban environment, I have grown 

up with little to no personal experience with any form of excessive racism like to where the KKK 

could even take place. I could not imagine being there, being a minority, and having to protect my 

family from the gathering of people across the street.
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As I said, I’m from South Bend. Geographically, South Bend forms the northern tip of Indiana, the 
last major city into Lake Michigan. This means I was born and raised for part of my life on the 
homeland of our tribal ancestors in the Great Lakes Region. Personally, I cannot stand the weather 
here this far west in Oklahoma, nor do I enjoy being in the country. To me, my future with CPN 
will involve determining what I can do to restore some sort of influence back in that region, either 
physical or otherwise. With this in mind, I asked Margaret her feelings about concepts that involve 
the two locations: the Great Lakes Region and the Oklahoma Allotment Reservation given to the 
Tribe after leaving the Kansas area. The first thing I mentioned was the Trail of Death, or the forceful 
reallocation of the Great Lakes Tribes West into Kansas. To her, the Indians were always fighting, 
but what they were fighting for is the key concept. Our ancestors were either fighting to survive 
and thus assimilating to the best of their ability, or they were physically fighting the Americans to 
stop the genocidal atrocity that we know today. Mostly, our Tribe chose the “peaceful” option for 
removal. “We were peace keepers. We didn’t want to fight, but we picked the side that felt right to 
us. The choices they made back then allowed us to be alive today, instead of having had died off 
fighting.” Although it was intolerable and devasting to our tribe to lose our culture, Margaret feels 
that the members of the tribe who did not physically fight understood well what they were doing: 
keeping the future alive. Generally, in times of crisis, a population’s birthrate tends to decrease 
because it’s hard to keep a successful family. Within our tribe, however, after we landed in Kansas, 
the birthrate didn’t suffer as much as you would think. This leads me to believe that the tribe were 
fighting not to lose their culture, but rather make sure the future lives on and exists. 

Kansas, though, was no place for the CPN. Shortly after arriving, we made another contract with 
the federal government to obtain our current allotments in Oklahoma. “We sold our land in Kansas 
because [the federal government] put us next to a neighboring tribe [the Prairie Band Potawatomi] 
even though our ancestors had never lived by their side nor really ever got along with them. Our 
ancestors decided to take the risk of moving [to Oklahoma] even though the chances of not 
succeeding were very high.” To Margaret, moving to Oklahoma was the best option compared to 
living next to a tribe with whom we had no connections. The move to Oklahoma from Kansas was 
not a tribal move; it was for those who wanted to leave and start again. “I wasn’t there, and you had 
to make the best decision on what was going on around the ancestors at the time.” 

To Margaret, her family’s allotment on the CPN reservation is where she has all of her memories, 
and where her parents had theirs. Although the Great Lakes Region is our tribe’s ancestral 
homeland, the former reservation in Oklahoma is home to Margaret and so many others. Margaret 
said she would be wary if the tribe tried to purchase any land in the Great Lakes Region, and the 
circumstances would have to be very flexible for her to get along with the idea. For me, however, 
I would love to see some aspect of the tribe show its influence in the region around the lakes. 
Whereas Margaret’s home is here on the former reservation, mine is actually in the ancestral region. 
To me, it is important that we try in the near future to leave our mark on some of that land that 
was ours in the first place, to reunite my modern homeland with the historical land of my ancestors 
before me, for the Citizen Potawatomi Nation.

I would like to give thanks to Margaret Zientek of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation for allowing me to 
have the informal meeting placed 7/10/18 at the Sharp House residence, in Shawnee, OK.
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PROJECT

GRAND CASINO ADDITION

To decide on our project, my partner, Andrew Hudson, and I first took a step back to see what 

we had in common and considered how we could pool both of our interests together to create 

something that would be beneficial for the community. Obviously, our majors had a huge impact 

on what we chose, with Andrew being the industrial engineer student and myself being the 

architect student. We knew we wanted to do something that related to building design and 

construction but were not entirely sure where to start.

With that in mind, we investigated the community. We had heard someone say casually that there 

were not many places for kids, and the lack of a water-based environment for the hot weather 

surely did not help. We also had heard of the struggle that goes into finding a hotel close enough 

to the FireLake area in Shawnee when visitors come to play baseball at the fields next to the 

FireLake Casino. That left us with two options that were both building and construction related: a 

waterpark of sorts, or a hotel/motel to benefit the FireLake community. 

To decide our path, we decided to meet with some of the tribal departments to give us insight 

into what they thought the area needed between the two options. Mentioning the idea of a 

waterpark brought up the idea for an add-on to the Grand Casino and Resort, which would add 

a water feature and another hotel tower. With that, our simple two ideas turned into a large-scale 

project at the Grand, with a focus on family fun, and a small hotel. It was not hard for Andrew 

and me to determine which project would ultimately better suit the tribe and help it expand its 

boundaries. Although both projects could be very useful and needed, we ended up going with the 

addition to the Grand. 

For the Grand project, we still wanted to keep the emphasis on the original problem that there 

was not a strong family type of environment at the Casino, which could bring in more business 

and in turn, revenue for the tribe. Andrew and I had talked about making this place a fun area 

for kids, so that while their parents gambled, they would still have a fun time. We talked about 

adding a parking garage for the new addition, an arcade, a bowling alley, and even a small 9-hole 

mini-golf course that would be available for patrons only. To further discus this, we met with 

Joe Garcia, JT Summerlin, and Daniel LeClaire at the casino to chat and give their input on the 

project. We worked with them for almost three hours discussing the project and coming up with 

preliminary designs.

Weeks later, Andrew and I finally finished working on the designs for the new addition. We 

are planning to add a new L-shaped hotel tower, with one side wing being two stories and the 

other being six stories tall. The first floor of the hotel would contain a check-in, much needed 

conference room space, an arcade, and an eight-lane bowling alley. The second floor would 
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contain new family suites, which are approximately twenty-five square feet larger than the rooms 

of the existing double rooms in the current hotel. On the other wing, there would be eight cabana 

style deluxe rooms, with a private bathroom, a separate king-sized room, a room with two doubles, 

and a small private deck with stairs leading down to the pool area. The new hotel connects with the 

casino on the first and second floor. The first floor leads to the Event Center conference rooms, and 

the second floor leads to the games above. The cabana style suites stop on the second floor, where 

the family rooms extend up to be a max of six stories. The hotel would be centered on the north 

side of the current west parking lot, with the parking garage on the south side of the west parking 

lot. In between the hotel and the garage, we have planned to add a large lazy river, two swimming 

pools, two hot tubs, and a wave pool. For this design, we referenced the Choctaw Casino in Durant 

and L’Auberge Casino for the designs of their outdoor pools.

To execute this project, we decided we wanted to include floor plans of the proposed structures 

as visuals to convey the project. Having the background in drafting plans, I took the responsibility 

for drafting the drawings needed to convey our project. Andrew and I both talked about how we 

were going to create the PowerPoint to present, but I left him with the design responsibility. I was 

the one in charge of sending all the emails to respective departments for their questions and to 

schedule meetings. 

As a final takeaway, I was surprised to know how many departments it takes to work together to 

form a complete whole. Being a casino, I knew I was going to be shocked, but I truly am. With the 

all the hotel departments, customer service, casino staff, and gaming commission, there are so 

many components that must work together. Even before all the departments come into being, the 

construction, plumbing, and other similar fields must work to create the strong foundation for the 

other departments to work from. Seeing how the tribe works together and actually has this large 

wealth of resources is so cool to me and knowing that I had the opportunity to propose a project 

like this that could involve so many people and departments is incredible.
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REFLECTION

Going into this summer and having this opportunity to learn about the Nation has been a huge 

deal to me. I was not born and raised with a Native American background; my mom had only 

found out and filled out all of the necessary paperwork on how to be members of the Nation in 

late-March 2017. We knew of no traditions, no stories, and no history. Coming to Oklahoma for six 

weeks to learn about a culture I was a part of and knew nothing about was a huge leap for me. I 

had really no idea what to expect but came in with a willingness to learn and experience with an 

open mind.

First off, I was and still am completely shocked by the fact that the Nation is essentially its 

own corporation. We have our own impact on all of the areas that we have stepped foot on in 

this region, with Rural Water District 3, and even as far out as TriLink in Oklahoma City. As we 

went around, we were repeatedly reminded that the Nation is the largest employer in the county, 

and it became clear why. We have so many departments, and each have their own purpose and 

helps out the community in so many ways, from the Casino and gaming-related departments, 

to Indian Child Welfare and Domestic Violence, to FireLake Discount Foods that all brand our 

values as a Nation.

Being here for six weeks, I have learned many things about our Nation that point me to a set of 

values that we hold. The biggest of these values is compassion. Everywhere we went, everyone 

did their jobs “for the people.” The Tribal Court did their job to help serve fair justice for the 

people, WIC did their job for the people who are pregnant and nursing, the Rural Water District 3 

sent out fresh and clean water to the people, Workforce and Social Services did their jobs to help 

people who needed job assistance. I could go on, but helping people is at the core of every job at 

CPN. To me, that core value of compassion is hard to find anymore and knowing that this whole 

entire community embraces it and shows it to that level of extent is amazing. If there is one thing 

that the world could use more, it is compassion, and knowing that the Nation instills that in its 

members and employees makes me think the world still has some hope.

Hope is the second core value I see the Nation showing in its day-to-day effort. Hearing Dr. Kelli 

Mosteller speak of the Potawatomi from the past and of the future during our cultural teaching 

classes and museum tour is a fine example of showing hope. Dr. Mosteller shows her feelings on 

hope with the fact that we, the PLP, come each year to learn the culture and pass it on to others, 

be it a friend or family member now or to future generations. Working with Language Director 

Justin Neely, we hope that our language will still be taught, understood, and spoken in years to 

come. Even Chairman Barrett has a hope that our Nation will continue to grow and continue to 

“stick it to the man,” be that whoever it shall. Outside of the individuals, hope exists within the 

departments in that they hope they can be there to help whenever they are called on for each of 

their respective duties. They hope for a healthier future, for a successful future, and a safe future.
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Thinking back to all the departments we visited, it is crazy to me that they all did not exist 40-years 

ago, and all that there was of the Nation operated out of a trailer camper and a few vehicles. Today, 

looking around, we have a multi-million-dollar casino, bank, arena, a stunning aviary, and many other 

buildings that we worked hard to achieve. This leads to the third core value that I have seen the 

Nation exhibit to a large degree: determination. Without a strong sense of determination, nothing 

would have been accomplished to the same scale. Speaking with the economic development 

department, Dr. Jim Collard had a huge project and a vision with the Nation that truly showcases 

his determination. He mentioned how his Iron Horse project had almost been run to the ground on 

numerous occasions, but he still kept it up and maintained in front of the crowd. He still bothered 

the people who would help launch the project into being, until one day, it did. The project is slowly 

getting started and will help with the long-term economy for the Nation if the casino-style gaming 

starts to decline. Not to mention when he finishes promoting Iron Horse and other economic 

projects, he puts on his vest and picks up being the Chief of Tribal Police. Outside of Dr. Collard, the 

Workforce and Social Services Department shows a strong, widescale sense of determination. They 

want everyone who needs help getting back on their feet to succeed, and they will continue to 

work with them to see that it gets started. Margaret Zientek, Assistant Director of that department, 

told us how they provided bicycles as cheap means of transportation for those who needed to get 

to and from the workforce. That shows a huge amount of determination to get someone along the 

right path, no matter how hard it seems and how long it will take. 

Over these last six weeks, I have learned a lot. The Potawatomi Leadership Program is a wonderful 

attempt to connect future leaders to the Nation and instill a sense of tribal identity. Going to my 

first Family Reunion Festival was such an amazing experience, and learning all of the arts and crafts 

of making drums, moccasins, and beadwork gives me knowledge to take back home with me. I 

loved going to language classes to learn our language, although I still have a long way to go. As 

much as I am not a fan of Oklahoma, I am a fan of being a part of the Nation and experiencing my 

culture. In fact, I wish I had the chance to learn even more culture. With every story and tradition 

I learn, I am in a position to keep them alive by passing them on. With every culturally-related 

experience, I am reintegrated into the culture after so many centuries of losing it throughout the 

population. While learning about all of the departments was amazing, the culture is what I am going 

to go home and talk about and pass on to my kids when I have them. Sadly, I believe that six weeks 

is not enough time to learn all that could be learned. For me personally, learning our lost culture is 

a priority, especially as a cultural anthropology major. I have been blessed with this opportunity to 

participate in the PLP, and I wish more people could have access to an opportunity like this.


