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AARON STEVENSON 



ELDER INTERVIEW 
 
Hyale is not a Potawatomi by birth. However, her husband, Bob Smith, was Potawatomi, 

and she has become very familiar with the tribe through that connection. I believe she is more 
than qualified for this interview. 

I initially asked Hyale to generally tell me a bit about herself and her late husband. Hyale 
is of Alaskan Indian descent, and grew up with at least some knowledge of her heritage in that 
regard. Her husband was born into the Citizen Potawatomi Nation (CPN) by a family of 
moonshine salesmen. After meeting and marrying each other, the couple worked various jobs 
across the country. They retired fairly young in 1993 and happened to visit Shawnee. Hyale and 
her husband clearly saw the potential of the local Potawatomi community at the time, and 
resolved to return when they could. In 2000 they did so, and moved here for the rest of their 
retirement. In 2011 Hyale’s husband died of lung cancer. Hyale now lives in Shawnee and still 
connects to the tribe via the elder and health care system. 

After this, I asked Hyale what her relationship with CPN is like. She said she has been thrilled 
by the health services CPN provides. Before she and her husband totally settled down, her 
husband apparently did odd jobs for the tribe. She attends the Family Reunion Festival every 
year and tries to be a part of the local community however possible. 

Finally, Hyale was asked if there is some kind of meaning behind being Potawatomi, or 
being a part of CPN. She replied by saying that the meaning is different for every Potawatomi. 
For some, it is a source of pride in heritage. For others, it may be a sense of entitlement, a right 
to take what the tribe will give them. To her, she says the CPN means family, a grand community 
to live in and meet people.  

I think Hyale’s perspective about meaning is very important. The Potawatomi are exactly 
what the people make of it. If the people see the tribe as something to just take from, the tribe 
will change to fit that. Alternatively, if members see the tribe as a community that can support 
those less fortunate and can help themselves in their times of need, the Nation will survive and 
prosper. This relationship between the people and government is true no matter which way the 
people view the tribe, which is why it is very important to many that the tribe is seen in a positive 
light. 



PROJECT 
 
I was paired with Aden Eilers, and together, our project for this Potawatomi Leadership 

Program (PLP) is a short documentary.  This documentary will cover Citizen Potawatomi Nation 
(CPN) history from 1970 to the present day.  By my estimate, it will be roughly 12 minutes in length, 
though that may not be accurate. 

For our project, we first researched the history of CPN and what may happen in the near 
future.  This was primarily executed by Aden, though I did have a hand in it.  Most of the 
information came from a booklet provided to us, with some more information coming from old 
Hownikan newsletters and the CPN website. 

After this was completed, we began working on an outline.  Our initial outline was merely 
a chronological ordering of information we found, which we soon found to be inadequate.  The 
revised outline is condensed and streamlined, with more importance being given to major legal 
changes.  New enterprises and buildings are relegated to a side role in the documentary.  We 
also tried to give more focus to the 1970s and the present day, as a comparison in the influence 
and affluence of the tribe.  Our first outline was done collaboratively, while our second was 
completed primarily by Aden. 

While Aden worked on the second outline, I wrote a script.  It should be noted that while 
I occasionally write as a hobby, I have no experience writing scripts.  Therefore, my work here is 
somewhat rough.  I do believe, however, that it is serviceable even in its current state and could 
become good with some minor editing. 

This is the bulk of our work for the project and everything that is complete at the time of 
my writing.  Additionally, we are currently working on a short minute to two minute mock-up of 
the “1970s” portion of the documentary for the purposes of our presentation.  Our planned 
presentation is complete at the time of this writing, excepting the mock-up and our plan to print 
out scripts and outlines as handouts. 

In order to complete this project, we have worked extensively with the Public Information 
Department.  The department gave us deadlines for the outline and script, as well as suggesting 
revisions.  They have also provided images for the documentary itself. 

It is worth noting that we do not have time to make a complete video in our time here.  
However, our project will make it much easier for such a project to be made, since there is a 
basic script and outline, as well as a mock-up to base it off of. One more thing to be done if the 
documentary is completed is an interview of the Chairman.  We have plans in the script for 
sections in which Chairman Barrett talks about various things relating to the video, including the 
situation the tribe was in during the early 70s and his plans for the future. 

Finally, we intend for this video to be distributed online.  If it is put on YouTube and the 
CPN site, we spend no money on distribution.  Additionally, many people find it far more 
convenient to access media online. We feel this documentary will serve to increase knowledge 
of the tribe and give people a very rough idea of how it operates. 



REFLECTION 
 
I’d like to preface this reflection by stating that I’ve had a wonderful time with the 

Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP).  For me, it’s almost difficult to comprehend how much 
material has been packed into such a short time frame.  I would personally recommend this 
program to almost anyone, and would encourage the Citizen Potawatomi Nation (CPN) to 
continue operating it for the benefit of future generations.  So it is with the utmost respect that I 
write these reflections. 

I recall our proud group sitting down for a talking circle to discuss the nature of tribal 
identity during our second week here.  And for a short time at least, all of us were able to check 
our pride and our failings at the door.  Because of this, we could all present our various ideas in 
a respectful environment.  Those who have struggled with identity were allowed to 
communicate why and how they have struggled, and those who have not gained more 
understanding of the issues surrounding tribal identity. 

 Much of our time during normal working hours was spent in meetings.  A lot of meetings.  
I believe we met with the majority of departments within CPN, which at an hour plus per meeting 
quickly adds up.  One that sticks out in particular is certainly the Economic Development 
department.  The work they are doing to open the Iron Horse Industrial Park is fascinating.  The 
idea that a nation as small as the CPN, landlocked within a larger country, has the potential to 
deal with powers around the world was extremely eye-opening to me. 
Moreover, I feel the meetings with the various departments has been a very good experience 
for me.  It gives a good basic knowledge of how the tribe operates, while generating interest in 
the various departments among members of the PLP.  I don’t believe I can think of any better 
uses of the work week for those in the program. 

Many of us in the program have greatly enjoyed the language portion.  I believe it to be 
a very good use of time here, as it gives some tangential knowledge of the culture of the 
Potawatomi people.  Personally, I would expand it slightly, perhaps to hour and a half sessions 
instead of hour sessions. 

It should be noted that a solid portion of the PLP was spent on learning about the culture 
of the Potawatomi.  At several points throughout the program, some of us went to perform the 
ritual of sweating.  I feel, regardless of whether they completed the sweat, that it was an 
important glimpse into tribal culture.  Additionally, we had weekly cultural teachings, in which 
we asked questions about the history and culture of the Potawatomi people.  This also is a good 
use of time for us in the program. 

When the PLP members first arrived during mid-June, we were surprisingly similar.  Though 
from very different areas of the United States and with different interests, there are certain 
qualities I believe we all share.  Though we’ve all had our struggles, I’ve gathered that all of us 
have had decent upbringings without excessive strife.  All of us are now in some form of higher 
education, be it college or community college.  Most importantly, I see a burning desire to learn 
more about the tribe and its workings in all of us here.  This desire to know and our identity as 



tribal members brings us all together into a cohesive unit, which should aid us in years to come.  
I predict that at least one of us will become a high ranking member of the tribe, and it will be 
because of the qualities we have learned from each other.  The content of this program has 
brought us much closer together than merely living together ever would have. 

This brings me to the main point of this reflection.  In the best possible way, I feel this 
program is unfocused.  That is, it does a very good job of being as broad and all-encompassing 
as possible.  This does come at the expense of exploring the business or culture or any other 
specific concept thoroughly, but I feel the broad approach is superior. 

The method of exposing us to as many different departments and cultural ideas as 
possible virtually guarantees that everyone will find something interesting.  This in turn leads to 
people pursuing these different paths on their own, which from what I can tell is the main point 
of the program.  It is meant to generate interest, and I feel the PLP does that. 

Ultimately, I have no way of knowing if this interest will last.  It is easy to make claims you 
will do things to aid the tribe while in an environment such as this.  It is much harder to actually 
do them while working to live every day.  I have faith that the interest will continue, but I have 
no way of knowing if it is the case. 

In my obviously biased view, I think the Potawatomi Leadership Program is one of the best 
investments the Citizen Potawatomi has made in recent years, and continues to make today.  
While all investments are made for the future, I feel this one in particular will aid successive 
generations. 

This program has surpassed my expectations, and I would recommend it to any 
Potawatomi leaving high school. 



 

ADEN EILERS 



ELDER INTERVIEW 
 
 For this assignment, I decided to interview my father. I selected questions for which I knew 
that he could give me a good response. They are things that he has talked to be about in the 
past, so I knew that they are already on his mind.  

The first question was: what does it mean to be a member of the Citizen Potawatomi 
Nation (CPN)? He is a very literal person like me, so he said that he is a dual citizen of both the 
CPN as well as the United States. I asked him how involved with the tribe he has been, and he 
told me that he went to the candidates’ forum for the people who wanted to serve as tribal 
legislator. I never knew that he had done this. He also reminded me that we had gone to almost 
all of the family feasts that were held each year for district eight. That was where I met Dave 
Carney, who was nice enough to write me a letter of recommendation for the Potawatomi 
Leadership Program. We had also gone to the family gathering when I was very young.  

As a follow up to the previous question, I asked him if he wanted to be more involved 
with the tribe. As a matter of fact, he very much wants that. He said that he contacted Dave 
Carney and asked him if there were any leadership positions available, but unfortunately there 
were none at the time. Perhaps such a position may open up in the future, though. 

 I knew that my dad had researched our family tree, so I asked him: what do you know 
about our tribal family, the Andersons? Unfortunately, he does not know very much. When he 
was researching our family tree, he was mostly looking at the German side of it. The only thing 
that he knows is about his great-great–grandmother, Margaret Anderson, and her kids. The 
family members after Margaret are well-documented. The final question that I asked was about 
something that is relatable to me. I asked: did you grow up knowing that you were Potawatomi? 
His answer was pretty close to what I would say now. He said that he grew up knowing and that 
it made him more aware of his culture as well as sparked his interest in genealogy. I know from 
my own experience that I have become more culturally aware of my family history as a result 
of being born into the tribe. I think that this interview has taught me a lot about my dad’s 
experiences with the tribe that I never knew as well as reminded me of some of the things my 
dad and I have done with the tribe.     



PROJECT 
  

The project that Aaron Stevenson and I decided to do was one of the many ideas that 
we had. The other ideas that we thought about were doing a documentary about the tribe as 
a whole which included the history as well as the recent history. Another idea we had was to 
have a booth at the Gathering of Potawatomi Nations and showcase the Potawatomi 
Leadership Program (PLP) and everything they had done in the past. This was originally going to 
be so that people from other tribes might want to apply for the program, but then we found out 
that only the Citizen Potawatomi Nation students can apply for the program. Our other idea, a 
delivery service for the FireLake Taco and Pizza shop, was too impractical. We finally went with 
our favorite idea, which was a hybrid of the other documentary. This was our favorite idea 
because we both thought that there needed to be an easy way for people to learn about the 
tribe, and also it would probably be the most feasible compared to our other ideas. 

Initially when we chose to do the documentary, we were not exactly sure if we would be 
able to do it, but after we had a meeting with the Public Information team, we got a 
confirmation to work on it. We knew that we wanted to do the recent history of the tribe in a 
documentary format. They told us that the other documentary they made stopped around the 
1970’s, so that would be the best time period for us the start at and then finish on the present 
day. During the meeting, we also were told that we probably would not have enough time to 
make the documentary itself, but instead we could make the outline and the script and find 
some of the pictures for it. It took the Public Information team a year to make the other 
documentary, which was about ten or fifteen minutes long.  

Aaron and I plan to make a 30 second preview of it so that we have something to show 
during our presentation. Aaron and I did the research for the outline. We used a book with a 
few pages on the recent developments of the tribe as our primary research source, we also 
used the Hownikan newspapers from the past as research. The outline also included the order 
of how the research was going to be used. We thought that going in chronological order would 
be the best way to do it. We broke the video down into decades starting with the 70’s. When 
we sent in the initial outline, there were a few concerns the Public Information department had 
with it. They said that it lacked direction, and they also suggested including an interview.  Before 
the next meeting, we wrote the revised outline and script. Aaron did almost all of the script; he 
was very good at it. We had a second meeting where we talked about how the 30 second 
documentary would look. We also talked about how the presentation would look. We will go 
over how much the documentary will cost and how it would be distributed. We figured that it 
would be put on the CPN site and shown at new hire orientations. The rest of the presentation 
will be talking about the outline, script and 30 second video. After the meeting, Aaron and I met 
with Bo Apitz and spent thirty minutes finding photos that could go into our preview 
documentary.  

 



I think that what Aaron and I are doing for the documentary will be very helpful for the 
Public Information department. It is a shame that we do not get to make the actual 
documentary, but that would take too much time. We are basically doing the research for 
them, and they do the technical stuff, which will hopefully ease their load and expedite the 
process. It may not be as glorious, but I enjoy looking for research and learning about the tribe's 
recent history, which I knew less about than the ancient history.   



REFLECTION 
 
 Where do I even begin? In only six weeks, I have learned more about the Citizen 
Potawatomi Nation (CPN) than I ever thought I would. The number of departments and people 
that keep the tribe working is staggering. As I am sitting here writing this, I am trying to think of 
all the departments we visited, but there were so many that I am sure I am missing a few. 
Thankfully, we wrote down a ton of information about each department that I can reference 
as I reflect on my favorites. The people that I met here were also amazing, and there were so 
many that I have only remembered a few people's names. I’m horrible with names, so in my 
case I’m lucky to have remembered as many names as I have. Hopefully, if I come back here 
to work or for an internship, I will get to see the great department heads I’ve met again. I have 
also learned more about the culture and history. Before coming here, I had known about the 
Trail of Death, the four medicines, and a few other things, but I have learned much more since 
I have been here. These are the key points that I am going to focus on: the departments, people, 
and culture that I have learned about.  
 So many departments to choose from! I know that I learned something new from all of 
them, but there were a few that I had a personal interest in, which made them stand out more 
than the others. I recently switched my major from computer science to business at my 
university. I don’t know what type of business I want to focus on, so while I am here seeing the 
various enterprises and departments, I am trying to find what I like the best. The Iron Horse project 
spearheaded by the Economic Development and Planning Department was by far my favorite 
meeting we had. The project aims to bring international investors to the CPN. When we met with 
them, they were hoping to have a company in Israel that makes solar panel parts set up a 
factory in the 400-acre Iron Horse plot of land. James C. Collard leads the project; he wants the 
international companies to have a focus on environmental sustainability, such as making solar 
panel parts or other forms of clean energy. I have an appreciation for supporting sustainable 
energy. Even though I am not focusing on it in college, I still am a strong supporter of protecting 
our planet. I am sure that once companies start investing in Iron Horse, there will be more jobs 
available for tribal members, and the tribe will have an international presence.  

As I said earlier, I was a computer science major. Even though I am not one anymore, I 
still am fascinated by computers and how they network together to move information around 
the world. The Information Technology (IT) department was one of the most interesting 
departments we met with, not because of how much I learned, but because of how many 
questions I now have. It seems like we only scratched the surface of how much work there is to 
keep the internet working properly for everyone in the CPN. When I met with the IT department 
last Friday, all of my questions were answered. My most pressing question was, what do you do 
every day? After meeting with the IT department, I am considering doing something in business 
that involves networking. I am still deciding, but after I shadowed them, I now have a better 
understanding of what I want to do.  



Learning about all of the departments is only part of the PLP. Meeting all of the 
department heads and fellow PLP students is an important part as well. I’m not sure if there was 
one person who taught me the most. It seems like most department head that we have met, 
we only meet with for about an hour or so and then don’t really ever talk to them again. There 
were a few people, though, that in the short amount of time I listened to them, impacted me 
the most. One such person was James C. Collard. As I mentioned earlier, he leads the Iron Horse 
project and is also the Police Chief for the tribe. In the short amount of time we spent listening 
to him, I learned so much about the different aspects of how a business venture is managed. I 
thought that the most interesting part was that he has discussed business with investors from all 
around the world. After I shadowed is department I learned that international business is all 
about relationships and knowing the people that are in charge and who they like and dislike. It 
was an eye opening experience, and I left having all of my questions answered.  I think that the 
modern world of trade is interesting, so that could be an aspect of business I could pursue in the 
future.  

Similar to a club or sports team, over the course of the PLP I have become good friends 
with all the other students here. This year, all of the PLP members have finished their first year of 
college. I believe that this has helped us handle leaving home for so long, and we all know how 
to take care of ourselves better as a result. Some of my favorite memories of the trip have been 
hanging out with everyone here at the house. We nicknamed the room I'm staying in, the “Party 
Palace.” Tom, Randy, Sage and I have set up speakers, hung motivational pictures, and put 
glow sticks on the ceiling fan. There have been other improvements made to the room other 
than the ones I have listed, but I don’t think I have to list them all--you get the idea, it’s a fun 
place. We have also gone bowling and done many other things that have made the trip not 
only about work, but fun as well.  

Before I came here, I had a rough understanding of the tribe’s culture. Each week we 
would meet with Kelli Mosteller, who knows more about the tribe's culture than I ever thought 
existed. She would come over and tell us everything about the culture. I have a feeling that she 
could go on for hours about every aspect of the tribe's culture and history. Each week, I would 
learn a few new things about the tribe’s history until now after 5 weeks of cultural teaching, I 
have learned much more than I ever imagined I would.  

There is so much that happened these past five weeks that I am sure that I have forgotten 
to mention a ton of things that have been overshadowed by the others. Overall, this has been 
a great experience, I have learned so much, met too many wonderful people to count, and 
made some great memories that I will never forget.              

  
   
  

           
 



 

ALYSSA FREY 



ELDER INTERVIEW 
 
For this assignment, I held a phone conversation with Mr. Jon Boursaw. Jon is part of not only the 
Boursaw family, but the Ogee family as well. Jon is the Citizen Potawatomi Nation (CPN) 
Legislator for district 4, which is why I wanted to interview him. When this program is over, he will 
be the legislator I go back home to in Kansas, so I wanted to get to know him a little bit more.  
 
Q. Have you known all your life that you were a Potawatomi? If no, when did you learn?  
 
A. Jon and his brother found out they were Potawatomi descendants when they were pre-teens. 
“We knew we were Potawatomi descendants, but the enrollment happened when I was a 
preteen.” Jon is Potawatomi on his father’s side. The first time his father came to Oklahoma for 
a powwow was when Jon was in the air force. His father said, “There’s nothing down there,” 
and there wasn’t. At the time, the tribe was a little trailer and they couldn’t decide which bill to 
pay, the water bill or the phone bill. Jon said that it was in the 1980s when they put out the tribal 
newspaper that he started really learning about the tribe. This encouraged me because that’s 
how my family and I began learning about the tribe and becoming more connected with it. It’s 
reassuring that one of the legislators began the same way.  
 
Q. When did you begin being really involved in the tribe, going to powwows, ceremonies, etc.? 
 
A. After he finished his job in Virginia, Jon came back to Kansas. About 3-4 months after that, 
the Prairie Band were seeking an executive director, and they would take anyone but 
preferably a Native American. He got the job, which sparked an interest in him to learn more 
about his family and specifically his tribal nation. Jon attended his first Gathering of Potawatomi 
Nations in 2000 and his first Family Reunion Festival in 2001. Since then, he has not missed one 
Festival and has only missed one Gathering.  
 
Q. Remind me, what’s your Potawatomi name? 
 
A. Wetasemkoh, which means Brave Bear. Jon was named in about spring of 2006 by Chairman 
Barrett in Rossville, Kansas.  
 
Q. What are you most proud of about your Indian culture? 
 
A.  Both of his great-great grandfathers, Joseph Napoleon Boursaw and Lewis Ogee, were 
leaders of the tribe. Joseph Boursaw was an attorney and a language interpreter, and Lewis 
Ogee was a farmer and operated a ferry across the Kansas River on the Oregon Trail. Jon said 
that being a descendant of two people who were so involved and great leaders was an honor 
and made him especially proud of his tribe and his family.   



Q. What does it mean to you to be a CPN member? 
 
A. “It’s something to be proud of. We’ve come so far, specifically in construction, and to be not 
only a part of the tribe, but to be a legislator and get to be involved in making great decisions 
for the tribe is a real honor.” As someone who has been in leadership positions before at school, 
I know how he feels when he says it’s an honor to get to make decisions on behalf of other 
people. 
 
There are many things that make me proud to be a member of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation, 
and one of those things is our government. All of our legislators and Chairman and Vice 
Chairman are so interactive with the members of our tribe and from all the encounters I’ve seen 
have nothing but love in their hearts for us.  
 



PROJECT 
 
For the Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP) project Katherine (Kat) Smith and I 

decided to create a day camp for youth ages 7-17 during the Family Reunion Festival. Parents 
will be able to sign their child(ren) up online three weeks prior to the Festival. The camp is to be 
called the “Potawatomi Youth Program,” or PYP, and will be led by people who were formerly 
in the PLP. The kids will be split up into three different age groups: 7-11, 12-14, and 15-17.  
 Parents will have the choice of bringing their child to the camp on the Friday of Festival, 
or Saturday, or both. The camp’s purpose is to give kids a fun and educational weekend and 
get them doing something constructive rather than just running around the Festival grounds. 
During the weekend, they will receive lessons on the history of our tribe, participate in cultural 
activities like the talking circle and prayer circles, hear about importance of the eagle, play 
traditional Potawatomi games, practice some Potawatomi language, and learn some crafts, 
dance, and music. The main purpose of the camp is to get more kids involved in the tribe at a 
young age and hopefully go back and teach their parents more about it too, like what I’m 
doing by being in the PLP.  
 Kat and I were inspired to develop this project because when we were at the Family 
Reunion Festival, we noticed few opportunities for young children to participate in Potawatomi 
culture. It resonated with us personally because neither of us got the chance to learn much 
about our culture or history while we were growing up. I specifically wanted to do this because 
growing up all I knew was that I am Potawatomi and nothing deeper. I want to give these kids 
an opportunity to learn the things that I’ve been learning these last six weeks, except at an 
earlier age.  
 To start building the program, our first step was deciding exactly what we wanted to 
teach them. While we have six weeks during the PLP, we propose that the PYP will only take 
place over two days for six hours each day. It was hard for us to narrow down all the things we 
want to teach them to the “really important” things, because all of it is really important. We 
decided to stick with things that are pertinent during Festival and the more of the beginner 
knowledge that we could turn into games with the younger age group. The next step was 
meeting with different departments to figure out the logistics of the camp. We met with the 
Information Technology department and discussed adding a tab on the Citizen Potawatomi 
Nation website for the sign up; they said if this camp is implemented, it would be possible for 
them to help us with the website. We talked to people at the Child Development Center about 
ideas for keeping the kids entertained and places to hold the camp; they suggested that we 
have it at one of the Reunion Halls so that kids are still right in the middle of the grounds and it’s 
not hard for parents to come get them. We talked to Public Information about getting word out 
there about the camp, what it is, how to sign up, and designing our logo; they told us that the 
logo we had drawn up should be fairly easy to create and that they thought it was a great idea 
and play on the PLP by calling it the PYP.   



 We hope that with this program kids who might not get to grow up totally engrossed in 
Potawatomi culture will get to learn the basics and be able to teach their parents about it. The 
overall goal is to get more people involved and knowledgeable about our tribal family and our 
culture.  



REFLECTION 
 
 When we first arrived at the Sharp House, I was nervous and intimidated, but I was also 
excited and ready to begin the journey that has been the last six weeks with these strangers 
who were around me. Before I came to Oklahoma, I knew absolutely nothing about our tribe. 
Going from not knowing anything about what being Potawatomi meant or anything about our 
tribe to being thrown into it full swing was a big culture shock. Now I know that we are a totally 
sovereign nation, we have just about any department a company could ever imagine, our 
government officials act more like family than they do political figures--any that I’ve ever seen 
anyway--and so much more.  
 All of the people I’ve met here have been amazing. Within the first five days of us being 
here, Vice Chairman Capps took all of us PLPers out to lunch, and every time her or Chairman 
Barrett see us, they never fail to stop and say hello and ask us how we’re doing. It’s been 
comforting knowing how emotionally invested in the tribe they both are. Margaret Zientek, or 
Mama Z, has also been a great help. She’s made all of our regalia, taught us how to properly 
sew on our own buttons, and tells us when we need to cook more food because what we’ve 
made is not enough to feed 12 people. The other nine Potawatomi Leadership Program interns 
have been great, too. It’s a whole new experience living with ten people, who’ve become like 
brothers and sisters, than it is to be an only child. There’s a lot more to clean with 12 people living 
in the same house, but I think even the worst parts of living with so many people have been 
good.  
 Every Tuesday during cultural teaching time, or basically any time that Kelli Mosteller or 
Coby Lehman talk, I hang on every word they say. The stories they tell and the things they know-
-I wish I knew that much of our history. When we started learning about the moon ceremony 
and how water is a very feminine thing, it all clicked for me. I got to experience one of the 
sweats while being here, and that was definitely one of my favorite parts of the whole trip. 
Getting to do that for my tribe, with my peers, and put some more teachings to use was an 
incredible feeling, and I hope I find sweats close to where I live so I can continue doing them on 
a regular basis. All of the spiritual aspects of our culture just make everything make sense in my 
head. Before learning all of this there was still a little piece of me that wasn’t complete, and now 
after being here I feel complete. I didn’t know that we had a medicine wheel or that different 
colors represented different directions and that each direction has its own set of ideals that go 
with it. Getting to learn about that and the four directions has been a great experience. 
 The language department has been one of my favorites. I’ve never liked learning a 
language so much, but there’s so much extra culture that you learn along with the language, 
and it’s such a big part of our history I just can’t get enough of it. I’ve been sending certain 
words and phrases in texts to my mom and I can’t wait until she and I are fluent enough to talk 
in Potawatomi. Another department I enjoyed meeting with was the Child Development 
Center. I’m a little jealous of the kids that get to go there actually; they get to learn our language 
from the young age of 2, which just amazes me. They’ll be bilingual for almost their whole lives 



if they stick with the Potawatomi language. I’m in awe of the amazing people that work there 
and at the P.L.A.C.E. Tribal Youth Program. I’ve never seen a day care or after school program 
care as deeply about the kids as the people who work in these departments do. Getting to do 
job shadows of the Language Department and the P.L.A.C.E was a lot of fun. I shadowed Justin 
Neely in the Language Department in the morning and just talked to him more about the 
language and got to play some games, as well as got a couple cassette tapes full of words to 
listen to in my truck when I get home. In the afternoon, I shadowed people at The P.LA.C.E. and 
got to go swimming with the kids and get to know them. Getting to see those two departments 
up close was neat because those kinds of programs that aren’t typically part of an overall 
corporation, but separate jobs, and seeing how they play into the bigger picture that is CPN 
was really interesting.   
 Each week during the talking circle I loved getting to talk to everyone about things that 
don’t just come up in conversation. My favorite talking circle was definitely the identity one. 
Talking about what it means to be Potawatomi and what it means to be Indian in general was 
pretty eye-opening for me about how much racism there still is in the world. “What does an 
Indian look like?” quickly became one of my favorite questions, and anytime anyone questions 
my Indian heritage that’s probably what I’m going to come back with. I know what I am now 
and that’s all that matters. As I’ve mentioned, before coming here I didn’t know anything about 
our tribe, and therefore didn’t really talk much about it, but now after learning everything we 
have I can go home and say that I am Potawatomi in more than just blood and will tell anyone 
and everyone that’s around.  
   
 
 



 

KATHERINE SMITH 



ELDER INTERVIEW 
 
My older brother, Nick Smith, has known he was Potawatomi since he was five years 

old, but it wasn’t until the age of nineteen that he was able to fully appreciate and 
understand what it truly means to be a part of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. During the 
summer of 2014, Nick was one of the nine students that were accepted into the Potawatomi 
Leadership Program (PLP). In our interview, I asked him about that experience. He 
responded, “I feel that my time in the PLP was the pinnacle experience of my involvement in 
the tribe. It allowed me to see the tribe from the inside and gave me opportunities that I 
never would’ve had before.” The impact of the program helped Nick to discover how 
unique and special it is to be Potawatomi. 

He also recognized the sense of community and the culture that the Citizen 
Potawatomi Nation strives to preserve. Nick told me, “Being Potawatomi has been one of the 
few things that sets me apart from most people. Besides making me unique, it acts as an 
enriching community that takes care of its members.” Like him, I have also come to 
recognize how incredible it is to be Citizen Potawatomi. Our leadership is so determined and 
dedicated to continue the legacy that is our tribe. In order for CPN to continue to thrive we 
must provide for, and educate our people. “It adds a unique aspect to my life and allows 
me to explore a culture that many people are never exposed to,” Nick explained. 

Today, Nick is about to start attending medical school, and he hopes that he will be 
able to work for the tribe after he graduates. He is very grateful for all he experienced and 
learned through the Potawatomi Leadership Program. Being part of the Citizen Potawatomi 
Nation continues to impact his life in positive ways; he is also able to impact the lives of 
others with his knowledge and understanding of the tribe. I have learned a lot from Nick, 
especially the fact that being Potawatomi is a right, and a privilege. 



PROJECT 
  

For our project, Alyssa Frey and I decided that we wanted to create the Potawatomi Youth 
Program (PYP) for tribal youth. Our program will be a day camp that will take place during the 
annual Family Reunion Festival. It will be offered to Potawatomi children who are between the 
ages of seven and seventeen. In order to enroll their children, parents will be able to register three 
weeks before Festival online on the CPN website. Our program will consist of cultural teachings 
such as the following: tribal dance, Festival etiquette, the medicine wheel, the four directions, the 
Flood Story, the Seven Grandfathers, and more. There will be fun activities associated with each 
of the topics that will be covered. Also, each child will receive a notebook to use and take home 
that will contain information on those same topics.  Former Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP) 
participants will be the instructors and mentors in our program. At the end of the two-day 
program, Alyssa and I hope that the children will have developed newfound respect and 
knowledge of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation (CPN). We hope to bring younger generations 
closer to the traditions and culture of the Tribe by educating them with some of the same 
teachings we have learned in the PLP. 

  Throughout the PLP, we have met with many of the departments and enterprises, and we 
have learned about the culture and traditions of our Tribe. Out of all the meetings, Alyssa and I 
were most impacted by the CPN Child Development Center (CPNCDC) and the Tribal Youth 
Program at The P.L.A.C.E; therefore, we both came up with an idea geared toward culturally 
enhancing the children and teenagers of our Tribe. We decided to develop a program that was 
similar to the PLP in structure, motive, and essence. In order to accomplish our goal we began by 
talking to Tesia Zientek and Kelli Mosteller. They guided us on how to organize and portray the 
teachings and stories of our Tribe. With that information we put together a schedule and lesson 
plan for the program. Next, Alyssa and I met with the CPNCDC to discuss location, crafts, and 
logistics. They helped open our eyes to some of the flaws in our original plan and then helped us 
to think up new ideas. Donnette, Christie, and Keyon also suggested we teach the camp at the 
Reunion Hall and/or the Arena because of the locations’ size and proximity to the Festival 
grounds. After the CPNCDC, we met with the Information Technology (IT) department, who 
approved our plans for an online camp registration tab on the CPN website. We also met with 
Public Information, which helped to create a logo for the Potawatomi Youth Program, based on 
our drawings, and a mock-up of the online registration page-. For our presentation, Alyssa and I 
have a PowerPoint presentation prepared, and we will also have packets of information about 
the PYP for each audience member. 

Alyssa and I came up with the idea for our project during this year’s Potawatomi Family 
Reunion Festival. We noticed that at the Festival, the majority of the children were running around 
the grounds, swimming, and/or fooling around. We felt strongly that those children would benefit 
more from the annual Festival if they were in a more controlled learning environment, such as our 
day camp. By attending our Potawatomi Youth Program, children will be more immersed in the 
traditions and culture of our tribe. Alyssa and I see that educating tribal youth is extremely 
important for the future of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. Our project will hopefully be successful 
in cultivating future leaders of our Tribe.  



 

 



REFLECTION 
 

Before this summer, I knew very little about the Citizen Potawatomi Nation (CPN). 
Growing up in Northern Texas, I was fortunate enough to attend the annual Family Reunion 
Festivals almost every year. I have fond memories of learning to make crafts, exploring the 
Cultural Heritage Center, watching my dad and uncles play in the golf tournaments, and 
dancing with family members at Grand Entry. Then, after moving to Southern California in 
2014, I had felt as though I’d lost that part of me that is Native American. With a yearning for 
guidance and enlightenment, I applied for the Potawatomi Leadership Program and was 
extremely grateful when I was accepted. Throughout the program, the other students and I 
have come to realize that the CPN is a successful Nation because of all the people who 
work hard to better and preserve it. 

Every week we met with directors and employees from all of the different 
departments and enterprises. Being able to talk to everyone and learn about what they do 
for the Tribe has been an amazing experience. A few departments that I really enjoyed 
meeting with were the Office of Self-Governance (OSG) and Employment and Training. I 
learned that it is important to know and understand that the CPN is a sovereign nation. Our 
Nation is self-reliant and because of this, one day we will be able to be totally independent 
from the city and state governments. I also learned that the primary goal of the OSG 
department is to advocate and support self-governance because this will help our Tribe and 
other tribes to continue fighting for the freedom they deserve. I also really appreciated the 
Employment and Training Department (E&T) because I had no idea what they did before 
meeting with them. The department helps so many people in so many ways: finding jobs, 
maintaining employment, paying for utilities, donating supplies and necessities, writing 
grants, providing scholarships, and more. I was inspired by the department’s abilities and 
programs. The E&T Department does so much for tribal members, and that is just another 
example of how dedicated the CPN is to its members. All of the other departments were 
great as well. Everyone that works for the Nation is intelligent, passionate, and great at what 
they do. I have learned so much from all of them, and I hope that they always know how 
important they are to the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. 

Touring all of the Tribe’s different enterprises was also a great experience. All of the 
directors were extremely nice and informative. I especially enjoyed the bowling center and 
golf course. They are both great attractions, and learning about how they make money and 
operate was very interesting. Then there’s the Child Development Center (CDC) and the 
P.L.A.C.E Tribal Youth Program, which were amazing. The goals of both centers greatly 
interest me because I love kids, and enriching the lives of youth is very important to me. The 
P.L.A.C.E and CDC have beautiful facilities, and the staff at each are so dedicated to the 
youth that they are responsible for. The Eagle Aviary is one of my favorite places that I got to 
spend time at this summer. Bree Dunham and Jennifer Randell gave us a tour of the aviary 
and taught us about how eagles are our messengers to the Creator. Eagle feathers are very 



sacred to our tribe and are used for smudging before sacred ceremonies, for talking circles, 
and for decorating regalia. After our original tour, we PLP students visited the aviary much 
more than I thought we would; we would go there for talking circle, moon ceremonies, and 
to tend to the community garden. I was also lucky enough to go to the Eagle Aviary to 
shadow Bree and Jennifer, and that was such a great day. Listening to them talk about the 
eagles and tell me about all that they have experienced was so inspiring and incredible. 
Bree and Jennifer are so dedicated to the eagles, and they are very respectful when it 
comes to handling the feathers as well. Since my major is animal science, and I am hoping 
to become an exotic animal veterinarian and trainer, spending the morning at the aviary 
with them was something I will never forget. 

Before coming to the program this summer I was very excited, but also a little nervous. 
Living with nine strangers for six weeks seemed quite intimidating. After the first week of being 
with the other students, I was extremely surprised at how close I had already felt to everyone. 
I also feel close to my counselors and house mother; they take such great care of us and 
they have taught me so much about myself and the Tribe. The fact that we are all 
Potawatomi, I think, instantly bonds us. We are all learning and exploring our Native culture 
together. The program is so unique and special in that it provides this space for Potawatomi 
youth to become confident in their abilities and identity as tribal members. I am close to my 
fellow PLP students, and I want to continue to get to know them just as I’d like to continue to 
grow in my relationships with everyone in the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. 

Family Reunion Festival this summer was another wonderful experience. What I 
enjoyed most was dancing at Grand Entry and seeing the awe in the eyes of the other 
students who were never able to come to Festival when they were younger. Being in the 
middle of the arena dancing with other Potawatomi was fantastic. Also, during the Festival I 
helped people make moccasins, shawls, and chokers in the Cultural Heritage Center. 
Helping other tribal members make those traditional crafts was really enjoyable, and I got to 
meet a lot of nice people. Then, later on in the program, we PLP students were fortunate 
enough to be able to make our own traditional fans, moccasins, and hand drums. Learning 
how to do those crafts was a bit of a challenge, but with patience we all succeeded in 
creating our own unique pieces. 

I have gained so much from the leadership program this summer. My hope is that 
next summer I will be able to return to the Nation to intern in one of the departments and 
also to hopefully oversee the first Potawatomi Youth Program Festival Day Camp. Spending 
this time learning about the CPN this summer has made me want to continue to be an active 
part of the community here. I want to educate others on whom the Potawatomi are, and to 
show people who a Native American is and what we look like. These past six weeks have 
consisted of learning and experiencing hands on the culture, traditions, government, 
enterprises, and community of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. I’ve always known that I was 
part Potawatomi, but it wasn’t until the Potawatomi Leadership Program that I have truly 
grasped that I am, altogether, Potawatomi. 
 



 

MATTHEW CLIFT 



ELDER INTERVIEW 
 I thought about who I was going to ask for an interview since we received the assignment 
in the beginning of our journey. It wasn’t until talking circle on week 2 that I realized that former 
Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP) participants would be the perfect candidates to 
interview about how they took the skills and traditions they learned in the program and 
transferred them into their everyday lives. Also, by talking to someone closer to my age, I can 
get a feeling of how they see the future of Native American racism, how to combat it, and what 
they think the tribe as a whole will or can accomplish. To talk with another outside link of the 
tribe will be able to give me insight into how people continue to benefit or serve the tribe, 
whether it be direct or indirect. With this in mind, I interviewed my sister and former PLP, Elizabeth 
Clift.  
 For my first question I asked Elizabeth, “How have you dealt with Native American racism 
before and after your time in the program?” I wanted to use this question not only as a 
sledgehammer to break the ice but also as an opportunity to make people shift into a big 
picture mindset. Out of the gate, Elizabeth said, “I haven’t been around it much.” This statement 
doesn’t surprise me, seeing as how we Native Americans often only get singled out due to skin 
color. If one doesn’t fall under the stereotypical Native description, no one knows or cares. I feel 
like the subject falls under the “don’t ask, don’t tell” category, which scares me. One of my 
concerns after leaving the program is my ability to be tactful and just to show others that I am 
Native American without throwing it in their faces. Dealing with this issue will be a new 
experience that I’m willing to tackle if necessary, and having all the new connections with 
friends and family within and around the tribe, I feel like I’ll be swinging for the fences. 
 Next, I asked, “How do you keep in contact or informed on what the tribe is doing 
throughout the year?” Elizabeth responded, “Due to the influx of social media throughout the 
last century, keeping in contact with the tribe and people you meet during the program has 
been extremely easy. I use Facebook and Instagram, and I also get emails from Tesia about 
sweats and full moon ceremonies”. The fact that past PLP still are in contact and active within 
the tribe makes me hopeful for the future. I hope to continue to sweat with the tribe and help 
with anything I can. I also hope to intern next summer with either the language department or 
the Child Development Center.  
 Finally, I asked, “What does it mean to you to be Citizen Potawatomi?’ This question was 
interesting because I really didn’t know how they would react, but to my surprise, she answered 
it almost exactly as I would have. “To me, being a Potawatomi is knowing a piece of my history. 
Knowing a part of the puzzle but also being part of something greater than myself. I know the 
work they do and the effort it takes to make the lives of our people better. And we are still 
moving forward to improve that daily. I look forward to the future and helping the tribe progress 
in any way I can.” Everyone’s thoughts and views of the tribe are different, but the trick is to 
make the tribe yours. That’s my goal: to help the tribe grow and prosper into something even 
greater than it already is. 
 



PROJECT 
 
 Projects as a whole are difficult, from finding a good partner or group, deciding on a 
project idea, to executing the project fully. To accomplish all of these things is a miracle by 
today’s standards, but it has been done by Randy Bazhaw and myself in the form of a honor 
drum song that is bound to leave a legacy for generations to come. I also feel that our project 
will affect much more than just our generations or the generations to come, it will influence our 
tribe and tribes throughout Oklahoma. To me, this song isn’t just a bunch of words put together 
to say something. I hope that other tribes will see and hear this song and realize that people are 
the life blood of the nation whether they have 3/512 blood degree or 1/2. I realize that tribes will 
do as they will, but I have put my heart into this song and I want others to experience what it is 
to be Native. To think if the Citizen Potawatomi Nation (CPN) was a blood quantum tribe or had 
closed rolls I would have never met all of the amazing people here or felt and participated in 
all the ceremonies is heartbreaking because this is now a part of me that can’t be taken by 
anyone. This song has an interesting way of making you think about what it is you really are 
looking to the creator for; everyone’s interpretation is different, and that’s intentional.  

As for all the people who had a hand in our project, I cannot thank them enough. The 
Squirrel Creek drum group has been fantastic. They allow us to sit and drum with them as one of 
the group even if some of us can’t keep a uniform beat. More specifically, Daniel LeClaire and 
Coby Lehman have both had a hand in tweaking and finishing the song Randy and I have been 
pouring our time into. Justin Neely from the language department has been a huge help in 
giving us words from our language that will represent the tribe in a positive way. Last but not 
least, the weekly check-in meetings with Tesia Zientek have been huge in calming me down 
and reminding me not to stress the small stuff. Receiving her opinion on what we have done 
from day one whether it be good or bad was irreplaceable. This drum song was written and 
conceived by Randy and myself, but truly, it was the tribe that created it. I was told early on in 
the writing process to not force lyrics because the Creator will give them to you. This has been 
true in my experience; I think that the Creator gave me the idea at that first talking circle, gave 
Randy the knowledge and practice to do it right and the mind for the words, and gave people 
around us images of the final product allowing them to mold the song as it needed. 
 When we first got here and learned we would be partnered up, I had an idea for a history-
based project with Susie. That project would have been extremely difficult. However, I couldn’t 
have asked for a better partner than Mr. Bazhaw. The final takeaway that I hope to achieve 
with this project is a living legacy for all future generations. I can only pray that the song gets 
remembered and used. 



REFLECTION 
 What does it mean to be a Potawatomi, a leader, or even a man? These are the 
questions that come to mind when I sit down to write this final reflection for the past 6 weeks of 
life-changing experiences.  I don’t have all of the answers to these questions, but then again, 
who really does? A man can live his whole life trying to find himself, but what I have come to 
realize in my 19 years of life (I know I’m getting old don’t remind me) is that it’s not necessarily 
about finding yourself, it’s about helping others on their journey that is life. Now don’t get me 
wrong, everyone should walk their path and focus on themselves, but when you let that fade 
into the white noise, that is the real person inside. For me, finding that true person or at least a 
piece of that person took coming to Shawnee, Oklahoma to interact hands-on and one-on-
one with the tribe. Sadly, throughout these last 6 weeks I have heard several times that one of 
the biggest issues the tribe is facing right now is people not thinking they are “Indian enough.” I 
am one of the offenders in this problem because I never thought I was worthy to call myself 
Native American. But after all of the people we talked to and understanding the vision of where 
Chairman Barrett sees the tribe in the future, I understand that it’s going to take all of us as a 
family to make it happen.  
 Alright, let’s take a break from the nitty-gritty and heart-wrenching truths for a minute 
because I had so much fun while I was here, and I want to share all of it. It’s really hard to decide 
what my “favorite part” was. Just going off of a gut feeling, though, it was the sweat ceremonies 
that I have been able to take part in with my fellow PLP friends and everyone else that was 
there. The sweat lodge itself is made from willow branches and twine because plastic is not 
allowed to be used in constructing it. Some tribes use two doorways, one facing east used for 
morning sweats for healing and the other facing west used during night sweats to help people 
find direction in all things. The sweat lodge that we help build, however, only has one door on 
the east side as is the traditional Potawatomi way. The sweat lodge itself represents a mother’s 
womb, symbolizing that when you exit you are being reborn. Burt Patadal has led all of our 
sweats for us and will continue to lead sweats until he is unable to. Inside the sweat is like nothing 
I have ever experienced: the steaming rocks, traditional songs being sung, the pain that is mind 
clearing, and just praying with people about everything is so freeing. I will continue to sweat 
with Burt and Isaac when I go back to school in Ada. 
 Surprisingly my second “favorite” (I put favorite in quotations because I really enjoyed 
everything, and I don’t want to label just one thing as my favorite) thing is dancing at the 
powwows, whether it be the Family Reunion Festival or the Sac and Fox Intertribal Powwow. 
What I loved about dancing was that everyone was unique and different; someone might have 
the same color scheme, but there are no identical pieces of regalia. Putting my feet into 
moccasins and just feeling the beat of the dewegen as I dance like my ancestors did gives me 
this feeling of pride and satisfaction that I am doing them right somehow. Plus, I enjoy all of the 
different songs like snake and buffalo and two stepping. At Gathering, I hope that Kat and I will 
be able to get the spin down to a science.  



 Singing with the Squirrel Creek drum group and learning about the dewegen has also 
been amazing. I have been musically challenged for the majority of my life, but the drum beat 
and songs just came to me so naturally that it must have been destiny that Randy and I would 
write a drum song as our final project. Throughout the process of writing and working on our 
song, we have learned new things at each turn. The two most significant lessons that stick out 
to me are: we have traditions of how to do certain things but other than those guidelines that 
must be followed anything is open for interpretation by everyone in their own way, and that 
each drum song is given to someone by the Creator.  
 A key point in learning all of these traditions and participating in ceremonies is that when 
we refer to the Creator it is just another way of saying God. What our traditions do for us is allow 
us another avenue of praise. With the intermarriages of French and Potawatomi, we learned at 
a fairly early time that Catholicism and our traditions were similar. Speaking of Catholicism, 
visiting the Sacred Heart boarding school was like looking through a window into the past. 
Seeing the stable house still having some burnt wood on it and the original hinges is incredible. 
The cemetery on the site itself was breathtaking. The moment I walked through the gate, I just 
felt like I was back in that time when the chapel and dorms were still standing strong. I realize 
that some elders who were at that boarding school may despise it, but as a younger generation 
I enjoy seeing where people lived and learned when they were young. 
 These last 6 weeks have given me more information and culture than I could have ever 
hoped for. I wish I had 3 more months to spend here with everyone just continuing to live and 
learn together as a family. The idea of returning next summer for an internship with the language 
program or any other department for that matter weighs heavy on my mind and makes me 
look forward to the future. I will never forget the things we did here and the good times we had. 
Each person in this house has left a lasting impression me: Tom with his odd maturity yet not, 
Susie with her impeccable accuracy of my mother, Sage with his overall clumsiness and intellect, 
Randy for accepting my sponsorship and leaving a legacy with me, Aden with just being himself 
and changing that for no one, Alyssa with giving me the opportunity to show her the life of a 
sibling, Zoe with her deep conversations, Aaron for being reliable and unique, and finally Kat for 
showing me that people still care. Bama pi, PLP family.  
  

 



 

RANDY BAZHAW 



ELDER INTERVIEW 
  

My grandfather, Ralph Bazhaw, was son of Robert Henry Bergeron, who descended from 
Charles Bergeron and was son to Francis Xavier Bergeron and Watchekee. He was born in the 
Kiowa Indian Hospital, where they took his tribal name, Bergeron, for his last name. My great-
grandfather took his birth certificate and inked in the last name Bazhaw. And that is how the 
name Bazhaw entered my family. Some say that it was a different pronunciation for Bergeron 
while others just believe that that is what his friends called him. Either way it makes for a great 
story. 
 When my grandfather was young he knew that he was Potawatomi, but they were never 
raised with traditions. They never practiced any ceremonies or spoke our native language, and 
he attributes that to two main factors: the boarding schools and the Great Depression. The 
boarding schools were effective in eliminating our culture as a result of the government’s 
adamancy in assimilation. My grandfather also views the Great Depression as a hurdle in our 
family’s culture because supporting fifteen people took main priority in his parent’s eyes, leaving 
little time for traditions. But, it was said that his father would attend every general quorum he 
could, even being known to hitchhike there. 
 After serving in the United States Air Force and attending Oklahoma State University for 
Electrical Engineering, my grandparents moved to North Carolina for work in 1969. It wasn’t until 
1993 when my grandfather began reconnecting with his Native American roots thanks to some 
elders that introduced him to American Indians in Science and Engineering Society. This helped 
restore our family’s link to the tribe, and once he retired in 2000, my grandfather had even more 
time to salvage his culture by taking up things like storytelling. He said that when he came back 
and met Chairman Barrett, Vice Chairman Capps, and other elders, it made him want to learn 
more and more. He still considers himself a novice in our culture. 
 Today, my grandfather loves to share our culture in any opportunity that he can. He likes 
to explain how well the tribe is doing and how advanced we are as a nation. It means a lot to 
my grandfather to know just how much our tribe does for its citizens because through the various 
services and resources, we are helping our legacy live on for more generations to come. Seeing 
all of the advances makes him realize how we are the children of the 7th generation and that 
without our ancestors, we would not be anywhere close to where we are today. He appreciates 
everything his parents did for him and all other generations before them for making everything 
possible, but he is especially thankful that his father put him on the tribal rolls. If anything could 
sum up what it means to my grandfather to be CPN, it would be the love for new sense of 
identity that has flourished within himself. He always knew that it was there, but he didn’t fully 
understand its importance until the last couple decades. With that sense of identity, he works 
hard to preserve our heritage and culture not just in our own family but in the lives of everyone 
he encounters. I personally look up to my grandfather in every aspect of my life, and I can only 
hope to live up to his legacy and namesake. 
 



PROJECT 
 

 The project that Matt Clift and I decided to pursue was an honor song for the Citizen 
Potawatomi Nation to be passed on for many generations to come. The inspiration behind 
creating an honor song came from our first drum circle with the Squirrel Creek Drum Group. 
The atmosphere around the drum was purely unique in every aspect. From the feeling of static 
time to the strong reverberations resounding and ricocheting echoes from all of the room’s 
surfaces, one could say that you could truly feel a spirit at work. The very thought of 
composing a song for future generations that could generate those same effects and possess 
a deep, profound meaning to the tribe has the potential to send chills down a spine. 
 At first thought, the idea of simply writing a song seems as though it would be relatively 
easy, but shortly into the process of doing so, we found that it was most definitely not. We 
knew that we wanted an honor song, but we had no idea how to go about writing one that 
kept our traditions to heart. We first looked for traditional songs and lyrics on the internet. That 
effort was shortly exhausted as we found very little in the likes of traditional Native American 
honor songs at our disposal on the worldwide web. Here we met our first hurdle: how do we 
actually get this song started? The answer was simple. Just start singing, and it will come. Our 
traditions tell us that no one truly makes their own song or owns the rights to its creation. 
Instead, it is said that all songs exist freely in the universe until the Creator gifts it to the 
composer. With that in mind, we began singing vocables that the creator gifted to us, and 
soon enough we had the beginnings of a new song. 
 One characteristic of our honor song that we wished to implement was lyrics in the 
Potawatomi language. With the help of Justin Neely, we were able to translate the lyrics that 
we wished to have in our song. We soon found that this aspect of our song was incredibly 
difficult to administer mainly because of the fact that we had a song of vocables that we 
were trying to fit lyrics into. This method proved to be very ineffective due to the major 
differences in syllables and pronunciation. This leads us to where we currently stand with our 
project as a whole. We still are working on our final translation and have found that the most 
efficient way to write our song is to have the lyrics first and let them mold the song into what it 
should become. The current lyrics to our song are as follows: 
 

We search for wisdom. 
We gather as Potawatomi. 

We come to the fire. 
And we listen to the Creator. 

 
Without any true guidance as to what an honor song should encompass, we decided 

to allude to the origins of the Potawatomi being the people of the place of the fire. These 
words resonate with me personally because of how it not only alludes to our people but 
because it explains that without our people we would be nothing. The line, “We look to our 



fire,” resonates particularly heavily for me because it symbolizes the fire that my fellow 
Potawatomi, Thomas Brunt, and I we tasked with starting for a sweat one Sunday morning. We 
were working with damp wood because of the storm that had rolled through earlier that night. 
As we struggled to start the wet wood, we could hear a wall of rain pouring towards us and as 
soon as the rain reached us the fire blazed alive. That fire withstood an hour of thunder and 
lightning and never showed signs of dying out. After the storm had passed over, we sat and 
stared into the fire and watched the remnants of the storm in the distance, and that was 
enough for to say I had heard the voice of the Creator. 
 If there is anything that I could say that I took away from this project, it would have to 
be a more profound respect for the traditions behind drumming and singing in our Native 
American culture. I truly feel that this project helped me with my main wish from this program: 
to mature spiritually with my culture. I see the world in a different way, and I do not see my 
previous self finding that sense of wellbeing any other way. It is also awesome just to think that 
his song that I have helped composed may be being sung hundreds of years from now. That 
sense of legacy and my new found sense of who I really am will stay with me forever, and I 
cannot think of any other project that could have helped me do such a thing. 
 



REFLECTION 
 
 I was hesitant when trying to decide if I should apply for the Potawatomi Leadership 
Program due to the large portion of my summer that I would have to be away from my family 
and friends, but in retrospect, I wish that that portion could have been even larger. As soon as I 
stepped foot on to my plane to go from North Carolina to Oklahoma, I knew I was in for a once 
in a lifetime experience, and this program did not disappoint. The Potawatomi Leadership 
Program taught me more about myself than I could have ever thought possible. As a part of my 
final reflection, I would like to highlight all of the moments that helped me discover who I truly 
am so that the ink on this page can continue to remind me of those priceless lessons I have had 
the opportunity to receive. 
 Over the course of these past six weeks, we have been able to meet with countless 
departments, directors, and government officials, all of whom work tirelessly so that we can take 
full advantage of what our tribe has to offer. To try and even put the capacity at which the 
Citizen Potawatomi Nation’s government functions into words is an incredible task on its own. 
Some of the most beneficial and enjoyable times with the governmental aspect of the PLP were 
the occasional meetings with Chairman Barrett and Vice Chairman Capps. To be able to not 
only ask questions of them but to answer questions to problems they are facing show how much 
our tribal leaders care about our opinions, and I’d like to personally thank them for their time 
and for envisioning this program. Aside from our meetings with our leaders, one of my largest 
takeaways came from observing our government in action. Being able to see the capabilities 
of a coherent organization striving for the same goal of generating a vision for the future was 
purely awesome. Citizen Potawatomi Nation’s vision spans past the enterprises and into what is 
genuinely best for our people and others, providing programs for elders and children, and 
assisting families with things like scholarship money to obtaining food. To witness the generosity 
of our tribe first hand has opened my eyes up to how we as human beings should be striving to 
live our lives.  
 In addition to learning about our tribal government, we also got to spend time learning 
about our heritage in weekly cultural teachings, language classes, crafting sessions, and talking 
circles. I found that these activities to be some of the most rewarding of the entire Potawatomi 
Leadership Program. The simple act of learning a few words from your tribe’s language and 
being able to have multiple traditional stories passed down to you can bring you so much closer 
to your culture. My favorite story that we have been told would have to be our Flood Story. This 
favoring is most likely due to having heard it told by multiple individuals and hearing each teller’s 
unique nuances as well as the moral of the story revolving around never underestimating your 
peers. The talking circles we had each week will forever be branded into my memory because 
it was in that setting that we could come to each other with our personal views and speak our 
minds on prominent issues facing us as new generation of American Indians. In these circles, you 
would enter with one mindset and often times leave with a new outlook on pressing problems 
and life. A prominent theme that developed in our circles was the act of passing our culture to 



our families, friends, and anyone who would listen, and the crafting sessions equipped us with a 
tangible piece of our heritage that we could teach to those willing to learn. Learning about my 
Citizen Potawatomi culture was one of my main motivators for this program, and I could not 
have been more pleased with all that I have learned. 
 Another side of finding my culture aside from the more historical aspect would be the 
spiritual culture that I found myself surrounded by. Being a part of all of the sweats and drumming 
with the Squirrel Creek drum group has filled myself with so much positive energy it’s hard to 
think about leaving these aspects that I have come to find so prominent in these past weeks. 
Thinking back to the first week we were here as PLPs and the first drum circle we went to with 
Squirrel Creek, I can recall the atmosphere vividly because it was so unique. Time stood still and 
the strong reverberations resounded and ricocheted echoes from all of the room’s surfaces, 
and you could truly feel a spirit at work. A spirit was also at work when helping prepare the fire 
for a sweat early one Sunday morning. My fellow PLP Tom Brunt and I were working with damp 
wood because of a storm that had rolled through earlier that night. As we struggled to light the 
fire with the wet wood we could hear a wall of rain pouring towards us and as soon as the rain 
reached us the fire blazed alive. That fire withstood an hour of thunder and lightning and never 
showed signs of dying out. After the storm had passed over we sat and stared into the fire and 
watched the remnants of the storm in the distance and that was enough for me to say the spirits 
were lively. Experiencing a sweat for the first time was also an incredible experience on its own 
that required true perseverance and strength. I can only hope to continue these practices that 
have helped me find myself and reconnect with my culture on the spiritual level. 
 To conclude this reflection I can only thank all of those that helped guide me through this 
incredible experience. I would not trade this summer for anything for it has assisted me in 
growing into the person I want to be while instilling in myself the identity that I was born with. 
Before the Potawatomi Leadership Program I saw myself as a Native American, but after this 
opportunity I know I am a Native American.  
 



 

SAGE HANSON 



ELDER INTERVIEW 
 

My mother has never talked about her side of the family that much. I met Grandma 
Vivian a few times when I was very young, but I don’t remember what we talked about. Yet 
somehow, I found myself in her living room earlier this afternoon. She was warm, talked to me 
about her life with the tribe, and answered every question I had. The two hours I spent there 
gave me a vast amount of insight into the unexplored branch of my family tree. 
         Grandma’s knowledge of our family ended with Anna Hays, my great-great-
grandmother. Anna’s husband died from mustard gas poisoning in the Great War, and she 
died soon after from typhoid fever. Her daughter, Vina, was left orphaned. Vina grew up with 
her grandparents in California. Grandma Vivian didn’t know much about her childhood there, 
but she did tell me about one dance Vina attended. The government had sponsored the 
event to boost soldier’s morale before they were sent to fight in World War II. There, she met a 
young soldier, Tommy Pruett. She married him a week later. 

For the duration of the war, Vina stayed with his mother and helped take care of his 
seven siblings. The family had no source of income. After being in this situation for years she 
learned to cope by having what my grandma called a ‘Que será, será’ attitude. Whatever will 
be, will be. 

After a lifetime of battling health problems, Grandma Vivian settled down with the tribe 
as an elder. She now enjoys free healthcare, housing and food. My aunt lives nearby so she 
also gets to see her grandchildren often. When I asked her what being Potawatomi means to 
her, she said it was to be spoiled rotten. I’m grateful of that because Grandma deserves to be 
‘spoiled’ with all the things she didn’t have in her youth. 

The family line that connects me to Jude Bourassa is made up of mothers trying to give 
their children a better life despite their disadvantages. Each generation, they achieved small 
victories. My mother managed to get a college degree and support me emotionally 
throughout my childhood. Now I’m going to college straight out of high school with parents 
who continue to guide me. Even though I sometimes doubt the path I’m on, I know I’m 
headed to good things. I wouldn’t have this without the sacrifice of those who came before 
me. With this gift I can try to piece together what was lost in Vina’s family, our connection to 
the tribe. 



PROJECT 
 
Our capstone to the Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP) is to create something that 

will benefit the tribe. My partner, Zoe Gustason, and I worked on biographies for all of the 
Potawatomi district legislators. We also have plans to add video interviews with each of the 
representatives. Both of these would be placed on the CPN website so as to increase the public 
information readily available to their constituents. 

We chose this project because before coming to the PLP, neither of us knew that we had 
a regional legislator. One of the most important things we did here was to meet our legislator. 
All Potawatomi should know the basics of their tribal government. While they can get a list of 
legislators online, the CPN website doesn’t give much information beyond contact information 
and a link to their columns. I suppose the implication is that if you want to know more about your 
tribe, then you should reach out to your legislator and ask them questions. The issue with this is 
that people are conditioned to think of legislators as distant, political figures who don’t have 
time to speak to their constituents individually. People need more information before they make 
the call.  

 We hope that by giving the legislators a biography, people who are interested in their 
tribe can read up on their representative, understand who they are, and feel more comfortable 
reaching out to them to get more information on the tribe. If more people are active members 
of the tribe, it will strengthen our community and help to ensure that we maintain our 
sovereignty. 

We worked with the Public Information department throughout this process. Jennifer Bell 
and her team helped us to figure out the best way to write the biographies. We met with them 
several times, and they made recommendations on how to overcome roadblocks. They also 
edited the rough draft biographies before we sent them. Trey Delonais helped us to implement 
the changes to the CPN website’s legislator portal. We gathered the majority of our information 
from past Hownikan interviews. However, Zoe and I both had to call and email people who 
hadn’t had a substantial amount of information about themselves posted in the paper. 

Zoe was very helpful with the website layout. She came up with a creative way for us to 
create our practice layout before we met up with Trey. She also had the idea to have the Prezi 
layout follow the four directions. Her ideas helped develop our project as well. Zoe brought an 
earnest, real passion to the project that helped it become more than an obligation. She tried to 
connect with the legislators and share that connection with their constituents. This was an asset 
for the work we were trying to do. 

It’s said that the best way to learn something is to teach it. In the process of creating this 
compilation of biographies, I have learned a tremendous amount about each of the legislators: 
who they are, what they stand for, and why they do what they do. This has been very helpful in 
my understanding of the tribe because the Nation means very different things to each of them. 
Some have a strong Potawatomi upbringing, while others only recently got involved. This, I think, 
is a microcosm for our people as a whole. Unlike our ancestors, we did not all grow up in the 



same community instilled with the same culture and tradition. Yet despite how different we have 
become, people are willing to come together and preserve the culture of those who came 
before us and care for the Potawatomi who are with us today. Even though the Nation is spread 
out throughout the country and the world, even though we don’t live in our ancestral lands, it 
continues to strengthen with each passing generation. 



REFLECTION 
 
Coming to the Potawatomi Leadership Program, I didn’t know what to it would be like. 

I thought that there would be some cultural teaching and that there would be a final project, 
but that was the extent of my prior knowledge. I didn’t know what the other people would be 
like, and I wasn’t sure what we would be doing on a daily basis. I didn’t want to admit it to 
myself, but I was pretty nervous coming over here. But the PLP program surpassed all of my 
expectations. My experience here learning from our culture and my elders has helped me to 
gain perspective on my own life and helped me define what I want my future to look like. 

My anxiety about the other students was the first to be cleared. The weekend I spent 
with everyone in the Sharp House was pretty relaxing, and we gradually broke the ice as we 
shopped for groceries and learned about what the program had in store for us. These fears were 
further abated when we met with our first presenter, Tiffany Barrett, the Director of the domestic 
violence support program. Everyone listened intently, and we all learned a lot about the 
important work she did for families in the community. When she finished, everyone wanted to 
know more. We must have fired twenty-five questions at the poor lady, but she answered them 
all very well. This is when I realized that everyone was invested in what was being taught, and 
everyone wanted to be here. A huge part of what made the PLP worth it was the people who 
joined me on this journey. 

I liked learning about all of the tribe’s businesses. The financial network of businesses 
and services that the leadership created here is fantastic. Learning about the day-to-day 
function of so many diverse enterprises was interesting. What made those lessons even more 
meaningful was seeing where the revenue went. I met an elder man who had at one point 
needed tens of thousands of dollars in medical services. This would have put him in serious debt 
for his rest of his life, had the tribe not paid it in full. He and his wife went to Paris last year for their 
fiftieth anniversary. They have such a beautiful life, and it wouldn’t have been possible without 
the emphasis the tribe has on caring for elders. Rather than generating profit for a shareholder 
or owner, this money is going to youth methamphetamine prevention and health care. This is 
one of my absolute favorite parts of our tribe. 

I also really enjoyed how passionate everyone we met was about their jobs. Everyone 
from the grocery store manager to the accountants to the public information department 
clearly loved their work and understood how important it was to the tribe. Ginger Johnson from 
the accounting department told us about her work and how every year they are involved in 
the financing of new programs that help to expand the tribe's services. She loved the people 
she worked with and said her career was really rewarding. This really spoke to me because I 
realized that any career could be rewarding if it has a healthy work environment and it serves 
a greater cause. 

Another passionate employee I met was Lynn Heath from employment assistance. She 
never went to college, but she has been working for the tribe for a long time. She started working 
for the tribe as a farm worker. Now, she has a job in Employment and Training working a very 



rewarding career. Her story reminded me of the women in my family who worked so hard to 
improve their situation and provide a better life for my family. I also found her tremendously 
inspiring. She worked hard, she stuck with the tribe through thick and thin, and it paid off. 

On the subject of inspiring people, I have to mention Dr.  Collard. The tribe’s director of 
economic development has a contagious positive view on work, learning, and the world as a 
whole. I had the privilege of job shadowing him recently so that I could understand his 
philosophy a little better. From what I now understand, he has been able to accomplish so much 
by committing himself to four moral principles and lifelong learning. I walked away from Dr. 
Collard with a reading list and an understanding of just how many rewards self-improvement 
can reap. Dr. Collard has shown me that it is possible to lead a career that makes a genuine 
good impact on both people and our relation to the environment, and I want to do the same. 

Another wonderful part of this experience has been learning about my Potawatomi 
culture. Before I came here, all I knew about our tribe was that we came from the Great Lakes 
region. Now, thanks to Kelli Mosteller’s cultural teachings, I have learned much more. The lessons 
about the four directions were very interesting. I liked how it could be applied to so many things-
-the phases of a day, the seasons of the year, the stages of life. It represents a cycle, and most 
things in our universe seem to follow a cyclical pattern so it can be applied to a lot of ideas. 

I also like the way our culture views the natural world. From my understanding, nature is 
placed on par with humanity because all natural things are endowed with spirits similar to our 
own. So many Potawatomi traditions revolve around treating nature with respect and giving 
thanks for what nature provides. This perception that the environment is what supports human 
life is a much better understanding of reality than the European concept of Manifest Destiny. I 
think the world would have a more secure future if more 
 outside of our tribe thought this way. 

I think one of the best practiced Potawatomi cultural concepts in our tribe is that of 
planning for seven generations in the future. The leadership is very concerned with succession 
and preserving culture from generation to generation. By not allowing themselves to get caught 
up in the day-to-day problems of the tribe, they are able to focus on the greater threats to our 
culture. I think that many leaders could benefit from this teaching, especially the U.S 
government whose representatives are more concerned with what happens within the election 
cycle. This is a valuable idea that has a place in all kinds of leadership. 

In conclusion, this has been a great experience. I have learned a lot about myself and 
the people I have met have changed my expectations for my future. I am honored that the 
tribe would do so much to help me learn and improve myself. I intend to take these teachings 
with me on my journey through life and to get my sister involved. 



 

SUSANNAH HOWARD 



ELDER INTERVIEW 
 
“I was born in the community in Tecumseh, Oklahoma in the mid-twentieth century, a 

time when tribal affiliations were not widely discussed. A Lifelong Pottawatomie County, 
Oklahoma resident, with the exception of my time in the U.S. Navy, my connections with the 
Tribe mirror that of fellow members of my generation. 
 Growing up, I knew I was Potawatomi. But I went to high school at Tecumseh, and 
many of us Potawatomi didn’t know about one another. 
 Tribal affiliations, especially amongst the Potawatomi, were kept private by many 
members after decades of forced assimilation by the U.S. Government and state-run 
institutions. Though I knew of my descendancy from the Bourassa’s family, a full connection 
to what was then known as the Citizen Band Potawatomi was years away. 
 As most young people during the Vietnam era, my Draft number was low so I knew 
that after completing my college stage I joined the U.S. Navy.  During active duty I got 
married and lived in San Diego, California after returning from West Pac duties on board the 
USS Durham LKA 114. The Durham, an attack cargo ship, patrolled the Pacific during the 
Vietnam Era. The shipped stopped in ports as far afield as Da Nang, Vietnam; Iwakuni, Japan; 
and Sydney, Australia.   After finishing my active duty my wife and I came back home to start 
our lives.  Working in different companies, one of which afforded me with the opportunity to 
secure my MBA.  
 Developing ways to cut costs and boost profits, I served as a financial controller for 
different companies. Worked on a term-limited basis, I would help raise profitability before 
moving on to the next company. Then an entrepreneurial streak took hold and I set out on 
my own. My attention to details as a professional is also what initially re-connected me with 
CPN.  Vice Chairman Linda Capps, then working at Gordon Cooper Technology Center in 
Shawnee asked me to become a board member of the newly purchased First National Bank 
Co., The CPN-owned bank. 
 Then again V.C. Capps wanted me to run for one of the Grievance committee seats 
that were coming up. I did ….yes I got it.  This position forced me to learn our Constitution.   
From then on I wanted to use my learning and inquisitive mind to acquire more knowledge 
about who, where and how I came to be in the Potawatomi family. 
 When we changed our constitution in 2008, with a 16 person legislature is when I 
wanted to become a legislator. Just the thought of becoming one of the first to pioneer this 
concept for our Nation was worth becoming a politician. I wanted to use my professional 
experience to advance our Tribe’s goal of being on sound ground. My position as a legislator 
is to promote what is of best interest first for the membership, and then the Nation and finally 
what I personally would like to see accomplished that interest me.  I feel that my tenacity to 
continue asking questions in a professional manner until you fully understand the problem, 
proposal, resolution, or bill are my strong attributes. 
 When asked about my role as an Elder of the Nation, I thought to myself why is she 
asking me?  Searching for knowledge myself is non-ending, but along the way when I find 
out truths or facts or just good information about our culture, I do want to share this 
information with my family along with my extended Potawatomis by way of the Hownikan. I 



in return do enjoy speaking with my Elders to capture their vast knowledge before we lose 
them. 
 I have tried to make it unquestionable that all Potawatomis are my friends along with 
the involvement that I have strived to interconnect other Native Tribes with us.  Being involved 
with the Citizen Potawatomi Nation Organization Color Guard, we represent our Nation 
across the state in different functions always carrying the full pride of being Potawatomi. Lots 
of time incorporating other tribe’s members are drumming us in. As far as with the Legislature, 
staying on top of the budgeting process, stating my concerns on the things that I think from 
my prospective can be improved, and most of all working on all projects that the Tribe need 
to be informed about. 
 Where do you want me to start on what it means to be Potawatomi?  First, RESPECT 
for my Elders now and those who had the courage to fight for our livelihood in the past. 
Second, PRIDE for what we have accomplished.  Third, CARING for our people. Fourth, 
EDUCATING our people for the survival of our Nation. Fifth, FAMILY united as brothers and 
sisters in building strong bonds.  
 It is and will always be, and has been an honor to serve and represent our Nation.”  

 
MY REACTION 

 
When I first asked Legislator Barrett for an interview via email, I hadn’t realized how his 

path to being legislator was so filled with experience and service to the United States of 
America and various financial companies, before coming to work for the tribe.  

As a veteran, Mr. Barrett showed immense courage and valor by joining the Navy 
during Vietnam. His sense of patriotism to both the USA and Citizen Potawatomi Nation is very 
important to me. I believe that as dual citizens, we have a dual responsibility to serve both 
nations in one way or another. He has gone above and beyond by serving in the military and 
being at the forefront of our new government as a legislator.  

As the legislator for district #10, Mr. Barrett has made the commitment to ensuring the 
early years of our new legislature are successful and transformative for the tribe. He wrote, “I 
wanted to use my professional experience to advance our Tribe’s goal of being on sound 
ground. My position as a legislator is to promote what is of best interest first for the 
membership, and then the Nation and finally what I personally would like to see 
accomplished that interest me.  I feel that my tenacity to continue asking questions in a 
professional manner until you fully understand the problem, proposal, resolution, or bill are 
my strong attributes.” I think his experience as a business person and a financial controller is 
very valuable to the legislator, since having different perspectives on pieces of legislation 
can ensure that mistakes are not made and nothing is overlooked. Also, our tribe operates 
many enterprises that fuel us in different ways, so having someone with a background in 
money to speak up about points that people of different backgrounds might not have 
thought about can be vital to our success.   

 



Though his experience and entrance into tribal government is very important, I found 
his ideas on what it means to be Potawatomi and be a leader in the tribe inspirational. My 
favorite piece of the interview was the last paragraph:  

“Where do you want me to start on what it means to be Potawatomi?  First, RESPECT 
for my Elders now and those who had the courage to fight for our livelihood in the 
past. Second, PRIDE for what we have accomplished.  Third, CARING for our people. 
Fourth, EDUCATING our people for the survival of our Nation. Fifth, FAMILY united as 
brothers and sisters in building strong bonds.” 

It’s so concise but I can see how Mr. Barrett views his service to the tribe. He has 5 main goals 
to his service and for the tribe to keep in mind when making big decisions. I can relate to all 
of them, but especially the part about being a family.  

When I first met Mr. Barrett in my second week of PLP I realized we were distantly 
related. His family is descended from Mnitoqua or Marguerite Bourassa Frigon, just like me. 
I’m descended from her son, while he is descended from her daughter. It was very interesting 
to find someone else who is as passionate about understanding the past to reclaim the 
present and claim the future as I am, and they are related to me. I find that some of my most 
valuable information that has formed my identity has come from digging through documents 
and letters and uncovering pieces of how my family lived nearly 200 years ago. I take a lot 
of pride in every aspect of my identity because if I didn’t, it would be like having a puzzle 
with a piece missing. It’s not a complete picture of who I am. One of main goals in being in 
the PLP and claiming my heritage completely is to impress upon others the benefits and 
satisfaction of knowing where you come from. I find that the successes and failures of my 
ancestors do not completely define me, but rather give me the strength to do the difficult 
work and be okay with sometimes failing while on the path to success.  
 I believe that Mr. Barrett’s commitment to upholding the values of the tribe, by leading 
by example is very commendable. It is not always easy to overcome the pressures of peers, 
the past and our own presuppositions to do what’s right and worthwhile. He seems to have 
chosen to surround himself with the people, like Vice Chairman Linda Capps that will keep 
him onto the Red Road. Dr. Collard gave the PLP that advice as well, to surround yourself by 
the people who you want to be like. For me, I have already chosen this path, by coming to 
PLP and finding a place here. I only hope I can come back and keep making connections 
to ensure that I never forget who I am and who came before me.  
 Overall, I have found another person who I can rely on if I need guidance or direction 
in my path to claiming my heritage and continuing our culture for the future. I feel very 
strongly that relationships made by listening and taking the time to ask questions of our elders 
is the best way to get perspective and understanding about our place here as Potawatomi 
today.  



 
 

PROJECT 
 
I worked on the final project for the Potawatomi Leadership Program with Tom Brunt. Our 

project was to create a feasible reusable bag system that could be implemented throughout 
the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. We would like it to be first put in at the FireLake Discount 
Foods store, then spread to the express-marts, casinos, restaurants, bowling alley and gift 
store. They would be for sale in the enterprises and online gift store. They would be sold at a 
profit to offset the discount of $0.05 for each reusable bag used when shopping. This includes 
non-CPN bags, because our goal is to get more people using less plastic bags, not to save 
a nickel because it doesn’t have our brand on it. 

We will be ordering the bags from the most reputable and cost-effective company we 
can find, preferably through Firelake Designs. We will have them print our design on the bags. 
Then, the grocery store will put them in the store and offer them for sale during transactions. 
Sackers would also be trained to ask for reusable bags. The only costs associated with the 
project is buying more bags. This will most likely not turn a profit, but it is a necessary step in 
changing how customers shop.  

We have chosen to do this project because we saw that a lot of plastic bags are being 
used at FireLake Discount Foods, and most of those bags are going to the landfill. Both Tom 
and I have seen stores throughout the US move to reusable bags, to reduce waste and also 
cost of buying bags. We were even more motivated to start this project after finding out that 
the three grocery stores owned by the nation use about 7.5 million plastic bags per year, and 
spend $150,000 alone on plastic bags. We would like to see fewer plastic bags being bought. 
The cost of buying bags may not be reduced, but more money will go to reusable bags. We 
have chosen to add a discount to incentivize shoppers. Eventually, there should be enough 
reusable bags in circulation that there shouldn’t be much need for plastic bags, except for 
out-of-town visitors. There are some towns in the US that have eliminated bags completely. 
Though we do not expect that to happen immediately, that would be an ideal goal for the 
future.  

Another reason to start a program like this is to promote the tribe as a greener entity. We 
would like to see the tribe really take a stance on climate change and start trying to make 
a difference in the area. This could be infectious throughout Indian Country if media like the 
Facebook and Instagram pages and the Hownikan can continue to share information about 
the environment and encourage tribal members all over the country and world to practice 
greener ways. Using reusable bags is just a start; recycling more and getting involved with 
groups to get towns and cities and even states to implement better laws and infrastructure 
to support the green, eco-friendly movement would be a great goal going forward. 

To execute this project, Tom and I talked to Mr. Driskell, the director of Firelake Discount 
Foods. He expressed interest in the project, but he needed us to come up with all the 
research to make it implementable. The project had been suggested before, but he didn’t 
have the time to do the research to get the product into the stores. So we took on that role. 
To do our research, we met with several departments including, Public Information (Trey 
DeLonais), to talk about branding, Firelake Designs (Darek Johns), to create a bag design, 
Environmental (Tara Hammer), to get information about waste management at CPN and 
talk about paying for the first round of bags through their grant, and Self Governance, also 



 
 

about finding smaller grants that could help get the program off the ground, without taking 
money from the grocery store. We found that making a bag design is fairly easy, but only 
buying 2,500 bags at a time is more expensive than buying 5,000, because the companies 
we were looking at charge less per bag as the number of bags ordered increases. We also 
found that we might have to look elsewhere for money besides Environmental, because their 
grant would not be able to cover the start-up costs completely. Both Environmental and Self 
Governance suggested an educational aspect to the bags, to make it more eligible for 
grants, as well as more impactful in the community. Some ideas include going to local 
schools, the Child Development Center and the PLACE to teach kids about recycling and 
reusing materials. We are also thinking about a big, record breaking display about reusable 
bags at the Firelake Discount Foods store on Earth Day, which is something that Mr. Driskell 
likes to do, to get publicity for the stores. This would include having lots of bags for sale, 
perhaps at a reduced price, like $10/10, and have experts come and talk, as well as 
informational pamphlets or cards that have tips about being more ecofriendly. I think it could 
go along with the Earth Day festivities that the tribe already does, like picking up garbage 
on the side of the road. It could be fun and educational, which would hopefully bring in 
different demographics.  

The biggest issue for the project is the start-up money, which could also come from the 
tribe, if we strike out on other grant options. We have reached out to Vice Chairman Capps 
for her thoughts on the project and her ideas about funding. She said that the tribe might be 
able to find funds for it, because she believes, as we do, that it is an important project to get 
going. So to get the bags to the grocery store, we would have to order the bags, which 
would most likely fall on the grocery store purchasing department. We have discussed with 
several departments about expanding the program to other entities, like the casinos, bowl 
alley, gift shop and online gift shop, and there is interest. This might also connect to the 
already existing loyalty card at the grocery store, where money spent on groceries gives 
customers so many cents off per gallon of gas. We would like the discount, which is 5 cents, 
to be added as points to the customer’s loyalty card, and then the points could be used at 
the gaming facilities, and perhaps the bowling alley as well. That is a huge project, which 
can be implemented if the bags are successful in the grocery stores. If it expands, purchasing 
the bags as well as changing the design to include new tribal businesses might be split 
amongst departments and enterprises. That decision would be made by the different entities 
that choose to carry the bags.  

My final takeaway from this project is that nothing is a simple project. For a small idea like 
using reusable bags, we have had to do a lot of research and work with departments to 
finalize details and make it feasible. I can’t imagine the time and money that is spent on 
implementing huge projects, like casinos and stores. This has given me a new appreciation 
for the work that everyone does for the tribe, because they are all a part of something bigger. 
When we leave this project in the hands of the legislature and the grocery stores, we will be 
relying on over one hundred employees to carry it out, from the higher up people who say 
"Let’s do it!”, to the grocery store staff, Firelake Designs staff and of course, all the employees 
who shop at the grocery store and choose to buy and use bags. There are also people 
advertising in the ads for the grocery store and people who will talk about it and get the 
word out. It gives me a lot of hope to see how many people are involved in one way or 
another in this project, because it seems like the more people who know about it, the more 



 
 

likely it is to succeed.  I am also hoping that the success of this project can lead to bigger 
projects being implemented, like recycling areas for soda cans and plastic bags in the 
grocery store and more consistent recycling in all the buildings throughout the nation. Our 
true goal is to make a lasting impression on the tribe that being eco-friendly is the way of the 
future and many people have great ideas and want to see the tribe be a leader in changing 
how we consume products and take care of Mother Earth.  



REFLECTION 
 
Being a member of the Potawatomi Leadership Program class of 2016 has been a life-

changing experience. From learning about my ancestry, to tribal law, to various native crafts, 
and participating in traditional ceremonies and games, I have completely changed how I 
look at the world, how I view my peers, and how I see myself as a Potawatomi woman.  
 The best part about being at the Citizen Potawatomi Nation headquarters is feeling 
like you belong. As soon as I stepped off the plane, to when I walked into Grand Entry at 
Festival and when I leave the Sharp House one last time, I will always be seen as Potawatomi. 
I never have to question my identity here, because all my friends, the elders, and many of 
the employees I have met share this with me. I find I never have to worry about what I know 
and how Native American I act, because everyone here is learning, every day. As I said to 
one person, “You are not living if you are not learning.” We’ve been led into a beautifully 
crafted space with our acceptances into this program and in a way, we will never leave. 
Now that I have the courage to ask the dumb questions, to admit that I am ignorant in a 
custom, I know I will be able to grow, even if I am not in Oklahoma.  

Probably the most meaningful conversation I had while in the PLP program was about 
identity. Every Thursday, we had talking circles. Talking Circles are a form of conversation 
where everyone sits in a circle and gets a chance to speak, passing an eagle feather to the 
next person after they finish speaking. The most important part of the custom is to hear 
everyone. So often in life, people who are quieter are never heard because the loud people 
drown them out, even though the quieter person may have thought through the answers to 
questions more in depth or have had a special experience that gives them a unique 
perspective. This style of conversation allows people to listen and change their ideas as other 
people shape their opinions. 

Our second talking circle was about identity. We talked about the experiences we 
had of having our identity as Potawatomi questioned. I have had plenty of people question 
me when I say I’m Native American, because I don’t look it. It’s probably the hardest thing 
to overcome, once you have been told that you can’t be Native American if you don’t ride 
horses, scalp people and live in a teepee. It not only convinces yourself that you are 
unworthy of the heritage your ancestors handed down to you, but that you also have no 
voice; you can’t speak on behalf of yourself as a Native American, and your views don’t 
matter.  

We found that each one of us has had experiences like this, where we feel like we 
can’t apply to a Native American scholarship, or speak up about our tribe in a history class, 
because we don’t look the part. After talking about our experiences, we came up with 
solutions. The best way we’ve found to stop this cycle of oppression is to educate. When 
someone says there is no way you can be Native American, sit them down and start a 
conversation about your heritage. I actually had an experience shortly after this talking circle 
where someone questioned me about this, and I tried to educate them. I realized that 
people don’t always want to hear it but sometimes would rather make an example out of 
you for claiming to be something you don’t look like you are. To those people, the best I can 
do is give them the information and let them see the reality of being a Native American in 
the 21st century. We will never look like the Hollywood versions of ourselves.      



Some of the best experiences of this summer were optional. Probably the most life-
changing experience for me was going to sweat ceremonies. Sweating was something I 
thought was weird and would make me feel vulnerable in front of strangers, but it turned out 
to be more than that. At first, it was weird. I didn’t know what I was doing; I was just following 
more experienced people. After I let myself just relax and take it in, though, I found I loved it. 
It was the first time I truly felt religious. I felt like I was in touch with the Creator. I was praying 
to stay in there, to relax, to save myself and as I got farther along, I realized I was praying for 
everyone else, too. It was a space where I didn’t have to check myself or worry about what 
people would think about me. I could just say what I was thinking. I never expected to find a 
space here where I could feel fulfilled culturally through traditions and songs but also 
spiritually through ritual and prayer. Finding this space for myself was a true gift of this summer.  

Another unexpected experience for me was learning to sing. My first ceremony here 
was the full moon ceremony. I got to learn the water songs, which belong to the women. Fire 
belongs to men, water belongs to women. I learned other songs from attending drum group 
practices and the sweats. Learning these songs, some in Potawatomi even, made me feel 
more connected to my ancestors. I could imagine Mnitoqua, my ancestor, sitting around the 
fire at the full moon ceremony just as I have. The most important part of this summer for me 
was finally feeling a connection to my Potawatomi ancestors. 

I found the cultural aspects of this summer also very valuable. I loved doing crafts like 
making chokers and bandoliers at Festival with kids and adults who, like me, are trying to get 
back to their roots. As a group we also made dance fans which come in handy at the 
outdoor powwows and really make my regalia look special. Also, getting to choose a dance 
shawl the first day of PLP was unexpected, and then being able to choose colors and styles 
of my blouse, skirt and leggings made my regalia so unique. When I put it on with my jewelry 
and braid and ribbon my hair, I feel proud to be a Potawatomi. We also got to make 
moccasins to add to our regalia. The moccasins were a traditional style called pucker toe, 
and like the other pieces of my regalia, they had a piece of me in them. 

The final traditional craft we made was hand drums and drumsticks. Since I have been 
learning some of the traditional songs through ceremonies, as well as through going to men's 
and women’s drum group, I really love having a drum to keep a beat on. I also feel less like 
an outsider if I can go to women’s drum group and be able to drum and sing too. During the 
men’s drum group, women can sit behind the drum and sing back up. It’s actually pretty 
cool to sing higher than the men and be a part of the loud music that plays at powwows 
and hand-games here. Getting to know all the artists, craftsmen, and musicians around here 
and learning their craft has been instrumental in giving me activities to bring back home and 
share with my family and fellow Potawatomi who may not get the chance to learn these 
things. I would love to work on getting to know the younger members of my district and get 
together more often and share what we know, to keep our traditions alive even if we are far 
away from Shawnee.   

Lastly, getting to see how the tribe operates as a sovereign nation has been very 
educational. I really liked seeing the teaching about doing everything with the next seven 
generations in mind, in action. Every department from Employment and Training getting 
people into the workforce, to Education getting people the help they need to succeed in 
school, to the Child Development Center and the PLACE giving our younger generation the 
tools they need to succeed as well as to carry on our traditions--everyone is cognizant of our 



impact on the future. I believe our tribe will continue to grow and prosper as long as we 
continue to keep forward-thinking people like Chairman Barrett and Vice Chairman Capps 
in power. There is so much still to do to reclaim our heritage and culture, but the only way to 
do that is to work together and bring together all of our people in various ways, via the 
internet, at Festival and Gathering and the Hownikan. I am proud to say that I would love to 
be part of this tradition, to uphold what our ancestors lost and we have begun to take back 
and keep fighting for our freedoms as a tribe and as individuals.  

Leaving Oklahoma is going to be really difficult for me as a Potawatomi. I have 
become very comfortable being surrounded by a community of learners and experts on 
Potawatomi culture and traditions. I realize that if there is a downside to the PLP, it probably 
is that we have to leave, go back home and that we have a job when we get home. We 
have to share what we have learned. For all the support the tribe has given us, to get us here 
and make us comfortable, sharing our newfound knowledge is the least we can do. Even as 
I think about how our class of 10 people will be spread literally across the United States, from 
Vermont to California, North Carolina to Oregon, Virginia to Kansas and Arizona to 
Oklahoma, I know that we will always be connected by the experiences of this summer, from 
our first sweats to our prank wars to our relaxing nights of cooking dinner together and 
dancing at powwows, we have all changed for the better. I know that no matter how far 
away from the Citizen Potawatomi Nation I am, I will find a home here. There will always be 
a place in my heart for the people I’ve met here, from the directors, the elders, legislators 
and leaders of the tribe to all the PLP, past, current and future, and I will carry them with me 
every day when I think about who I am as a Potawatomi Indian. 



 

THOMAS BRUNT 



ELDER INTERVIEW 
 
I had a hard decision of choosing between two options for writing the elder interview 

paper. One option was someone who is deeply ingrained with the Citizen Potawatomi Nation 
but not a tribal member; or my father, who from at least my perspective, only knows that he is 
part Indian. In making my final decision on whom I should interview, I chose the option closest to 
my situation and feelings toward my tribe.  

I grew up knowing I was Native American, and on most occasions I was able to remember 
what tribe I was a part of, but besides that I spent the majority of my life ignoring the fact that I 
was a tribal member of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation. My father comes from a similar 
background, although his awareness of his tribe was a little more because all of his family 
members received benefits and were able to enroll beside him, so as siblings do they like to rub 
it in his face and say jokingly that he was not “Indian” enough.   

Growing up, though, he still knew he was a Native American and said that it was always a 
source of pride for him. He would tell people he was a Native American, and when they didn’t 
believe him, he would causally take out his tribal registration card and wave it in their face. 
Although perhaps not the best way to prove that he was in fact a Native American, it still shows 
that he was proud of who he was and was not afraid to show it. Unfortunately, this has not always 
been the case for our family. 

My paternal grandfather was also Native American, a Cherokee, who grew up in the 
Ozarks of Arkansas where the Ku Klux Klan was still prevalent. This caused my ancestors to hide 
the fact that they were any degree Cherokee.  In the face of harassment and violence, the 
choice is easy: protect the family. This is really the only case in my family’s past where our heritage 
was purposefully hidden or ignored.  

After my father left El Paso and his youth behind, he joined the Air Force, where his only 
relation back to the tribe was the fact that when he filled out his demographics he put down that 
he was Native American and a member of the Potawatomi tribe. So like me until recently, his 
involvement with the tribe was little more than acknowledgement of our past. That is how it had 
been for the majority of his life until he had my brother, sister and me. Currently, the majority of his 
involvement in the tribe happens vicariously through his kids. He does have a great deal of interest 
and wants to become more involved. However, just as it had been hard for me, he just really did 
not know how to become more involved when living outside of Oklahoma.  

My father is considered a minority at his place of work, the federal government, as a Native 
American. This has allowed him and somewhat required him to be on the promotion board, so 
there is diversity on the panel. My father is a proud Potawatomi who makes that quite clear 
whenever he is questioned on the legitimacy of that. My father also did not know how many tribal 
members there are, if there any full-blooded Potawatomi tribal members, if we had a reservation 
and if so what it looked like, and finally how to be put on the Veteran rolls. I was right there with 
my father in having really no clue about my tribe until I came to Oklahoma. By writing this and 
thinking about how many other Potawatomis have the same questions, it makes me feel both 
happy and sad that so many people are missing out on a deep and beautiful culture and millions 
of dollars in free service all because they live outside the state of Oklahoma.  



PROJECT 
 
Our tribe has a bustling commercial enterprise that includes two casinos, a hotel and spa 

resort, multiple restaurants, a variety of entertainment venues and multiple grocery stores. These 
all produce literally tons of trash, and unfortunately in most cases that is a necessary evil. The 
price to reduce that trash currently far exceeds a viable business option, except in the case of 
reusable bags at the FireLake Discount Food Stores.  

I come from an area where many stores have implemented a reusable bag discount, so 
upon arriving here and finding out that the tribe’s grocery stores did not sell reusable bags, I 
wanted to change that. After Susie Howard and I were assigned as project partners, we agreed 
that this would be a good endeavor to take on. We started by meeting with employees at both 
the Environmental Department and the FireLake Discount Food Stores. We got mixed messages. 
In speaking with the Environmental Department, we were told that they have asked about 
reusable bags and were told that it would not be possible to implement. However, when we 
spoke with Richard Driskell at FireLake Foods, he said that they have sold the bags before but 
no one bought them, saying that the public would not spend money on the bags.  

In my opinion, the best way to influence anyone’s spending habits and. therefore, their 
habits in general, is to offer an incentive.  The most common incentive that is used with reusable 
bags is a small discount on the bag or an added tax if you do not use one. Adding a tax for not 
using reusable bags would be the most effective way to change the consumer’s habits, but 
since it would not be county or state wide, this could cause a dramatic reduction in customers 
at the FireLake Food Stores, which would not the solve the problem because consumers would 
likely just go to another store and continue to use plastic bags. So, the better option would be 
a discount for using a reusable bag. The main problem with this approach is that the discount 
would then come out of the store’s bottom line. With grocery stores operating at such small 
profit margins, we had to find a way to offset that cost before offering any kind of discount. 

This is when I came up with the idea to sell CPN-branded reusable bags at a profit. The 
bags could be sold in every storefront CPN enterprise, as well as online at the gift shop and in 
the FireLake Designs online store. The bag sales would eventually decline due to saturation, but 
by that point the reduction in the $150,000 dollars spent at the FireLake Food Stores on plastic 
bags would then be enough to offset the money spent to fund the discount. The goal would be 
to make enough off the reusable bag sales to make the discount self-sustaining as the stores 
spend less and less on plastic bags. As more customers adopted the use of reusable bags, the 
discount could perhaps even be increased to ensure compliance.  

Our first step was to talk to Mr. Driskell and get his opinion on the idea and its viability.  
After getting his approval, we started looking into pricing, design and funding. For design, we 
talked to the Public Information Department, who in turn referred us to FireLake Design. FireLake 
Design then shared with us what they have available through their different vendors, the 
graphics we could put on the bags, and several price options. The general idea for the bag 
design is the CPN seal on one side and a list of all of the FireLake and Grand enterprises with the 



phone numbers for those establishments next to them on the other side. This would be on a red 
or black bag with black or red ink, respectively. After going through all of the options, the most 
cost-effective option for the first batch of bags, around 2,500, came out to be about $2,800. This 
brings us to funding. Our first thought was that FireLake Foods would pay for the cost of the bags, 
but then we decided it would be much better for bag profits if we could use a grant to pay for 
them.  

After looking through a couple of grants, we came up with two plans; the first was to 
attach this smaller project to a larger project that had a little grant money left over—specifically, 
the EPA P2 grant. With this grant, we would have to somehow make it an informative community 
outreach. Our idea was that we could have a prominent display at the main FireLake Discount 
Foods on Earth Day and have a representative from the Environmental Department there to 
provide information on the benefits of not using plastic bags and of recycling. Our second idea 
in regard to funding was to search around different tribal non-discretionary funds to see if 
someone could support it. Thankfully, Art Muller, the director of the Environmental/Roads 
Department, said he could fund it.  

We also see potential growth in this project, by possibly connecting it to the FireLake 
Loyalty Card and spreading the discount to any other tribal enterprise that would want it. The 
bags would also make good gifts and promotional giveaways and provide the tribal enterprises 
with a little extra marketing. This project has a lot of potential in many areas and at a low initial 
cost. It would also help reduce the 7.5 million bags that the FireLake Food Stores buy every year, 
of which a very small fraction gets recycled, continuing our tribe’s progress in becoming more 
sustainable and green.  

 



REFLECTION 
I came to Shawnee, Oklahoma knowing I was a Potawatomi. My name, Bzanyat Mko, 

means Quiet Bear. I knew four words in the language and that our tribe was important financially 
to the region. I did not know anything more than that, and this summer has completely changed 
that. Not only has this program immensely expanded my knowledge of my tribe and its 
associated culture, it has also expanded my knowledge of myself.  

The obvious reason to choose the Potawatomi Leadership Program (PLP) is that it is a 
paid internship at a sovereign nation. We get money, and it is a great resume builder, all for a 
couple of essays and your school transcripts. The fact that I had to compete with only 37 other 
people is just icing on the cake. You would be crazy not to take this opportunity. Yes, those were 
not the reasons I wanted to attend the PLP. My brother, Zach, was a genius, got accepted to 
and at the time attended the number one high school in America, Thomas Jefferson High School 
for Science and Technology, and then got accepted and started attending Yale. He was also 
a PLP alumnus, having gone through the program in 2010. He spoke very highly of the program 
when he came back and how it was definitely something I should do. From then on, I no longer 
thought about it. It was just something that I assumed I would do when I became old enough. 
No more thought went into it. I didn’t research it, and I didn’t look at the application. I never 
even asked my brother any questions about it. That all changed when my brother died in April 
2012. During a memorial service at Yale just a few days after his passing, I had my first smudge 
and listened to the words of the local Native American religious leader. After that, my view on 
my heritage, my culture, and my identity changed. I wanted to become more involved in what 
I had just experienced, whether it was to feel closer to my brother or myself after such a great 
loss, I still do not know.  

In the time leading up to my filling out the application, I took part in a naming ceremony 
and attended events put on by my district representative, Eva Marie Carney. I attempted to 
create a recipe book of Potawatomi dishes with a healthy spin only to be thwarted by a rugby 
injury, I started a Native American Heritage club at my high school, and I joined the Native 
American Student Organization at my college where I became the Vice President. I wanted to 
become more immersed and learn as much as I could about my own culture, to feel a 
connection to something that I still knew so little about.  

From the very first day of my participation in the PLP, I can say that we have put the 
saying “you learn something new every day” to the test, and so far it has been true. Every place 
we visited had something to offer, whether it was one of the tribes many enterprises, a 
department that helped run the tribe as a whole or a service that is provided to the public 
through the CPN. We were given the opportunity to spend a day with each department, just 
asking questions and learning what each employee did. Upon leaving, I could envision myself 
working for whatever department we had just learned about and enjoying working there. 

Meeting with the Environmental Department had a profound impact on my summer. First, 
I learned that we have an environmental department and, even better, that the tribe has an 
employee who is an energy sustainability specialist. I study environmental science and am glad 



to see something so aimed towards my major at the tribe. This visit also jump-started my idea for 
my group project, a reusable bag system for the tribe that would entice more people to come 
to our stores while simultaneously reducing the amount of plastic bags that the tribe uses. We 
are hopeful our plan will span over as many tribal entities as possible, which I feel is a good 
analogy to how the tribe itself runs, as one cohesive machine with each part interacting with all 
others. The outcome of this well-run machine is a strong sense of community that supports our 
people, who were once trodden upon and suffered both cultural and human genocide, but 
who now stand strong and are growing stronger every day.  

Our tribe is standing stronger because of many departments and vast economic 
development, but also because of our cultural revitalization. Between whole departments like 
Tribal Rolls or the Cultural Heritage Center to individuals like Justin Neely and Kelli Mosteller, our 
tribe is making great strides to bring back the culture that we lost. My strongest connection to 
my own culture, however, came from Burt Patadal, a Kiowa man who works for the tribe and 
also runs sweat ceremonies for tribes.  

I did not grow up in a religious household, and I am happy I didn’t. It was only after my 
brother’s passing that I looked into my own spirituality, still finding no real yearning for any 
traditional religious connection. That all changed when I did my first sweat. In the dark and in 
the heat, I was able to feel a connection to a spirituality that I have never felt before. I felt closer 
to my heritage, my brother, and myself. The stories that Burt told, the songs that he sang, and 
hearing the prayers that others shared brought me closer to everyone and everything. It made 
me want to share this with whoever needs and wants it and has prompted me to want to bring 
a Potawatomi sweat to the East Coast. Doing this, however. requires me to learn about my 
culture, so I can carry out the sweat according to tradition, speak the language in my prayers, 
and sing the songs of our tribe. It not only made me want to learn about my culture but required 
me to. I need to learn, to carry on our traditions, making sure that they don’t die.   

At the beginning of this program, we were introduced at the general council. Vice 
Chairman Linda Capps walked up to each us with a microphone and let us introduce ourselves 
and then asked if we had any family in the crowd. At the time I answered “no” because, at that 
time, I didn’t have any family in the crowd, but if that same question were asked of me again, I 
would proudly and confidently say “yes.” My fellow PLP’ers feel like family to me and I am proud 
to be their Dede. I now have a familial connection to everyone connected to the CPN: the 
tribal members, the employees and those in the surrounding community. I now have a family of 
over 30,000 strong.  



 

ZOE GUSTASON 



ELDER INTERVIEW 
 
I decide to interview my Grandmother. When she was younger, she spent a lot of time 

with my Great-Great-Grandfather Robert Silvester Rhodd, so I thought that she would be a 
good person to ask about how she feels about being a member of the Citizen Potawatomi 
Nation.  

When I would often speak to her when I was younger, she would recall the times when 
Robert, a.k.a ‘Bobby’, would take her out fishing, camping, hiking, and hunting. She said that 
she would spend every summer she could with her grandparents, Robert Silvester Rhodd and 
Elia Verna Janz. My grandma and her grandfather would spend every moment they had 
together outdoors.  She spoke of how great of a man he was, how he was very self-sufficient 
with everything that he would do. If he did not know how to do something, he would teach 
himself. He was a jack of all trades, she said. He was born on the reservation around on May 
1st, 1904. He had twelve to thirteen brothers and sisters. His parents were both Native 
American, although only one was Potawatomi.  

When he was in his late teens, he and his family moved off of the reservation to go live 
in El Monte, California. He worked at Southern Pipe Casing when he moved to El Monte.  In his 
early years, he eventually met his wife, Elia Verna Janz, at a skating rink in California. Later on 
in life after they were married, they had two daughters, Beverly and Betty.  Betty did not have 
any children, while Beverly married Leroy Calhoun and they had two children of their own, 
William and Linda Calhoun. Linda is my Grandma. She mentioned to me how Bobby built on 
the acre of land that they owned. He did a lot of laborist work, such as building the rock 
fireplace by hand and building the patio that was in the back of the house. He would build 
anything that he needed.  She said to me,“He was eighty-one years of age and still cutting 
trees, Zoe…He was a great person; A fantastic human being.”  Great-Great-Grandpa Bobby 
passed away in the year of 1988 from a heat stroke. 
 She shared with me a little about her childhood while growing up with Bobby. A lot of 
time was spent hunting, fishing, and camping. She and Bobby would not be able to sleep at 
night, so they would get up in the middle of the night to go camping because, as she put it, 
“what is better than camping and being outdoors?” She loved the mountains so they would 
go hiking a lot. He would show her the different tracks of animals, how to debone them, and 
skin the deer they would catch.  She mentioned how you always had to be careful skinning 
them because one would not want to nick the pelt. The pelt was what you used to make 
leather. She still has a whole bunch of deer pelts from back when she and Bobby would go 
hunting, all tanned and ready to be made into something. She said that every time Bobby 
would cut down the hedge that was in the backyard whenever it got too tall, she would make 
her bows and arrows out of them, while her younger brother would have his toy pistol to play 
with. She would always know when she hit him because she would hear him yell “OUCH!”  My 
grandma said, “Everything that I know today, I was taught by my grandfather.” She also 
mentioned how she still has a pocket watch from him (that was his fathers), and his 



grandfather’s tobacco pouch (that she never thought would be so big). Along with she has a 
little woven Indian bowl along with a pair of Bobby’s baby moccasins, but they got a little 
ruined from the Big Flood back in the 60s. Growing up, she didn’t know why his tobacco 
pouch would be so big, or what it was used for, along with why he would need so much 
tobacco. That is when I shared with her why that was.  

She mentioned how Bobby did not like sharing memories of his childhood and life 
growing up. He did not want to talk about life on the reservation. She told me about how his 
favorite brother died by jumping into the river and hitting his head. He just didn’t want to talk 
about it. He never wanted to talk or mention the Indians back then. She said that one time she 
had found a person on the Citizen Potawatomi Nation website with the last name Rhodd, and 
she wrote to them asking if they knew anything about the Rhodds. The lady said that her 
husband was indeed a Rhodd, but he too would not want to talk about his past. The Rhodd 
family is one of the five original family members in the Potawatomi Tribe. She said that she had 
been through tribal rolls to try looking for more information on our family, but she said she gave 
up from getting so confused with all the names. Apparently, Robert, John, and Mary and 
Margaret was a very popular name amongst the Rhodds.  

I asked her a few questions regarding the Citizen Potawatomi Nation and how it makes 
her feel to be a tribal member.  She responded, “It is a lot of pride to have in one’s heritage. It 
is a proud nation. The tribe takes care of its people, and it works with the community. It has a 
functioning government that stands up for the tribe’s rights in the state along with the United 
States Government. It supports its tribal members with anything that they need.” She 
mentioned that it makes her feel good to be a tribal member. We talked about how she stays 
involved with the CPN by reading the Hownikan that she gets in the mail and reading the 
Citizen Potawatomi Nation Facebook web page. She made the comment how “she would 
love to get more of a historical view of the tribe’s history in the CPN’s monthly newspaper.” She 
loved how in the Hownikan, they used to put a few words of the Potawatomi language in one 
of the articles. She really enjoyed reading them because she does not have the patience or 
diligence to go on to the online language class and learn them. I asked her how much she 
knew about the CPN and the nation as a whole and she said, “Not much to be honest. I only 
know what I have been able to read in the paper I get from them once a month, and what 
they post on the website. What I would like to see is more books written about the 
Potawatomis because they are not a very well-known tribe, unlike the Cherokees. You do not 
really see much in books nowadays and if you do, there would only be a paragraph or two 
that still does not share anything.”  
 When we were discussing how the Citizen Potawatomi Nation shaped her in her Native 
American heritage, she mentioned that she withholds a sense of pride to be Potawatomi. In 
her words, “It is an honor to be Native American; it is an honor to be Potawatomi.”  
  



PROJECT 
 
Have you ever had trouble not knowing who your state legislators were or your district 

legislators for that matter? When I came to stay with the Citizen Potawatomi Nation (CPN) for 
these past six weeks, I did not know that we even had district legislators who represented the 
CPN in each of the 50 states. To help solve this problem, my partner, Sage Hanson, and I decided 
to change up the CPN webpage to make them more accessible to the public and the members 
of the tribe.  
 On the CPN webpage, one would click on the tab “Governments,” and then the page 
would drop down to Executive, Legislator, and the Judicial branches. Our focus was more 
towards the legislators of each district because we wanted to address the public that the CPN 
has some. When one would click on a legislator, their name, phone number, address, and their 
email would show on their page, but there was nothing addressing who they are, what they do 
for a career outside of being district legislators, what their viewpoints were for why they wanted 
to run for office, or what their goals were for their district. So, that became our project: to create 
a biography of each of the district legislators.  
 How we planned to execute our project was setting up a meeting with Public Information 
to help us obtain the information we needed to write the biographies. They led us to read the 
past Hownikans that had old columns about the district legislators. I also suggested to my partner 
that we should send emails out to the 13 district legislators letting them know about our intentions 
in changing their webpages to making them more public friendly, and seeing if they would like 
to be involved in on this project. They were all more than willing. My partner and I split up the 
legislators to make the work load more even. He took the last seven while I took the first six. We 
would email them and call them, asking them to answers some of the more, main key point 
questions that we had for them such as why you decided to run for office, what is the job that 
you do outside of being a district legislator, and if they had any hobbies or a family that they 
supported.   
 I had an idea about how the pages could look, and ran them by my partner. He was all 
on board with the ideas, so I proceeded to form the outlook. Below, there are the example of 
the pages. The pages would have the legislators name, two five sentenced paragraphs 
explaining who they are and what they do, along with their thoughts to the public. At the 
bottom of the webpages, their address, number, email and a video link will be attached. The 
attached video link will have the legislators answering the question ‘What does it mean to you 
to be a member of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation?’. 



 
 
 Here is the proposed outlook of the legislator’s opening webpage. The idea is that the 
public can just click on their state, and they will be directed to their state’s legislator. For 
example, the state I live in is Arizona, so I would click on the state of Arizona which is in the District 
5 area. 
 

 
 
 The page would then open up to the district legislator’s main webpage for that area. 
Gene Lambert is the representative for the district legislators in District 5. Here we have her name 



up at the top of the page, along with a quote by her, then two paragraphs of a biography. The 
first paragraph would explain the interests that the legislators have, family, hobbies, outside job, 
and the second paragraph explains why they wanted to represent as the CPN legislators. 
 

 
 
 Like I said before, at the bottom of the page would be their address, phone, and email 
along with some of the legislator’s columns from past Hownikans.  Then the accessible video link 
would be them answering the question ‘What does it mean to you to be a member of the Citizen 
Potawatomi Nation?’. 

In conclusion, our project was to create a biography of each of the district legislators to 
give their constituents more of an “approachable” feeling because everyone has at least once 
felt that people who hold an office are “too important” to want to listen to those whom are not 
in office. That is not the case at all. In fact, those who are in office want to hear what the public 
says and what their needs are for the state in which they live in. Our hope that with doing this 
the members of the CPN not living in Shawnee, Oklahoma will be able to get more involved 
with their tribe along with learning about what they can do to help better their district. 



 

REFLECTION 
 

Going into the Potawatomi Leadership Program, I had no idea what to expect. It was 
a new experience for me that I was willing, and very much wanting, to take. I was excited 
but also nervous at the same time because I was afraid that I would not be able to make a 
close connection with anyone. I realized very quickly that that was not going to be the case. 
When we all went to The Escape team-building exercise, that was a lot of fun. I had never 
done something like that before, so to be able to experience that feeling with everyone else 
was very special. I felt that we had become closer because when people do fun things 
together; it makes the memories and the experiences more memorable. 

At first, I thought that the entire time I was going to be at the Citizen Potawatomi Nation 
(CPN) was going to be us students involved in meetings and only meetings, but that 
perception quickly changed. We went to the Cultural Heritage Center, got involved with the 
Family Reunion Festival and danced in Grand Entry, and attended the Sac and Fox Intertribal 
Powwow. We did something new every day. I am glad that I had the opportunity to sit down 
and listen to what each department director and some of its employees had to share with us 
about what their department does for its people and the tribe. Each meeting held a greater 
significance than what people may have thought. Every department, all of the people 
involved within the Citizen Potawatomi Nation, have a purpose. They are all there for the tribe. 
From the Chairman, to the District Legislators, the directors and employees, along with the 
housekeepers, everyone works so diligently to benefit the CPN every day. Everyone knows 
everyone. Everyone treats one another with the same equal respect. People may describe 
the Citizen Potawatomi Nation as “like a family,” but I have to say that they “are a family”. 

Looking back upon my time here at the Citizen Potawatomi Nation, there has never 
been a dull moment. I would have had to honestly try to be bored. We would constantly be 
up and about going to the meetings, being greeted by new people, and learning and 
experiencing the Potawatomi culture and heritage day by day. Each day was filled with 
something different, from going to The Escape, sitting through the new-hire orientation 
meeting, attending Family Reunion Festival and dancing in Grand Entry, participating in the 
moon ceremony for the ladies, attending the yearly general council meeting for the tribe, 
having cultural teachings with Kelli Mosteller every Tuesday after we got back from working in 
the community garden, and having language class with Justin Neely three mornings a week. 
Also, attending the Sac and Fox Powwow, one of our neighboring tribes, was a real treat. 

We learned something new every day. We got to meet James Collard, hear about the 
progression of the Iron Horse project, and feel the anticipation of waiting to see it completed. 
Listening to the life-changing events that the tribe had to face from then to now is truly 
inspirational. From going from a tribe with three employees to a functioning community of 
about 30,000 is amazing to see how thought out and how well-organized the Citizen 
Potawatomi Nation is. I learned that the tribe has established a partnership with Larry Briggs 
from First National Bank. There are not many banks who are owned by Native Americans, let 
alone a well-known bank, so that speaks for itself. 



 

There is not only pride within the people who are tribal members and work for the tribe, 
but there is also a strong pride felt towards the Nation through those who are not members 
of the tribe but also work for the CPN. There is definitely honor and pride for all those who are 
involved with the Citizen Potawatomi Nation who represent the tribe on a state and national 
level. Having given the chance to sit down and listen to the leaders of the Citizen Potawatomi 
Nation was huge. Not many people can say that they have been given the chance to sit 
down and have lunch with Vice Chairman Capps. One will never know when the time will 
come when one will want to come back and work for the Citizen Potawatomi Nation within 
one of the tribal leadership positions. 

Throughout the course of my time staying with the tribe for these past six weeks, I have 
not only learned to appreciate how quickly time goes by, but also all the time and effort it 
took from everyone to allow this opportunity to happen for all of us ten college students. An 
all-expenses paid internship, along with everyone was to receive a weekly stipend of sixty 
dollars-on top of a 1, 600-dollar scholarship at the completion of the program, is a blessing of 
its own. As a struggling college student who works two jobs, pays for her own bills, and 
finances her education, this program has not just given me the dream to one day work for 
the tribe but also helped with not having to worry about paying for one more semester of 
college. The tribe cares for its members by providing healthcare, dental, eye exams, and 
programs that help people get back up on their feet again. The Citizen Potawatomi Nation 
is always willing to put the need of the members of the tribe first. I very much look forward to 
the potential opportunity to come back next summer to work for the tribe, next time as an 
intern. 

I would have to say that the times that I enjoyed the most were our weekly talking circle, 
sitting down with Chairman Barrett and Vice Chairman Capps, and attending Festival for the 
first time. Talking Circle gave us kids the time to individually take turns talking and sharing with 
everyone what has been on our minds throughout that week without any interruptions, and 
it also allowed us to listen and think about the viewpoints all the others had towards the 
questions asked. Being given the opportunity to sit down and speak with Chairman Barrett 
gave us the time to ask questions about how the tribe got started and to understand the trials 
and tribulations that our ancestors had to go through when they were moved from our 
homeland in the Great Lakes region to get the CPN to where it is today. Having lunch with 
Vice Chairman Capps gave the students the chance to get a personal feel for who she is, 
along with giving us a better understanding as to how involved the members of the executive 
board are towards the members of the tribe. I look forward to more opportunities to sit down 
and have a one-on-one chat with each of the members of the Executive, Legislative, and 
Judicial board members. Being able to attend Festival taught me about my culture and the 
traditions of the tribe, along with the cultural etiquette as to how one is supposed to present 
themselves. Playing hand games and watching the chess tournaments was a lot of fun. Being 
able to see the women and men dance under the tribal tent in the circle was mesmerizing 
to the eye. 

I would like to conclude my review by thanking those who made this once in a lifetime 



 

opportunity available. Without the love and appreciation from the members of the tribe 
towards the PLPs, I probably would not have had such a wonderful experience as I have had 
while here at the Citizen Potawatomi Nation tribal grounds. All my life I have had questions 
about my race 
and where I came from because I was never given the answers that I was seeking while 
growing up. I felt alone and lost because without the history of my heritage and my culture, I 
felt that I had no place to which I belonged. I felt that my soul and spirit has been wondering 
for many days and nights, searching for its home, along a dark, lonely trail. Within the course 
of these past six weeks, my spirit has become alive-awakened. I felt the fire that never stopped 
burning, forever staying lit was signaling me home in hope that, one day, my spirit would find 
its way. My soul heard the sound of the pounding dewegen and began to dance to the 
heartbeat of the drum, for it knew that after all these past years, it had found its home. It is 
screaming, “Can you hear it? The sound of the cedar upon the fire’s embers and the beating 
of drum and the singing of my people. This is it. I have found it. I am home.” 
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