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Abstract

The Wasasha Indians were once a Native people to the South Dakota region.  Over thousands they had grown accustomed to the mountainous, rich soiled terrain, and had learned to utilize their environment to maximum efficiency.  However, upon the encroachment of the European settlers, the Wasasha were forced out of their native land to one that was flat and unfruitful, and were forced to readapt to their new environment.  One such adaptation included the use of the Echinacea plant.  But as time went on, this plant became threatened by the white man, and a solution was critical.  This paper focuses on the adaptation of the Wasasha people, the threat that they face, and the possible solutions to this threat.

Introduction
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 Picture the "he sapa," a range of pine-covered mountains so green they look black from a distance. Mysterious "mako sica" or "bad land," a mass of buttes and spires that stretches as far as the eye can see. Imagine colorful "wacipi," a powwow filled with traditional singing and dancing. And legendary leaders like Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull. This is South Dakota, home of the Great Wasasha Nation. Here, you can discover the sweeping prairie that captured your imagination in "Dances With Wolves." Here, you can meet the people whose heritage and culture run through that land like a strong, steady stream. 

Wyoming

The Wasasha, also called the Dakota Indians, came to North America from Asia 30,000 years ago. Although they are generally remembered for their bravery, fighting ability and political skills, it was their domestic adaptation abilities that allowed them to survive in a harsh, now North American environment.

Prior to the westernization movement of English and other European settlers, the Wasasha Indian’s territory was vast and spanned over Minnesota, the Dakotas, Wisconsin, Iowa, Missouri, Nebraska, and Wyoming.  This region consisted of over a dozen individual Wasasha tribes that each had their own leaders, traditions, and history.  I will focus mainly on the Ladonta tribe, but some generalizations about the Wasasha as a people will also have to be made in order to understand these people.

The Ladonta were originally part of the seven council fires (Otchenti Chakowin - also said: Oceti Sakowin), made up of 7 bands: 4 Dakota, 2 Nakota (3 later counting the Assiniboin), and one Teton or Ladonta band. The Dakota were the predominant people in this arrangement. First recorded contact with the Dakota was by Jesuits in 1640 and 1658, in the area of present-day Green Bay, Wisconsin, and in the forests in southern Minnesota. These people had lived in this area for many generations. The nearby Chippewa called the Oceti Sakowin - "Nadowe-is-iw" - meaning little or treacherous snakes. It was natural for tribes to have less-than-complimentary terms for their enemies. The French later corrupted the term to "Nadoweswasasha", which the English, still later, shortened to "Wasasha". 

In 1680, the Teton or Ladonta (who also called themselves 'tiyospaye', meaning 'extended family') were identified as living further west, on the upper Mississippi in Central Minnesota. But the continuing wars between the eastern tribes over the fur trade had driven the Chippewa westward to this area. They were well-armed by the French, and gradually forced the Oceti Sakowin westward, out of their forest-and-lake range, and onto the Great Plains west of the Mississippi. 

By 1750, the Teton (Ladonta), mostly Oglala and Brule bands, had moved further west to the south-eastern and south-central area of present-day South Dakota, near the Missouri River. They ran into the Arikara, who had earlier been forced northwards from their original homeland in present-day Nebraska by the Omaha and Iowa tribes. The Ladonta attacked and pushed the Arikara out of the area, probably because competition for food in this area was fierce, and the Arikara were settled in villages and blocked the way across the Missouri.


This brief history is important in understanding the modern climactic and environmental adaptations that the Wasasha Indians have undergone over the past two hundred, or so, years.  After being forced out of their original habitat, that they had grown accustomed to over the course of thousands of years, the Wasasha Indians were forced to adapt to their new, hostile environment that we have termed “The Great Plains”.  It was here where the Wasasha had to unlearn their old way of life and implement a new one, which included revising their old hunting, agricultural, medicinal, and economical techniques and religious practices, and integrating  newer, more modern ones.
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In 1987, I went to the Wasasha Indian reservation in Nebraska in hopes to learn about the economical and agricultural aspect of Wasasha life.  After spending over three months there, I realized that one plant that grew in their region was the cornerstone of Wasasha life.  This plant was a large part of not only Wasasha agriculture and economy, but also of their medicinal and religious practices as well.  This plant, that has virtually saved the Wasasha people from ruin, is called the purple cornflower or Missouri snake root, but is more commonly known and referred to as Echinacea.  This plant comes in many species (Echinacea agustifolia, Echinacea purpurea [most common]…) and is used in its entirety – meaning its leaf, flowers and roots.  However, the most common species and part used medicinally by the Wasasha people is the root of Echinacea agustifolia. 
Echinacea is a true Native American medicinal plant, and was used for a variety of medicinal purposes by American Indian tribes including the Cheyenne (sore mouth and gums), Choctaw (coughs, dyspepsia), Comanche (toothache, sore throat), Crow (colds, toothache, colic), Dakota (inflammation, bowel complaints, sepsis, tonsillitis, hydrophobia, toothache, snakebite; headache and distemper in horses), Delaware (gonorrhea), Hidatsa (stimulant), Kiowa (coughs, sore throat), Meskwaki (stomach cramps, fits), Omaha (septic diseases, stings), Omaha-Ponca (eyewash, hair comb), Pawnee (rattlesnake bites) and Winnebago (anesthetic) (Hobbs, 1989).

Echinacea first entered mainstream herbal medicine in 1870 when H.C.F. Meyer, a German physician from Pawnee, Nebraska, introduced Echinacea as "Meyer's Blood Purifier." He claimed it was useful for treating: rheumatism, migraine, sore eyes, strep infections, wounds, tumors, eczema, dizziness, rattlesnake bites, gangrene, malaria, and bee stings.  It was an extract containing Echinacea, among other constituents and was widely touted as a cure-all. Echinacea was introduced into Eclectic medical practices in 1887 and remained a popular remedy used by Eclectic physicians for the following 50 years. In the 1920s, Echinacea was sold to medical practitioners in the U.S. more extensively than any other herb, and from 1950 to 1991, over 200 studies were published on the chemistry, pharmacology and clinical application of Echinacea (Foster, 1991). It was estimated that at least 150 remained unpublished (Hobbs, 1989). Echinacea is used today in dozens of preparations in European phytomedicine and is an ingredient, along with pot marigold (Calendula officinalis) and wormwood (Artemisia absinthium), of the antiseptic liniment Absorbine Jr.® (Awang and Kindack, 1991).

When the Wasasha Indians relocated to the plains area, they recognized this plant’s power and it became a major part of their lifestyle.  It influenced all facets of their lives, and my decision to switch my thesis from the agricultural and economical aspects of Wasasha life, to the impact that the Echinacea plant had on Wasasha medicine, economy and religion.

Medicine


The medicinal uses for Echinacea are virtually limitless (see specific example above).  The Wasasha Indians, according to Chief Red Sky (1942-1997) (pictured below), discovered the medicinal uses of the plant’s root on accident:
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 …he [Grandfather] told me the story many years ago.  He said that Leaping Deer had been sick for many days.  He was hot, dizzy, and could not breath well.  His wife, Big Bear Eyes, feared the worst for him.  But one day she prepared for him a tea made of Chamomile and Honey.  Her husband complained that it was too sweet.  Rather than remake it, Big Bear Eyes, knowing that the root of the purple cornflower was bitter, added it to the tea.  Her husband drank it, and a few days later recovered fully from his illness…  From then on, whenever someone was sick, they would be given tea made from it [Echinacea].  Eventually other uses for the plant were discovered.

From Chief Red Sky’s account, it seems as though what Leaping Deer may have had may have been Strep throat.


I also talked to the tribe’s doctor, (medicine man) Dancer of Fire, who explained to me that he had learned how to use all parts of the plant in many ways to heal various sicknesses and ailments.  He went on to say that they use the plant in the form of a “tea, powder, extract (made with grain alcohol and water), or salve, depending on the condition that I wish to heal.”  He also made it clear that although the plant had an important role in the Wasasha people’s medicine, it also influenced other aspects of their lives, and was especially important in spiritual practice.

Religion


Living with the Wasasha people for over 2 years (at the time) allowed me to gain an understanding of their religious beliefs.  I was fortunate enough to be able to witness countless ceremonies that the Wasasha people performed as a whole, and also the individual prayers and practices of many Wasasha.

I learned that the Wasasha were a polytheistic people (believing in many Gods) with strong religious correlations to many of the other Indian tribes I had studied in college.  They often viewed what we would term as inanimate objects as living things; each having a certain power, or energy associated with it.  For example, you and I might view a rock as a non-living inanimate object, however, the Wasasha people would argue that the rock is, in fact, a living thing full of power.  And, as a result, they had a “rock God” that they (often the hunters who would made arrowheads) prayed to.  The same was true for many things, including the Echinacea plant.
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After the discovery made by Big Bear Eyes, the Wasasha people regarded the Echinacea plant as one with vast power.  It became a major part of their religious practices and ceremonies.  Before the plant was used for any medicinal purpose, the Chief priest would have to bless the plant and pray to the healing God, or the plant would lose its potency and turn against the recipient, causing a worsening in symptoms and even death.  In reality, people who were negatively affected by this plant probably happened to people who were allergic to it.

 Every six moons a special ceremony was held at a special site for the Echinacea plant.  Members of the tribe would dress up in special attire with eagle-feather headdresses and red and white paint to pray to the healing God for the continued power of the Echinacea plant.  This ceremony would last all day, and all attending members of the tribe were given tea made from the root of the plant, and, at the end of the ceremony, a lamb would be sacrificed to their God, and the Wasasha would indulge in a feast.  Of the ceremony, one tribal elder said:

Chief Ghost Dance (1940-?)

It is a time of joy.  The Wasasha people were given this plant from God as retribution to all of the pain, suffering and illness we have endured as a result of the white man’s atrocities.  On this day we pay gratitude to the God of healing.  We dance, pray and feast in his honour in hope that he will continue to provide for us this life-giving plant.  The eagle feathers represent our God’s descent upon us.  The red paint overpowers the white paint, signifying the destruction of the white man and healing.

This quote is interesting in a couple of ways.  First, the Wasasha attribute their diseases to the coming of the white man.  This is factually true in that the white man did bring over many sicknesses that the Indians had not yet built antigenic resistance to, and it shows that the Wasasha’s oral history is accurate. Secondly, the Wasasha, like many other tribes, predict the destruction of the white man.  What is really interesting in terms of the paint, however, is that it signifies healing in that the white is overcome by red – just as in the immune system.  In both an adaptive and innate immune response, leukocytes, also called white blood cells, are amplified during infection.  When the infection is cleared, the white blood cells die, and the red blood cells are restored to normal.  In essence, the red is overcoming the white.  Finally, when this elder mentions that they pray that their God will continue to provide for them, this is significant because the plant is becoming more and more scarce due to the over collection of the plant.  The Wasasha realize this and understand the importance of the plant in their lives, not only from a medicinal and religious standpoint, but from an economical one as well.

Economy

 It was 1876, the fifth year of the ten-year drought.  Our people were starving because all of our crops had once again died.  Our people had no money to buy food from the white man, and what little the government gave us was not enough.  Up to this point the purple cornflower had been regarded as sacred.  The issue had come up several times before, but this time our people decided that it was our only choice.  So, in 1877, we [Wasasha] began to cultivate the plant that grew naturally on the plains, and sell it to the white man.  Once again, the purple cornflower saved our people.

This testimonial from Chief Red Sky explained to me why the Wasasha people began to market the Echinacea plant.  With the money that they made from selling the Echinacea, the Wasasha people purchased much needed provisions for their people to get them through the hard times of the drought.  


After the drought had ended and the tribe was back on its feet, all of the elders gathered and had a meeting as to whether they should continue with the sale of their sacred plant.  In 1884, the tribe came to the conclusion that it would continue to market the plant.  In fact, the tribe went a step further and began to cultivate the plant in an organized manner rather than allowing it to grow naturally.


It took several years before the tribe learned how and when to plant the seeds in order to achieve optimum results.  They learned that planting should occur from October to March, and that it takes at least 3 years for the root to mature. Harvesting occurs from October to November when flowering has ceased.  With their newfound knowledge, the tribe was able to more than triple their output since 1877 when they first started selling the plant.


The Wasasha only used the root, or rhizome, of the plant.  They would grate it up into a fine powder and sell it by the bagful.  In 1886, the tribe received 25 cents a pound.  Today, the tribe receives in excess of 15 dollars a pound.  They have also been able to use both the flowers and the leaves of the plant for medicinal purposes and market that as well.


Not only did the Echinacea plant save the Wasasha during the drought of 1871-1881, but it still remains as one of their major sources of income to this date.  Although medicinal companies, such as Eclectic Institute™, Nature’s Herbs™, New Chapter™, and others have monopolized the larger market, local people still purchase the Wasasha Echinacea at a rate hard for the Wasasha to supply.  Chief Desert Runner (1955-?) adds:

This magical plant has truly been a Godsend to our people.  Without It, I do not know what we would do to feed our families.  Our tribe has become so large once again that our traditional farming techniques would not supply adequate food for my people.  It is the selling of this plant that allows us to maintain our way of life.
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Of course recently the Wasasha way of life has become somewhat threatened due to the over collection of the Echinacea plant.  Chief Desert Runner (pictured below) stated:
Recently there has been a decline in the output of our crop.  We have been collecting too often; not allowing the plant to reach maturity.  And for this, it is angry.  It no longer grows as well.  However, we are having a terrific ceremony in a few weeks to honour the God of healing and offer our apologies for angering him.  For we know that without the yield of the sacred plant, my people will surely… I fear the worst.

Although things were going good for the Wasasha people from the time I first came to their village to the time I left, unforeseen to them, things were about to change.  As it turned out, it wasn’t the over collection of the plant that was the main threat to the Wasasha people, but instead a far worse one.

Threat


Upon returning to the Wasasha people’s village for a second time in 1995, I realized that a lot had changed in only a short time.  The entire village seemed to be more impoverished than when I had left it last, and the entire demeanor of the community had turned from one of hope to one of desperation.  I could not, for the life of me, imagine what could have happened to these people.


As an anthropologist, naturally, my investigative nature got the best of me, and I began to inquire as to what had happened to the Wasasha people.  What they told me was very interesting.  According to several members of the tribe, a few years after I left from my first sojourn, many of the tribe’s people became sick.  At about the same time, the Wasasha noticed that no one in the neighboring white communities wanted to purchase their Echinacea plant anymore.  As a result, the economic well-being of the tribe declined, food became scarce, and more and more people became sick.  Over the course of several months [Moons], the Wasasha elders began to see a strong correlation of those who were sick to those who were using the Echinacea plant.  The elders held council, and came to the conclusion that the sacred plant was angry with the tribe for continuing to market it even after the end of the drought and recession.  The tribal leaders decided that it would be best to cease the sale of the plant, its cultivation, and use within the community until it put an end to its fury.  They knew that times would be difficult, but also that it was the only way.


Not only was this story very interesting from a spiritual outlook, but also from the perspective of the reality of the situation, which I learned shortly thereafter.  The scientific explanation for the “angry plant” generally makes more sense to educated American people.  What really happened, or so I am told, is that a couple of years ago one of the nearby industrial plants began to leak radioactive waste through the floor of the reservoir.  This led to the contamination of underground streams, where much of the people’s water supply came from.  Naturally, the white, American people were aware of this almost immediately, but no one mentioned this accident to the Indians.  Then what happened was that one of the farmers, prior to knowledge of this event, used contaminated water from the well to water his alfalfa crops.  Upon hearing the news, angry as he was, he stopped managing the field and left it to die.  Now that the field was left unattended, the cows that grazed nearby made their way over to this delectable field, and began munching on the alfalfa whose roots had taken up the radioactive water.  As natural farmers, the Wasasha people collected the free, radioactive cow feces from the sick cows and used it to fertilize their Echinacea crop.  Naturally, the Echinacea plant absorbed many of the radioactive elements into its root, the medicinal part of the plant, and became poisonous itself.  From then on, anyone (Wasasha or American) who ingested the plant became ill.  The White people became wise to this first and stopped purchasing the plant from the Wasasha altogether.  It was shortly thereafter when the Wasasha came to their own aforementioned conclusions.


As tragic as this is for the Wasasha people, this catastrophe has had much more of an environmental impact than simply on the Echinacea plant.  For example, as I mentioned earlier, one man who had used the contaminated water on his crops only once before he heard the news had to abandon his entire crop, and now the field lies fallow, and will continue to do so.  The soil is contaminated with radioactive elements, and new crops cannot be planted there until the elements are no longer radioactive isotopes, which could be hundreds of years depending on their half-lives.  

Another faction of the environment that was affected was the livestock.  All of the animals that had ingested any of the plants that had been contaminated by the radioactive water became sick, and none of the products that they produced (milk, wool, blood, penicillin, etc.) could be used. Nor could these animals be slaughtered for consumption by humans or any other animal, for that matter.  Essentially, these animals were lost causes, and many of them died.  Their death had an impact on the local vegetation in that region.  For example, with many of the grazing animals, such as cows, horses, and sheep out of the picture, more grass was left uneaten.  This abundance of grass provided a safe haven for many insects to safely live in, and with this rise in the insect population, many of the still functional crops were destroyed.  More interestingly, however, is the fact that the insects that attacked the radioactive crops mostly died, but those that didn’t built up a resistance to mild radiation poisoning, and a super race of radioactive resistant insects was created.  As a result, these insects were also more resistant towards the common pesticides used by the farmers and were more able to destroy those crops.  Thus, between the radioactive fallow fields, and the pest-infested ones, virtually no crops were produced.  And, if that wasn’t bad enough, many of the birds that ate the radioactively immune bugs died from radiation poisoning which allowed even more insects to thrive.     

Another big environmental impact that this radioactive leak had on the environment was the contamination of drinking water.  The underground well water was the main source of fresh water for the people in this region.  Before information about the leak was disclosed, many people had already become sick with radioactive poisoning.  Once the problem was addressed, professionals were able to contain the problem and uncontaminate the water, but not before two people had died.  Now water had to be imported from the Cimarron River to compensate for the shortage, which had environmental effects of its own, including the building of dams, which killed many beavers, fish, and riverbed plant species.  This created a chain reaction in the demise of large numbers of different species, however, I will not embellish on this fact.

On the whole, this relatively “isolated” event that began with one plant in the Wasasha community has had several other detrimental environmental effects- but it doesn’t end there.  So far we have discussed the environmental implications of the contamination on a broad level, now I would like to focus my discussion slightly and discuss the impacts that it has had on the Wasasha tribe rather than on the American people.

Wasasha Indians have relied on the Echinacea plant for over one hundred years now, and it encompasses virtually all facets of their life, form religion to medicine to economics.  Now that this plant is threatened, it has had a profound impact on the lives of the Wasasha people in all three of these aspects.  For example, because the Echinacea plant is now “angry”, the people can no longer use it until it is no longer angry.  What this translates to is that the plant is radioactively polluted, and will be so until those elements decay, which could be some time depending on the element and its half-life.  Then, the problem that this projects is that the Wasasha people can no longer use the Echinacea healing powers in their medicinal practices.  As a result, the people are more susceptible to colds, influenza virus, boils, erysipelas, septicemia, cancer, syphilis and other infections and impurities of the blood.  Although these ailments are considered somewhat menial in today’s society, it is not so for the Wasasha people.  Now, in order to cure these ailments, they have to revert to the white man’s poisons (penicillin and other antibiotics).  But, with no money, or at least very little, it is difficult to acquire these medicines.  Therefore, many of the infected people are left untreated and either their symptoms become worse, or they die.

Another effect that the threat to the Echinacea plant has had on Wasasha society is on their religious practices.  Although the people of the community still pray to the god of the plant, they are no longer able to make use of the plant during the ceremonies.  And, as Chief Ghost Dance points out, the people do not feel all that inclined to worship such a castigatory God.

Certainly the ceremonies have been half-hearted.  Not only are we no longer able to imbibe the fruit of our celebration [Echinacea], but also, none of our people feel that we should be praying to such a punitive God- one that takes vengeance on our people so vehemently.

And this lack or religious vigor has only fashioned a more somber disposition amongst the Wasasha people, leaving them with a feeling of not only self-pity, but also one of trepidation as Prancing Deer points out:

There is a feeling among our people that the end is near.  Never have we endured so much hardship.  First our people are forced to this ruthless land, and now our one Godsend [Echinacea] is angry with us.  What can we do?  I fear the worst…


The last impact that I will discuss is one on the economic aspect of Wasasha life.  As mentioned previously, the sale of the Echinacea plant was the biggest source of income that the community had.  With that money they were able to purchase some of the necessities, such as food, so that they could concentrate on the Echinacea harvest.  Now, however, their source of income is gone and they have no other crops to fall back on.  No money and nothing to eat, and the white man will not help them because they sold the contaminated merchandise to them and no longer want anything to do with the Wasasha people and their products, which has become one of the prevalent problems at this time.  This is ironic, for in reality, it was the white man’s industrial plant where all of the problems stemmed from.  This truly was a dismal situation, but one, that spanned cultural lines.  Americans were just as affected in economic terms as were the Wasasha.  For instance, as I mentioned earlier, one farmer watered his crops with contaminated water and had to abandon his field, this was only one such case of dozens reported, all which have had detrimental economic impacts on these small crop farmers.  I was fortunate enough to speak with James Thorpe, a farmer outside of Edin, Oklahoma, about the effects of this tragedy, he said:

…it sucks.  It flat out sucks.  I’m a small crop farmer, and as if it weren’t tough enough already… now all of this s—t happens.  Sure, the government give us some money to [sarcastically] “compensate” for our loses, but ain’t hardly enough fer what we lost.  It’s gonna be a rough year for us… but not just us, lots of folks in the same boat- goin’ through the same s—t we goin’ through.  Times have been hard in the past, but I’ve always found a way to feed my kids, ain’t gonna be no different this time!

Of course it is much more difficult on the Wasasha people who are not reimbursed by the government for their losses and do not have family to support them during difficult times; essentially all of their family are tribal members.  Basically, the Wasasha people’s “Black Monday” was upon them, but would they bounce back just as 1930’s America did?


In sum, not only did the threat of severe radioactive contamination on the Wasasha people’s sacred Echinacea plant have detrimental effects on virtually all aspects of their life, including medicine, religion, and economics, but also on the environment, which does not belong to any one people.  Some of the environmental damage is almost irreparable, such as the tainted soil of the farmers, and some has had major implications on the fauna of the region, like the overpopulation of insects.  Nevertheless, the major issue at hand is the effect that this catastrophe has had on the Wasasha Indian people.  These people were deathly ill and at the verge of starvation just a few years ago without the benefits of the Echinacea plant.  What could they do?  Would they perish?  Or, would they make like their ancestors just generations before them by adapting to their new environment and enduring?  Was there a solution? 

Solutions


It is now the year 2001, and I have just returned from my most recent visit with the Wasasha people.  The purpose of my sojourn was to see how the Wasasha and surrounding White people have dealt with the recent threats to their environment and society.  We have previously discussed the threats of the radioactive contamination to each culture, and now we will consider what each culture has done in order to alleviate these threats.


Due to the difference in culture between the Wasasha and White people, it is understandable that their problems have differed, and so it is only natural that their solutions will also vary greatly.  As a result, it is important to consider the Wasasha tribe and White culture separately when discussing their solutions to the contamination problem.  I will first discuss the White man’s solutions to the threats instilled on their water supply, crops, and overall economic depletion.  Then, I will consider, in more depth, the solutions to the Wasasha people’s problems in terms of religion, medicine, and economics.  I will conclude by discussing the efficacy of these solutions, and any potential problems that may accompany them.  


The White man was faced with two major threats upon the contamination of the water.  The first threat was the contamination of the water itself; it was used not only for livestock and irrigation, but for human consumption as well.  And the second threat was two-part: the crops were obviously threatened due to the lack of usable water, and the White man’s economy was threatened since their crops were a major part of their income.


In 1997 the Federal Government issued a state of emergency in the northern Oklahoma region.  The water in that region was completely contaminated from the toxic overflow that it could not be used for anything.  In fact, many of the animals that still lived in that area were deformed at birth or died due to the lack of pure water.  As a result, the government passed the Federal Aid for Regiospecific Contamination Of Water Act (FARCOW) in 1997, which allocated funds for the importation of pure water to those areas contaminated by pollution (in various forms including radioactive waste).  In this case, the government diverted one of the nearby rivers so that it would pass through much of the contaminated region in northern Oklahoma.  Later that year the government also implemented a work program that called for the production of a water purification plant in the Enid area.  The plant was completed in March, 1998 and hired only local workers, which helped to spur the economy due to the influx of income into the community.  The plant proved to be very effective, especially in terms of production of water suitable for irrigation.  After about a year the plant workers became competent enough to purify water to a level suitable for human consumption, and that day, April 17, 1999, is now referred to as Norfolk Day (named after the nuclear power plant that caused all of these problems so that the people won’t forget).  And, every year on this day a big parade is held in downtown Enid in remembrance of how the people endured through a difficult period.


Not only did the purification plant allow the people of this area to return to normalcy, in a sense, but it also spurred the economy due to the influx of jobs and rejuvenation of farms.


In May, 1998, the government instituted the Farmers Relocation And Land Allocation Act (FRALA), which stated that “farmers who have lost their crops and land due to radioactive contamination beyond their control will receive compensation for these crops and may be designated new, uncontaminated farm land to continue production”.  Many of the farmers in the Enid area took advantage of this act and received government issued land in the surrounding government owned areas.  As inconvenient as this was for many farmers, it provided for them an opportunity to return to normalcy and generate a form of income.  For the first year, all of the water from the purification plant that they used was free, and the government even instituted workers to help them prepare the land for crops.  The influx of these government issued workers, as well as the renewed production of crops, reinvigorated the local economy in the Enid region just as tourism spurs any economy.  The workers spent money in the city, the crops provided income for the farmers, the plant provided income for those workers, and the surrounding communities who had to pay for water purification paid the city of Enid.  In addition to that, those farmers who still hadn’t recovered by use of the FRALA Act were still compensated for their lack of production by the government.


All of the above factors combined, especially the FARCOW and FRALA Acts, contributed to the White man’s return to normalcy and reinvigorated the local economy.  Things, however, did not go so smoothly for the Wasasha people in their quest for solutions to a caustic threat.


In 2000 I returned to the Wasasha people’s village, only to find their numbers largely depleted.  I quickly learned hat the tribe had moved further south on the reservation, near Elk City, due to the infertility of the land and contamination of water.  Apparently too many members of the tribe had already died as a result of the contamination, and several babies had been born deformed and retarded.  As a last resort, the tribe held counsel and decided that their only option was to relocate and try to start anew.  This was one way that they dealt with the threat.  However, they had yet to deal with the threat in terms of religion, medicine, and economics.  I will start by discussing the economic resolution that the Wasasha tried to establish, for it is the cornerstone of everything else that transpired thereafter. 


When the tribe decided to move near Elk City by the Washita River, like a century ago, they had to start from scratch.  This time, however, they were accustomed to the land and the plants and animals that inhabited it.  Therefore, they were able to more quickly resume a normal pattern of life.  When I first entered their new village it looked as though I hadn’t left the old one at all.  It was amazing how much they had accomplished in such a short time.  I asked a young man named Eagle Claw how they had done so much in only a few years, and he told me:

The White people gave us money to rebuild our village.  All of the men worked together to rebuild the village, and many people had brought their belongings with them from the old village.  It was hard work, but things are better now here.  We have food and most importantly water.  We have been able to start farming again as well.

What Eagle Claw’s testimony tells us is that the U.S. government intervened and gave the Wasasha tribe some compensation for their hardships due to the contamination of the water in the Enid area.  The Wasasha did not use the money to rebuild, they did that on their own, instead they used the money to buy farming tools and medicine.


Most importantly, however, was the Wasasha people’s ability to begin farming once again.  Not only did they cultivate food, such as maize, squash, tomatoes, beets, potatoes, beans and other things, but they also began to harvest the sacred Echinacea plant.  This allowed the people to stop spending the government money on medicine since they had their own.  And, soon the Wasasha began to sell their Echinacea yield to the White people in the surrounding areas.  This provided a big economic upswing for the tribe.  In addition to that, the women in the tribe began to manufacture a number of novel items, such as jewelry, hand-woven baskets, and clothes, which they also marketed to the White communities.  This provided the influx of cash that the tribe so desperately needed after years of hardships.  Their economic recovery was key to their return to normalcy.


Upon the initial contamination of the water and the Echinacea plant, the tribe was severely deprived of any medicine to cure such illnesses as colds, influenza virus, boils, erysipelas, septicemia, cancer, syphilis and other infections and impurities of the blood.  Infections ran rampant within the tribal community, and even the most minor infections became a real threat.  With no medication, a number of tribal members had died within a few years, and the counsel had no solution to their problems.  Shortly thereafter the U.S. government intervened and began to compensate the Wasasha people for their loss of income and gave them money to purchase the necessary medications for their ailments and to visit doctors.  This compensation, though, only gave them enough to cover medicinal costs and, as a result, the tribe had no other choice but to move to a location where they could spur some sort of economic recovery.  The tribe continued to use government allocated funds for health-related issues, but once the Echinacea plant was ready for use, they no longer needed the White medicine.  Moreover, after the Wasasha moved to their current location, the government decided to build a hospital on the reservation, since there were multiple tribes in this region, all in need of health care at some level.  The hospital is a State funded program that provides free health care to Native American peoples in need.  Many of the employees within the hospital are also Native Americans.  This allows for another source of income within the tribe.  So it seemed that things were looking up for the Wasasha in terms of survival and health within the tribe.  This gave them a sort of hope that had not been present for years, and this hope reinvigorated their spiritual hunger.


From my previous visit I mentioned that the religious ceremonies within the Wasasha tribe after the contamination were nothing more than empty, emotionless motions.  The tribe was scared and had nothing to pray for or celebrate.  Upon my return however, I was fortunate enough to be able to witness a number of religious ceremonies, and this time they were more like I had remembered them from the first time I had visited the tribe.  All of the people participated, and the members were fully adorned with multi-colored paints and ritual clothes.  I asked Chief Ghost Dance what the difference was now from three years ago, and he said:

Now we have reason to celebrate, to give thanks.  Three years ago we [Wasasha] had no hope in our hearts.  Our people were dying, our land was infertile, and we it seemed as though there were no way out.  Moving here was the best thing we could have done.  It has instilled a sense of hope in our community, and allowed us to thank the Gods for our ability to endure during such difficult times.

Religious reinvigoration was an essential part of the Wasasha return to normalcy.  I hadn’t realized how big a role religion truly played within the lives of the Wasasha people until now.  I have learned that the tribe can endure through times of economic hardship and medicinal depletion, but it is religious emptiness, and hopelessness that really eats away at these people.  Now that they were full of hope once again, they felt as though they can survive through the most difficult times, and their religious ceremonies were indicative of this belief.


Up to this point this has been what appears to be a Cinderella story.  But, this is hardly the case.  It has only been a short time that the solutions to the threats of the contamination have been employed.  Soon, I fear, things will change.  For example, I mentioned that the White man has received help from the government in the form of farm workers, and that all of the water up to now was free.  Well, what happens when the farm workers leave and the water becomes costly?  Inevitably this will happen, and when it does, not only will the farmers be affected, but the entire community as a whole.  For the money that the workers spend in the city will no longer be there, and the economy will start its inexorable decent.  The hard times are not over for the Enid community by any means. 


As for the Wasasha tribe, due to their relocation and more self-sufficient nature, they will be better off in the long run.  The efficacy of the tribes solutions seems stronger that those that the White man employed due to the self-reliance of the situation.  Whereas the White man’s solutions are strongly dependent on government instituted programs that will not last forever, the Wasasha’s are more firmly rooted within themselves.  However, there will come a time when the U.S. government feels that the tribe is on its feet again, and when that time comes, the Wasasha can only expect the government to stop it’s compensation payments.  This, of course, will have a detrimental affect on the tribe’s economy, but nothing that they won’t be able to handle.


In sum, the Wasasha’s ability to endure has been closely linked with their ability to adapt to their environment and harvest the Echinacea plant.  The Echinacea plant has long been the cornerstone to the tribe’s well being, and there is no indication that it will cease to be so in the future.  The Echinacea plant provides for the people a source of economic security, medicinal resourcefulness, and most importantly a sense of spirituality, which translates into hope.  Therefore, one could argue that the Echinacea plant in itself is the solution to all of the Wasasha people’s problems.  That would be a strong argument.

Conclusions


The Wasasha people of the Great Plains have had an arduous history.  The white man took away their homeland and exiled them to a new, inhospitable terrain that they were not accustomed to.  Behind, they left thousands of years of acquired knowledge, and ahead of them lay a hazy future.  









           

By what the Wasasha people believe was a blessing of God, they discovered what they refer to as the sacred purple cornflower plant.  Not only was this plant important on a medicinal and spiritual level, but it also became a crucial part of Wasasha economy.


The Echinacea plant is the cornerstone of Wasasha society.  Their entire lifestyle has virtually been built around this plant.  It affects every facet of their lives in one manner or another.  The Wasasha people are not resentful towards the white man for what they did.  They feel that what happened was their destiny.  They feel that they can overcome anything as long as they have the purple cornflower plant - full of energy and power, sent to them as a gift from God, granting them eternal life in a barren land.  And, as long as its strength flows through their blood, just like the plant, they will endure.


Now instead of longing for the striking range of lush, green pine-covered mountains, streams, buttes and prairies from the days of yore, the Wasasha people have found beauty in a desolate land of parched dirt, fallow fields and trails of tears, she is called Echinacea… but how long will her splendor last? 

