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Kayanerekowa - DHDI

Aug 24, 2009 - No Iroquois would claim that the Great Peace or cosmic kinship is. Iroquois property ..... youâ€� for bringing health and power to us, for helping us. We thank ... summer sun comes, you will seek shelter within. ..... kinship alliances with the British, although they felt free to proceed to such alliances with the British. 
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Kayanerekowa (“K” is pronounced “G”) (The Great Peace) Or



(The People of the Great Peace/Cosmic Kinship) —The Mohawk Nation and Haudenosaunee Confederacy—



By Robert Vachon1 The Mohawk Nation is one of the six nations of the historically famous Iroquois Confederacy in North America. The Mohawks are presently a Nation of some 25 000 people living inside and outside of seven communities distributed in the upper states of New York and in the Provinces of Quebec and Ontario (Canada). While these people are customarily called “Mohawks” by outsiders, a name given to them by the Algonquian tribes/nations, in their own language the Mohawk call themselves Ganienghehaga, literally meaning “People of Ganiengheh” (the land of the Flint). The French, following Huron practices, used to call them “les Agniers”. The Six Nations Confederacy of which the Ganiengheh have always been a constituent member, is still called the Iroquois by outsiders; in their own languages however, the Iroquois call themselves the Haudenosaunee: “People of the Longhouse” or “People of the Great Peace” (or “Of the Cosmic Kinship” (Kayanerekowa). Besides signifying primarily the Great Harmony and the Peace Messenger’s message, Kayanerekowa —The Great Peace—also refers secondarily to two historical forms that it has taken in Iroquois and Mohawk history. I shall now describe briefly each of these four meanings.



1) The Great Harmony (or Cosmic Kinship) a) Introduction : I once asked the respected elder Sakokwenionkas (Tom Porter) of the Mohawk Nation: how would you translate in English the word Kayanerekowa. He thought briefly and said: “The closest I can find is simply: “The Great Nice” i.e. the Great Splendour (i.e. the whole cosmos and all its life forms: humans, animals, earth, sun, moon, planets, galaxies, rivers, mountains, trees, winds, etc., etc. seen and expressed in terms of the great kinship: grandmother the moon, the grandfather the sun, uncles the winds, each human clan expressed in terms of the bear clan, the turtle clan, the wolf clan, etc. And it is the “Law of Peace” not because somebody legislated and announced it one fine day, but the way things are. It is the proper nature of everything. 1



This text is an abridged and revised version of a series of studies on the Mohawk Nation and the Haudenosaunee (Six Nations Confederary), named People of the Longhouse or People of the Great Peace, a series that was written and published by R. Vachon in the Intercultural Institute of Montreal’s International Journal Interculture in two separate English and French editions from 1991 (issue 113) to 1992 (issue 114) to 1993 (issue 118 entitled “The Mohawk Dynamics of Peace ch. 3 : The People of the Great Peace” 82 pp) and issue 121 (53 pp) on the Mohawk communities. All issues were written with the help of two highly respected Mohawk elders namely : Kaientaronkwen (Ernie Benedict) and Sakokwenonkwas (Tom Porter). Our focus in this present study limits itself only to the notion of Peace in the Mohawk Nation and among the Haudenosaunee. Without reference to the already dealt with origin and history of their Dynamics of Peace from the beginning to our time. We are also leaving aside here, our further studies in Interculture in 1995 (127-128-129) entitled “Guswenta or the Intercultural Imperative, (subtitled) Towards a re-enacted Peace Accord between the Mohawk Nation and the North American Nation States (and their people) 159 pp, in two separate French and English editions available at www.iim.qc.ca.
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The Great Peace is not primarily the Peace Messenger’s message or any message about something called the Great Peace, but the message is the Great Peace and Kunship of all beings. It is the Great Peace that speaks. It is important to distinguish between the Great Peace as the Peace messenger’s message (see below) and the Great Peace itself as the source of the Messenger’s message. The Great Peace is not primarily the Peace Messenger’s message or any message about something called the Great Peace, but the message is the Great Peace of Cosmic Kinship that reality is. The peace messenger is simply an emissary, a voice of that Peace. It is the Great Peace and Cosmic Kinship that primarily speaks, not the Messenger. It is the Great Peace that makes itself known though him and is realized as well through the clan mothers, the council of Rotiianeson, the words, the symbols. In this fundamental sense, the Great Peace is not Iroquois or Mohawk although it has found an Iroquois interpretation and expression. No Iroquois would claim that the Great Peace or cosmic kinship is Iroquois property or the exclusive creation of the Iroquois, although their interpretation and expression of it is bound to be unique and Iroquoian. b) “The words that come before all else”: ‘the Thanksgiving address’



It is customary for Mohawks and Haudenosaunee who still claim to follow the Kayanerekowa, to start every meeting in their own languages with “The words that come before all else”, namely giving thanks to the Kayanerekowa i.e. to the Great Nice, to the grand Splendour of it all, thus inviting everyone to enter into “the good mind” i.e. into the spirit of the Great Peace and Cosmic Kinship as they come together to deliberate and to do whatever they are doing. It is a spirit of thanking “The Great Nice” and listening to it… This is done by all, even the young in school and elsewhere, before any important meeting. The Kayanerekowa is not written but oral, it is not a repeated formula but it is each time spelled out differently in eloquent and poetic words that are left to the inspiration of the one who gives thanks and who invites all to be “of the good mind”. As illustration, here is Sakokwenionkwas’ opening address at the International Colloquium “Living with the Earth: cross-cultural perspectives on sustainable development: indigenous and alternative practices”. Orford, Quebec, 1992 Intercultural Institute of Montreal (pp. 17-26)…:



Mohawk Welcoming Ceremony Sakokwenionkwas [Tom Porter] (after an introduction in the Mohawk language) (First, I have asked the Creator for permission to speak in a language that he did not give me in the beginning when the world was made. I asked the Creator that I may use the English language, for as we gather here, there are many people who have come from all over the world. The English language is a language that is understood throughout the world. For that reason, I asked the Creator for permission to use that language, so that many people from all over the world will know the mind of the Creator and what he has told us here in North America. Before I begin, I would like to ask for your attention. In Mohawk, we have an expression. When we begin to speak, we say “Ensewatehonsicoste”. In English it means literally: I ask that you stand your ears up straight to catch all the words that are spoken. Also, I am going to be speaking today of the Creator. When I say “Creator”, I am not describing a Creator or God like the image that appears in your mind or in many people’s
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minds. I mean a Higher Power that has no definition. It is so powerful that there can’t be any definition. It is our belief that when we were made, our life was predestined. The number of days we will live here on the earth was marked on a counter-stick when we were born, and no one, man or woman, has the power to change what the Creator has made. Sometimes the Creator may give us one hundred years to stay here on the earth. He makes a mark on the stick as each day passes, and when we come to the last mark, then we’ll journey from this world to the next world. When this occurs to our loved ones, we never seem ready, even though we have a lot of experience with grief. We never seem to be comfortable with it. It is for this reason that I ask you “to stand your ears up straight” for the many human brothers who have journeyed here from all over the world. In some parts of the world, there is great turmoil and there is sadness. And I say these words before we really begin the ceremony because among the human beings that are here, it could be that somebody has recently lost a loved one who has journeyed to the next land. And when that is the case, the eyes are filled with tears, and this blurs their vision of Reality. And such a person needs help. When a loved one has passed, the ears become obstructed by dust, the dust of death. You cannot hear properly when your children, or your cousins, or your uncle talk to you, nor can you hear the birds when they sing. If any of you has lost a loved one, it is for your benefit that I say this. If this is the situation that you are in, I ask you now to listen, because you are a human brother. From the very beautiful blue sky, from the blue clear sky, I will take the eagle’s feather. And I will use this eagle feather in a spiritual way to remove the death dust that obstructs your ears from hearing. And I will push the death dust away so that your hearing can be restored, so that you can hear your little children when they speak to you, so that you can hear the song of every bird as he sings to you and so that you can, in fact, again hear the life that the Creator has given us. And then, my fellow brothers, in your sadness, in your grief, in your heaviness, I take a glass of medicine water from the very beautiful blue clear sky and ask the Spirit to remove what has stuck in your throat, obstructing the food from passing through and obstructing the words that come from your thoughts. I offer from the very beautiful clear sky this fresh glass of medicine water. I offer it to you now, so that whatever obstructs the passage in your throat will now go through to your stomach. The knots will be untied and you can eat again properly, and you can again speak properly to your kids, to your young ones, to all that live. And now I take from the very beautiful sky a beautiful cloth that is white, made out of deerskin as soft as cotton. And my brother, if your mind is heavy with sorrow, I will use the cloth of the deer that is so soft. From the clear blue sky I’ll wipe the tears, so that your vision will not be blurred again tomorrow, so that you will see the beauty that the Creator has made, so that you will see your fellow human beings and your nephews and nieces, your sons and daughters. They need you to see in a correct way. And so it is, fellow brothers, if your mind is grieving for some loved one who has passed, I lift up your mind so that you may walk again in a correct way. And now, I would like to begin with this ancient “prayer”. I don’t know if prayer is the correct word. The reason I mention this is because I thought I knew how to speak English very correctly. That was what I thought for many years. And for many years, I spoke it as if I was a master of it. But did you know, until two weeks ago, I always thought that prayer meant an individual relationship or communication with the Creator Power? That was what I thought it was. And then I picked up the big Webster’s Dictionary two weeks ago, and I looked it up. It says “to request something”. For almost half a century, I
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was saying the wrong thing! English is a very tricky language. I have been tricked for 40 years or more. So, bear in mind that this is the language that we have for this meeting and that we come from all over the world. We need to take care so that we don’t get tricked or misinterpreted, by no fault of our own. I am going also to ask you to help me with this opening ceremony, this special spiritual moment. You know that when the teacher writes on the board all day, it is all smudged. Then at the end of the day it is all wiped clean. You take a white cloth and you clean it all off, and it becomes crystal clear, like a beautiful lake. And then when you next mark on it, it is very visible, very clear. That is what I am going to ask that we do in this group, in a symbolic way – that we wipe everything away to make room for the Creator and for all the spiritual things in the world before we can begin this wonderful gathering. Now this is what Mohawk people do each time we mention a sacred thing. At the end of each spiritual statement, I will say our minds are one, then I will ask if you will show agreement in your language, for instance in English say “Yes”, or in Mohawk, we will say “Tho”, that means “Yes, I agree”. In French, this will be “Oui”, I suppose. We will participate together. I have heard this spiritual talk since I was a child. It is the same spiritual speech that opens all official meetings and also closes each meeting. It opens all ceremonies. Even when people marry, it is the most important part. When two or more people come together to discuss something of human life, they say this prayer too. See, here I go saying “prayer” again! You’ll understand why “prayer” is incorrect when I have finished. We begin, now, brothers and sisters.) As we are gathered here, in this very beautiful place, with the trees and the hills, and the birds and the animals that live around here, we are their visitors. And as we are gathered here and I look around, and we look around at each other, it seems that everybody is handsome and beautiful. Some even have flowers on their chests like roosters with beautiful feathers. And as I look around, it appears that no one had an accident on their journey here. No one has a crutch or cast because their leg is broken. And we are fortunate. As we look around, we see and we feel tranquility and peace, at least as much as can be expected. And that’s very wonderful. And we will do as the Creator said. We will gather our minds together and think in one way. And then, in a symbolic way, we will pile up our “thank-yous”, layer after layer and then we will pile our greetings on the same pile, layer after layer, and then we will wrap and tie those “thank-yous” and greetings with our love, each of us. And we will offer this one to another, to our fellow human beings, our brothers and sisters. And we say “thank you” and we give our greetings to one another and our love. Our minds are one. (All: yes!) And now, we will turn our attention to our mother, the earth. For in the beginning of the world, our Creator used his hands and his body and he created the earth. And then, when he created the earth, he turned the earth into a woman, into a mother. This is why we call our earth our mother. And then, when he touched her, her whole body became spiritual, her whole body became sacred. And then he told mother earth: you are going to be the mother of all human beings: you are going to be the mother of all the bears and the deers and the animals, and the birds and the insects. You are going to be the mother of all life. You will give birth time and time again, for evermore. And after you give birth to all those lives, mother earth, your job is not done yet. You have to nourish them. You have to grow the food that will feed them so that they will have a good life. And so now, fellow human beings, men and women that are gathered here today, I am asking that our minds be gathered and come together as one mind and one thought. The reason is because we have one of the most steadfast, one of the most consistent mothers in all the world. It is our
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mother earth who carries the weight of our bodies as we walk upon her, who gives birth and feeds us every single day. And she’s been doing it since the beginning of mankind and before. What a wonderful mother! And so, I ask for that reason, that we, the children that are gathered here, bring our minds and thoughts together as one. And in a symbolic spiritual way, let us pile up our “thank-yous” again, layer after layer, and then our greetings, layer after layer. And let’s tie it up with our love, those greetings and thank-yous, and let’s gently pick it up and say: mother earth, we children today thank you for our birth, for our nourishment and for our life. Mother earth, your children say “thank you” and give you our love. Our minds are now one. (All: Yes!) And then we turn to our beautiful Creator who has no face and no body, and whose appearance nobody knows. All we know is that it is the Great Power of the universe. And when our Creator made mother earth, he made the grass that grows so that deers and elk and buffalo can eat. He planted the medicines in the valleys, in the mountains, in the great plains, in the woods, in the deserts. And when he planted those medicines of all kinds, our Creator spoke to those medicines, and he touched each medicine. He gave each a spiritual meaning and he told those medicines: whenever the animals and the humans get sick and there is discomfort, and there is no peace in their life because of sickness, they will come to you. And you, the medicines will doctor them and remove their sickness; you will restore their peace and tranquility and comfort. For every sickness known to mankind or animals, there is a plant growing out there somewhere, that can take away that sickness if only we communicate to it in a spiritual way. And the medicines wait every day for the great privilege of being asked to help us feel better. But we don’t ask enough. And if we don’t ask, they feel abandoned and then, there is more sickness. All the plants are growing, the grass is growing, there is life. And so I ask this fine gathering of fellow human beings: can our minds come together, and our thoughts line up as one thought, and can we pile up our “thank-yous” again? Yes, we can. Pile up again our greetings. Let’s pile up again our love. Then, in a symbolic spiritual way, let’s distribute those pile-up “thank-yous”, and greetings and love to every grass, to every medicine plant in the valleys, the mountains, the forests, everywhere. And we say “thank you” for bringing health and power to us, for helping us. We thank you, medicine plants of the world. Our minds are now one. (All: Yes!) And then, our Creator made the rivers and the waters that flow upon the mother earth. And when our Creator made the streams and creeks, our Creator used his hands and his body and the water became a power, a spirit. And then our Creator spoke to the waters and the creeks and the rivers and he gave them a soul, he gave them a spirit. And he said: now, waters of the world, your job will be this: you will go and move in the rapids, in the Niagara Falls and the Grand Canyon. You will go to the villages of the animals, the villages of the humans and you will quench their thirst. You will purify. You will help them prepare their food so that they may have life. And so the rivers are indeed a living entity. And if one day they should disappear, so that we cannot drink the water from the streams and the rivers, we will perish. We will dry up and we will have no life. But the rivers are still running, the oceans are still making waves the way their Creator told them to do since the beginning of time. And so, because of that, when we drink a cold glass of water each day, we think: What a peaceful feeling and what assurance that there will be a tomorrow. What strength that cold glass of water gives to us. For that reason, our minds should come together again as one. And we will pile up our “thankyous”, our greetings and our love together. And we will give it to every river, every lake, every ocean, every stream, every spring. And we talk to the spirit of the water and we say
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to the spirit of the water: we, who are the human beings and who are your relatives, thank you today. We are giving you our greetings and our love for the quenching of our thirst, on behalf of our children, our nephews and nieces. Water spirit of the world, we say “thank you” for following the plan that the Creator gave in the beginning of the world. Our minds are now one. (All: Yes!) And then our Creator made the trees that grow everywhere, all kinds of trees. Some trees are tall and big, some are skinny and tall, some are short and big, just like human beings you know. And he made female trees and male trees, who make little babies together, almost like humans. And then each baby becomes a sapling, which is a little kid, and then a teenaged tree, until it becomes a grandpa tree, and completes the cycle. To the trees, the Creator said: you will help the human beings, and the bears, and the wolves. He told the trees that. And from the trees will come the apples, the oranges, the plums, the cherries, and on and on. From those fruits, we will be nourished; our children, our elderly will have the strength and power to live. From the trees, you will gather boards to make a shelter over your head. But make your shelter humble enough for you, your wife and your children and no more. If there is no excess, life will be everlasting. You will use the boards to make a little house so when the cold rain drops come, you will have comfort. When the hot summer sun comes, you will seek shelter within. And when the cold winds bring the big snow of the winter, your children will not freeze. From the trees, we may take rest and in their shade, we find comfort in the hot summer days. The trees will make the wind that we breathe from day to day and night to night. And of all the trees that the Creator made, he chose the maple tree to be the leader. Now the trees are starting to get buds, and soon the leaves will live again to maturity. Again there will be cherries, and peaches, and plums and apples. And our life will be sustained the way their Creator intended in the beginning of time. Just a few weeks ago, our people had our maple tree ceremony, because the maple is the leader of all the trees of the forest. And so now, I ask this fine group of people to let our minds become one, and let us pile up our “thank-yous”, our greetings and our love and let us throw it to the universe so that every tree and every bush receives an acknowledgement of our love, our “thank-yous” and our greetings. To the trees of the world, we say “thank you” for following the Creator’s plan so that we have life. Our minds are one. (All: yes!) In the beginning, when the world was new, when our Creator finished making all the animals and every creature, then the very last one to be made was the human being. And when he noticed the human being was the last to be created, he gave us so many days to live. And he did the same with the bears and the deer—they only live so long. And he said: there is a likelihood that the humans, the bears and the deer may become bored every day that they live. They may become lonesome for lack of something to do. And so, do you know what the Creator did? He began to create what they call “birds”, and he put wings on them of beautiful colours. He let them go into the air so that they would zoom by where the human beings walk, so the minds of the people would not become bored. And then, our Creator gave them each a song, and he told the birds of the worlds: every morning, without fail, just as the sun begins to rise in the east and the dawn breaks, all the birds will begin to sing their multitude of tunes and songs. And they will make a chorus, a beautiful song of life. Every morning, without fail. And this morning, I heard them again, just as they did yesterday, and since the beginning of mankind’s memory, because the Creator told them to do that. They shake up our mind so that we will not be bored and we will enjoy our visit on this earth. And, of those birds, our Creator chose the eagle to be their leader. So the eagle is our guardian bird.
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And so I ask now that our minds become one and that we send our “thank-yous”, our greetings and our love to every bird. And we, your human relatives, thank you, the bird life, for the past days’ songs. They are very beautiful songs, with which you follow the Creator’s way. We acknowledge you with our love. Our minds are one. (All: yes!) And then, our Creator made the four winds of the universe. When mother earth had given birth and was working to produce the food to feed this life, she got very tired. And so our Creator made the east and the north winds, to bring a white blanket of snow to cover mother earth. Then mother earth can rest. And when mother earth has rested, then, the brother winds of the south and the west will take away the white blanket of snow and all the flowers will start to sprout. And everywhere there will be blossoms of all colours, and life will be reborn. And that’s the time now, it’s coming. And so to the four winds that bring us the changes of the seasons, that we may have life – we the people are now of one mind. And again, we will pile up our “thank-yous”, our greetings and our love. We will throw it into the universe, so that the four sacred winds will bring the season changes. They will be acknowledged with thank-yous, greetings and love. Our minds are now one. (All: yes!) Our Creator made two suns in the sky. First there is the daytime sun that shines. Our Creator said we will call him our eldest brother. You and I will be the younger brother and sister. And like an old brother, he will watch over his younger brother and sister. And our Creator said: every day you will shine so that the humans, the bears, the deer and the birds will see one another with the light. When they walk upon mother earth, they won’t collide and cause injury to each other. He told the elder brother sun that he should bring the warmth so mother earth will give birth and growth. And our elders told us that the old brother sun starts in the east, and he goes across our sacred land to the mountains and the valleys until he gets to the great Pacific Ocean. And there the Creator waits for a report from the old brother sun, on how his younger brothers and sisters are doing, and what they are doing. And so now, I suggest again, because we are people of logic, people of kindness and compassion, that we bring our minds and our thoughts together again. And in this room, if we can imagine it, we will pile up all our “thank-yous”, layer after layer in a big pile. And then we will pile up our greetings and our love. We will wrap it up, and we will pile it on in one big concerted effort. Let us pick it up, this parcel of thank-yous, greetings and love, and throw it up into the universe to our old brother, this sun. We thank the old brother sun for today’s miracle of day and for the warmth that he brings and the life that he secures and guarantees us. We say “thank you”, old brother sun, from your human relatives. We are now of one mind. (All: Yes!) And the second sun, which we call the moon, is our grandma. We call her in Mohawk “Ietisotha osontenneka karakwa” our grandmother, the moon, the night-time sun. Our Creator made her and he told her: you are going to be the grandma, the great-grandest one of them all. Every 28 or 30 days, you will have a cycle. And in that cycle, you will orchestrate the movement and the birth of children to the mothers of the world. And so that’s why every month, the women clean their body and their blood, so that new blood can be made and a new human being can be born with the privilege to live on this earth. And the moon, our grandmother, orchestrates that. It makes no difference what women they are how rich or how poor, what colour they are, when grandma moon says: ladies, get ready, it is time for you to give birth to a human being. And that’s what the Creator told her her job would be. My children were born. My grandchildren are born. What a wonderful gift.
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And so I ask now that in this fine group our minds come as one. Let us pile up our thank-yous, our greetings and our love. Let us pick it up and throw it up high into the universe, to the grandmother moon. And we say: grandma moon, we are your grandchildren and we are of one mind. We thank you for all the births of our children and our grandchildren, and for the babies that were born to every nation of the world. Grandmother moon, thank you for the birth of those children. Our minds are one. (All: yes!) And now, to the stars of the sky world, the multi-millions of shining stars. Our grandma and grandpa say each of us has a start that shines for us. In days long gone by, when the world was new, it is said that the stars talked to the people, that we communicated. They told us what was coming next year, whether there would be an earthquake, or a drought, or a wet season that would drown the crops. The stars would tell us, a year ahead of time, for that is their job. When the Creator made the sacred earth, he didn’t abandon us there without any facilities. Everything is there to help us live. But our elders told us the day would come when human beings would forget how to read and talk to the stars. And I think that that has come now. Most people of the world, our elders said, would become like little children, and they would not know how to read the stars. They would not have full warnings. And even though that is the case, and we’ve forgotten we know something, yet in a dry season, it is the stars who bring the fresh water, the morning dew, to each blade of grass that grows. And even though we may have forgotten the other things that the stars help us with every night, there is one thing that we cannot forget, and that is that the stars are of great beauty when they fill the sky at night. Even the greatest artist of the entire world could not paint a more beautiful picture that the stars of the night. That alone is sufficient to be grateful for. So, let us pile up our “thank yous”, our greetings and our love again, and throw it up high into the universe so that every single star is acknowledged by you and me. On behalf of our children, we say “thank you” to the stars of the sky world for following the Creator’s way. Our minds are one. (All: Yes!) And now, we turn to the four sacred beings whom we call the sky dwellers, the four mysteries of the universe. These are the ones who do not have a body, and who are like the wind. They are the ones who protect us when we might destroy ourselves. For after the Creator made all of creation, and his last creation was the humans, he looked at the humans as they walked and said: I made a little bit of a mistake when I made humans. For it is the human beings who are the only ones who forget who they are and why they are here. The wolf who walks the earth never forgets he is a wolf. The eagle who flies in the sky never forgets he is an eagle. But the human being goes only a little way and then he forgets who he is, for the human is the weakest of all the species of the creation. For that reason, the Creator created four sacred human beings called the “mysteries of the universe”, the protectors of humans. Whenever the human race goes in the direction of complete destruction, then one of those will be born as a human being. He will be a prophet or a teacher and he will reinstill and renew our instructions so that we will be able to find the road again. These are the great “messiahs” that are born throughout the world. And so, to the four sacred beings who have helped us to survive since the beginning of time, whoever you are, wherever you are and for everything you are, we the humans say “thank you” today. Our minds are one. (All: yes!) And now, to our Creator, the maker of all the universe. When our Creator made this universe, he did not make it complicated. He did not make the program on the IBM machine too detailed and complex. All he did was to say: all I want you to do is to be born and to walk on the earth for so many days. And all I ask is that every time you will drink a glass of water, you say “thank you” to me and to the power of the water. When you eat food, all
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I ask is that you be grateful for the food that you eat and not take more than you need. And when you build a home, build it only big enough for your wife and your children and no more, no excess. If you do that, there will be enough in the world for all, and all will have everlasting life. So don’t forget to say “thank you”, simply “thank you”. No great religion, no great complexity. Just humbly, honorably “thank you” to all that is life. Our Creator made the most perfect world. And so I ask now that in the most powerful, humble way, we fill this room up here. Imagine it in our spiritual minds, our symbolic minds. Let us pile up our “thank-yous” in a hundred layers. Let us lift the ceiling with our greetings, and then let us tie it with a big rope of love that we will get from here, and then let’s pick up this big pile with one effort, in a symbolic way, and let’s gather up that big pile of love, “thank-yous” and greetings and send it high into the universe, to make sure that our Creator hears and feels our “thank-yous”, our greeting and our love. Our Creator, who is our maker—your children today simply thank you. Our minds are one. (All: yes!) And now, I have officially opened this gathering in a spiritual way. And with such words, I have made a spiritual rope to tie everyone, to bring our minds together. You come here from all over the world. These words that I have said come from ten, twenty, forty thousand, fifty thousand years ago. They are the original spiritual words of the Native people of North America. On these grounds, I welcome you here, to North America, in the original way, you who come from all over the world. And our concerns are the same here. How do we enjoy this life, in a proper, humble way, without exploiting it? How do we honour our mother the earth that the Creator made, so that our children and their children will have a chance? That’s the most honorable reason to come together – as intellectual and rational people from every colour, like a beautiful garden of many flowers. Let the rain fall on it, let the wind give it nourishment, so that even “the powers that be” may know how to appreciate the beauty of the bouquet. And in that way, we have now opened officially. So be it. Our minds are one. That’s all. (All: yes!) (Editor’s note: I remember Tom porter saying to me laughingly once: “God must cringe when he hears the words that come before else, in English and not in Mohawk.”)



2) The Peace Messenger’s message or constitution a) The Legend of the Peace Messenger



Long before Europeans first came to this country, a man, a Huron (it is sacrilegious to name him) came to Iroquois country, as an emissary, a symbol, a messenger of the Great Peace, i.e. he claimed that the Great Peace spoke through him. But he carried also a message of peace i.e. an interpretation of that Great Peace to offer and to establish in concrete form. “I plant the Tree of the Great Peace—a great White Pine and bury all implements of war under it” he said. All nations and individuals are welcome to take shelter under its spreading branches. It has spreading and ever growing branches and white roots that extend to the four quarters of the earth. He came to reconnect the Iroquois and all the Nations to the Great Peace… (For a brief history of the legend, see: The Mohawk Dynamics of Peace in Interculture, Winter 1993, issue 118, pp. 9-15)



b) The Nature of the message (op. cit. pp. 16-18)



Weapons of war were buried under the Tree of Peace, forever. Warriors and war chiefs were eliminated forever. The Great Law does not contain the word Warrior but Rotisenrake:te meaning
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“braves”—just “young men”, nothing else. The War Chiefs and head warriors were replaced with 50 Peace Chiefs2 (rotiianeson: the good men), who could never go to war and were not to order anyone around. It also elevated assistants, deputy or subchiefs, runners for the peace chiefs (good men). The women were made into clan wethers who were to name and raise the Peace Chiefs and watch over them.



The two principal historical forms of the Great Peace (op. cit. pp. 19-35) Besides signifying the Great Harmony/Cosmic Kinship and the Peace Messenger’s message or constitution, Kayanerekowa–the Great Peace–also refers to the two historical forms that it has taken in Iroquois and Mohawk history. I shall now describe briefly the nature of these two forms.



3) The League of Six Nations, the Grand Council of 50 Rotiiane (Rotiianeson) This is now called the Six Nations’ Confederacy, and is the only form of “government” detailed in the Great Law of Peace. The Great Peace here refers to the alliance between the five Iroquois Nations (six since 1714) past and present: namely Onondaga, Mohawk, Seneca, Oneida, Cayuga, Tuscarora. These nations allied themselves into one League, one Longhouse, where each Nation had and has its own Fire, and where all formed and still form one “family” consisting of elder and younger brothers. Each kept their own languages, customs and national differences, yet they found and still form one body, one mind, one heart linked together in a loose confederation rather than a unitary state, each of them retaining full independence but bound by kinship ties rather than by relationship of estate or real property. All, were and are based on the “Constitution”, namely the Great Law of Peace.



Figure 1: Aionwatha (The Five Nations Belt.) The center symbolizes the Onondaga nation, flanked by the Mohawk and Seneca Nations, then by the Oneida and Cayuga. The two extremities remain open for other Nations to join in.



The Great Peace may refer also to the past and present Grand Council of the 50 Rotiiane (Rotiianeson), which is today often called the government of the Confederacy, or simply the Confederacy. This government is not a central, statist, coercive government in the Western sense. Each one of the five (now six) Nations are physically distant from each other. Each has a distinct homeland and is profoundly independent from the others, although they all constitute one Longhouse and are bound together as a single bundle of arrows. They each have as well their own Longhouse, their own Fire, their own Peace Chiefs, but the latter also sit together in a common Longhouse, each with their respective functions, yet with no king or commanding chief. None of the Peace Chiefs either alone or together are commanders. It must be made crystal clear that these Peace Chiefs are named by the Iroquois people through the Clan Mothers of clans abiding by the Great Law of Peace, of which the Rotiiane are held to be the official interpreters, in consort with Clan Mothers, elders, faith-keepers, ancestors, etc. Hence such a “government” can never form a self-perpetuating body which would continue to exist over against or in spite of the people.



2



See further p.5 : the preliminary note on the English word “chief” as a translation of “Roiane” “Rotiiane”.
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* Note on the words chief and royaner (pronounce loyané which is the singular, and rotiianeson which is the plural and pronounced “lodianeson”): to avoid misunderstandings it is very important to know and understand what is meant by the word chief or peacechief which is an English translation of the word roiane (singular) and rotiane/rotianeson (plurals) which literally means the “good/kind/peaceful men” that are named by consensus by the clan mothers who watch over them and can correct or even depose them if they do not act properly. The word chief in English usage connotes commander, head or “subjects”. Not so the word roiane which, according to elder Sakokwenionkwas, means the good, kind, peaceful man who does not command but is an entitled mirror of the Great Peace and Kosmic Kinship in his behavior.



Figure 2. Tekentiohkwahnhakstha (what binds the people together.) The sacred circle is composed of 50 strings, each symbolizing a royaner (an entitled leader); the longest string symbolizes Atotarho of the Onondaga Nation. Their arms are intertwined, in a role where the political and the spiritual are never separated. It also symbolizes the people and the cosmic kin.



This alliance or League or Confederacy and its Constitution are still very much alive and active today. So is the Council of the 50 Rotiiane. Both the league and the Grand Council (as well as the Constitution)—although undeniably ancient—have been relatively unchanging in their elaborate structure. The internal structure of the Grand Council has remained “relatively unaffected” by interaction with Europeans during the colonial era. It is equally very much still “in charge” today, that is, unimpeached in its authority, all rumors to the contrary throughout history (and even today) notwithstanding. Its function has always been and remains “to prevent a disuniting of the minds” not only of the League but also between the League and other Nations. But it could never and cannot today enforce peace. It was and it remains a matter of good thoughts, of Good Mind. This it brings about through ceremonies and condolence rituals, restraint, wampum, and the exchange of gifts. The fact that the League and the Grand Council are still with us today is eloquent testimony to the Iroquois peoples’ loyalty to the Creator’s instructions as given in the Great Law of Peace. For a brief history of the League and Grand Council, see R. Vachon The Mohawk Dynamics of Peace in Interculture (Issue 118, Winter, 1993, pp.22-26)



4) Extended Family Alliance System between the Six Nations Confederacy and other Nations. The “linking of arms” in a kinship alliance (Tehona- tenentshawã:kon) was intended by the Confederacy to function with either other Native Nations or with European Nations3. In practice, these both were kinship alliances set up to last forever, needing only to be periodically reaffirmed and ceremonially refined. The system did, however, tend to work differently in each of the two cases.



3



See Mary A. Druke “Linking Arms, in Richter and Merril, op. cit. p. 29-39.
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a) With Other Native Nations



Alliances were forged before and after European contact, and the system still practiced today. Westerners have called it “Intertribal tributary alliance”. This is not correct. The idea of paying tribute has always been foreign to the sharing traditions of the Great Law of Peace. It was and it is, rather, an alliance of communitarian or extended family reciprocity, where the Confederacy and other Native Nations committed each other to share hunting grounds, counsel, foods, furs, flint, wampum, etc. There could and can be a mutual non-aggression pact, whereby the implements of war were and are symbolically buried. There could and can be mutual assistance pacts, either by coming to each other’s help in case of outside aggression from other Nations, or through trade. This alliance was and is a parental relationship— as brethren, cousins, uncles, nephews, grand-fathers, women, etc.— but never one of subordination, subjection, or sovereignty over subjects. Few studies have been made of these alliances before and during contact. It is not within the scope of this essay to do so. Suffice it to say that the oral traditions of the Iroquois do transmit valuable information. For example, there is a long Cayuga tradition which affirms that the Delaware (or Lenni Lenape) were considered generally, by all nations, Iroquois included, as the “Grandfathers of the Algonkian family of Nations” and were respected as such by the Iroquois, who also called them “grandfathers” and even “women”. The Iroquois oral tradition also narrates the first battles initiated by the Algonkians and Mohicans against the Iroquois, and how these two conflicts were settled according to the principles of the Great law of Peace. For example, a peace alliance (or treaty) was made between the Iroquois and the Algonkins (Northern Algonkians) where the war clubs were buried in a hole and a peace belt given by the algonkins, which still exists today, and which opened the Saint Lawrence valley to Iroquois settlement4. Sometimes, other Native Nations even sought and got a seat and voice inside the Grand Council of the Five Nations Confederacy. One entered the Confederacy through one of the five Nations, usually the one in whose vicinity one was living. Then one spoke through that Nation. This is, for example, still the case today with the Tuscarora Nation, which speaks in the Grand Council through the Oneida Nation. The southeastern Susquehannocks entered through the Mohawks, the seven Christian nations of Canada through Onondaga, the western Native Nations through the Senecas, etc. A consensus had and has to be reached, for example, between the Oneidas and Tuscaroras for the Tuscarora to be heard in the Grand Council. After contact, as we shall see, many of the Native Nations used the latter method to enter into kinship alliances with the British, although they felt free to proceed to such alliances with the British without going through the Confederacy Channel. b) With European Nations The Confederacy also practiced the “linking of arms” and kinship alliances with the first European Nations whose members came to Turtle Island—also always based on the Great Law of Peace. But such alliances were designed to deal specifically with Confederacy/European relations. What characterized them was that they explicitly acknowledged the unique and irreducible ways or paths of life of each culture, accepted the differences and intended to respect them, from both sides. They were based in other words on two-row (or Two paths) wampum Trenty called by the Mohawks, the Tekeniteyoa:te (Two Paths) and by other Iroquois, Kashwen:ta (sometimes spelled Guswenta, their word for wampum).



The very first such alliance was made by the Mohawks with the Dutch, and later ones with the English, the French, and the Americans. They were to be the basis for peaceful Confederacy/European relations through all history—and are still considered so today, despite the triple betrayal of there sacred



4



D. Blanshard, Seven Generations (Kahnawake, 1980), p.97
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alliances by the French, English and Americans during the 18th century and thereafter. This linking of arms and kinship alliance was first called a rope, then an iron chain, then a Silver Covenant Chain. The British were the first to use the name “Covenant Chain”, in 1677. But for them it meant the British/Iroquois chain, called the Silver Covenant Chain, and it excluded the French. The French called theirs the Friendship Alliance, for they never accepted being part of the “Covenant Chain”. For them, the latter was the British Chain. For the Iroquois, it was “Tehonatenent-shawã:kon” (the “linking of arms” or “clasping of hands for Peace”). When speaking to Euro-Americans, they still refer to it as the Covenant or Friendship Chain. Unlike their Western “allies”, they never had any problem including both the French and the English in its embrace. c) Twofold Understanding of the “Covenant Chain”



It must be clearly stated at the outset that the Iroquois and European understanding of this system were radically different, in spite of the fact that both spoke of the “Covenant Chain” or Friendship Alliance” (or Chain). To put it briefly, it was for the Iroquois a kinship alliance of brothers for protection and peace. For Europeans, it was a kingship and friendship based alliance with “subjects and allies”, for their own self-protection and to facilitate further conquest. —From the Iroquois viewpoint, it was an institution based on the extended family or kinship relationship of brothers, uncles, nephews, women, etc., to which they were accustomed in the Iroquois League of Nations. It followed the spirit of the Great Law of Peace and its protocol. It was founded also on the Circle of non-governance, where no one nation is higher than any other, although there may be—and was—a diplomatic Central Fire and Head of the Circle (the latter being the Mohawk Nation within the Confederacy, and the Confederacy itself within the Covenant Chain). I call it a “diplomatic” center or head, in the sense that it was not a “power”center, a head that governs, orders, or makes subjects of others. The Iroquois always refused, either as a Confederacy, or as Nations, communities and people, to be kings or “subjects” of anyone outside or inside the Confederacy. They never tried to turn other Nations—whether European or Native—into subjects. From their point of view, therefore, the Covenant Chain was not based on any notion of kingship. Notions of kings and subjects were completely foreign to their language and their philosophy. So, indeed, was the notion of friendship–they accepted the European word “friendship” to express the linking of arms, but they understood it as kinship. Furthermore, this Covenant was not based on any notion of ownership, territory, territorial expansion, transformation and expansion, or conquest and empire, as would be the case in European political philosophy. The “Covenant Chain” was never an Iroquois empire, nor was it ever intended to become one. There was no question of tribute or tributaries. Finally, for the Iroquois, this institution was neither one nor two (or more) covenant chains, but a pluralistic chain of covenants, in the sense that kinship alliances might take very different forms according to the Nations (Native and/or European) it linked. The Iroquois—contrary to the French, English, and Americans—had no problem making alliances with very different European or Native Nations, even with those currently at war with one another, as was the case, for example, between the French and the English, the British and the Americans, Canada and the U.S.A., during various epochs. The Covenant Chain was, in principle, neither exclusive of any nation—European or Native—nor omni-inclusive i.e. imperialistic. In fact, Native Nations and European Nations (specifically British, French and American) were all part of that Chain, the Tehonatenentshawã:kon.
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Another characteristic of the Covenant or Friendship Chain (this extended-family alliance with European Nations) was that many Native Nations would ally themselves with European Nations by going through the Iroquois Confederacy, as the diplomatic “head” of the system of alliances, whenever they found this procedure useful. But none were obliged by the Confederacy to do so in order to establish alliances with European Nations. — From the European point of view, the “Covenant Chain” or “Chain of Friendship” was understood and presented in a radically different light. It was seen, first, as a kingship alliance between the European King, on the one hand, and his loyal subjects the Native Nations on the other; the King being the father, and the native subjects his children. It was also viewed as an alliance between friends, i.e., allies, not between kin. And all this was according to the best traditions of kingship (as fatherhood) and friendship in the Western traditions. De facto, however, these noble European traditions had somewhat deteriorated. By the time they reached the shores of the New World, they were invariably adulterated with elements of conquest and territorial expansion. At first, when the Europeans were unable to dominate the Native Nations, they confederated with some of them as formal peers and allies in order to gain advantages over other Europeans and their Native allies.5 Later, when they were more powerful, they sought to conquer and subdue these Native “peers and allies” themselves. So their alliances with Native Nations were forged as if between independent Nations, but the Native Nations were in fact seen as (and even called) subjects in order to please the European kings and impress European powers. In the final analysis, however, the Europeans sincerely believed that the native Nations were subjects, or at least had to become so. Indeed, from the European point of view, they could be nothing else. Now, since the Mohawks—Keepers of the Eastern Door, Head of the Iroquois Confederacy—seemed to the Europeans eminently successful in “controlling” the corridors to the West, to the north (from the south) and to the south (from the north), they were—in European eyes—a “power” not only to reckon with, but primarily with which to be allied in order to make headway in conquering the continent. The Mohawks had been so successful in making alliances with the Dutch and Eastern Algonkians that they were seen by the British as possible strong allies for British penetration, or as a buffer to protect the British from the French up north. The French thought likewise, but saw the Mohawks and the Iroquois at first as a danger to their northern fur trade and yet also as a buffer protecting them from British incursions into New France and the rich northern Fur Trade. d) Brief History of the Covenant Chain



The first official “linking of arms” or “clasping of hands” with European Nations happened between the Mohawks and the Dutch in 1643 at Fort Orange (now Albany, N.Y.). This is where the first Two-Row Wampum Treaty took place. In 1645, the Mohawks, on behalf of all the Iroquois, made a treaty of friendship with New France its Algonquin and Huron allies. In 1663, they entered into another Friendship Alliance, solely with the French.



5



Allied and peer nations, since it is not in the European tradition to make treaties with groups who do not have a status equivalent to Nations. Europeans in general, however, had trouble recognizing Native Peoples as Nations since they did not have many of the trappings of European Nation-States. But it can be argued that they did treat them officially as Nations, at least temporarily, to further their own colonial interests.



14 de 17



24/08/09



The English word “Covenant Chain” first appeared in the Maryland Mohawk agreement of July 1677. In 1677, the first “Silver Covenant Chain” was made between the Iroquois, on the one hand, and the New York, Massachusetts and Connecticut colonies, as well as the River Indians of the Hudson Valley, on the other. In subsequent years, the alliance was gradually extended to all the colonies and other Indian Nations, south, east, north, and west, and was constantly renewed. As Jennings puts it: “The Covenant Chain is the reason there was peace during the long period from 1677 to 1755.”6 Finally, for the British, it was a British chain which excluded the French. Since the Iroquois had become British allies, the British started presenting the “Iroquois Confederacy and its Native Allies as the Iroquois Empire dependent on the Province of New York” (Colden, 1747), and the Confederacy’s Native Allies as their “tributaries”. Jennings has shown that the Iroquois Empire did not exist. It was a creation of the British imagination employed in order to eventually appropriate their lands. The British used their alliance with the Iroquois (and their allies) to argue the dependency of these Nations on the British Crown and, hence, British sovereignty over all of known North America. The Iroquois “depended” on New York, which was in turn a dependency of the British Crown. If the Iroquois therefore had tributaries and an Empire, it belonged to Britain. What belonged to the Iroquois belonged to Britain. All very convenient. As early as 1688 the British were saying: “We have thought fit to own the Five Nations as our subjects and resolved to protect them as such”. As Jennings has written: “Lacking a reasonable alternative until the French could be forced off the Continent, the British donated an empire to the Iroquois in order to claim it for themselves.” (op. cit., p.11) In 1701, a separate Alliance and Covenant was established in Montreal between the Iroquois, the French, and the latter’s allies, because the French refused to join the Covenant Chain which was considered by them (and the English) as an exclusively British/Iroquois (plus Native allies) Chain—although never so by the Iroquois, as noted above. For the British, the Covenant Chain was an instrument of conquest. Its purpose was to extend the British Empire. This was the hidden agenda. When the western Native Nations left the Iroquois Confederacy in the mid-1700’s, and thus were no longer seen by the British as tributaries of the Iroquois, the British really thought that the Iroquois empire—the Confederacy itself, and thus the Covenant Chain—had collapsed. In fact, for the Iroquois, there had never been an Iroquois empire. There had always been and still was a Confederacy or League of Five Nations, an extended kinship alliance with some other Native Nations, and still a Covenant Chain alliance with the Dutch, the British, the French, and the Americans, based on the Guswenta. There was, further, still an “official” European Covenant Chain which was being “officially” betrayed by the very French, British, and American Nations which had “officially” signed it. The betrayal had, however, taken place long before. Kelsey puts it well: “In all their negotiations with the Indians, both British and French authorities behaved toward the Confederacy as though they considered it an independent nation… But the truth was that both the French and the British considered Indians, whether within or without the Confederacy, as subjects…”7 At first the Natives had not understood what the word “subject” meant. When they did, they categorically refused—all along—to be considered the subjects of any king, European or otherwise. Some accepted being called children of the French father Onontio8, but they made it clear what they meant by father. Today, nothing much has changed. The words children and subjects of the Kings are not used, but their modern equivalents are: citizens of the United States and of Canada, subject to the laws of the United 6



F. Jennings, the Ambiguous Iroquois Empire, op. cit. p. xvii. I.T. Kelsey, Joseph Brant 1743-1807, Man of the Two Worlds, (Syracuse, 1984, p.16). 8 The Mohawk title given to the French king or to his New France Governor. The word means beautiful mountain. 7
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States and of Canada. And the Mohawks and Iroquois are still saying: “We are not citizens of your Uniteds States or your Canada. We are not subject to your laws. We are brothers and sisters who long ago made an eternal kinship and friendship alliance, based on the Two Row Wampum, where we welcomed you to share this land with us in mutual respect for each other’s cultures: you staying in your boat and we in our canoe, and linking arms forever.” For a brief descriptive overview of the Mohawk kinship diplomacy with regard to European notions and to United States and Canada’s assimilation policies from 1600 until today. (see R. Vachon The Mohawk Dynamics of Peace, op. cit. pp. 36-82).



A short bibliography It must be remembered that the Kayanerekowa is primarily an oral tradition, although much has been written about it; this must be kept in mind as we write this text and refer to texts written even by the Mohawks and the Haudenosaunee. Finally, for a first hand more detailed official account of our topic by the Haudenosaunee themselves, which was presented to the Royal Commission on Aboriginal People 1993 and 1994 (445 pages) and published by the latter, see: GUSWENTA By Paul Williams and Curtis Nelson



Part I Part II Part III Part IV Appendix I Appendix II Appendix III
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Conclusion A note on some of the major Mohawk- Haudenosaunee Peace Symbols These Peace symbols, whether it be 1) the Guswenta (also known as the two-row wampum belt which underlines the mutual respect for the differences between the Handenosaunee and the newcomers from Europe, as they travel together on the same rivers of life, (one in its canoe and the other in its boat without trying to have one foot in the one and the other foot in the other) or whether it be any of the other below, they should not be understood as being one of exclusive relationship, because for the Haudenosaunee it is a Kinship alliance which respects the different kinships.



It is definitely not a kingship relationship. This is further emphasized by another peace symbol, namely 2) the rope or belt of friendship “which is understood” by the Haudenosaunee also as a relationship of kinship which goes beyond Western friendship and which must be renewed periodically. It is expressed also 3) by the symbol of both holding hands and arms together in a circle around the Tree of Peace so that the Tree of Peace may not fall, and 4) by asserting that all implements of war have been thrown in the hole under the Tree of Peace, so that there should never be warriors nor war between us all. Furthermore, 5) the symbol “One bowl, one ladle” or “One dish, one spoon”, is one of the many traditions of mutual understanding with regard to the use of land, meaning the mutual promise that there should be no knife of property or of exclusion with regard to Mother Earth, so that everything should be in common. The Haudenosaunee in their presentation to the Royal Commission on the Aboriginal People of Canada (1993-1994) reminded the Commission: “All Nations will eat from the same bowl and dish, being careful that there be no knife near the dish in order to avoid confusion and shedding of blood”. According to the Six Nations Confederacy itself, the emphasis is on “relationship” more than on formalities of a treaty between powers and their respective subjects. The very notion of “subjects” is foreign to them. Finally, all these extremely important peace symbols are only a part of the Great Peace so that the Great Peace should not be reduced to them, for together, we must listen ever more to the Great Peace and abide together by its pluralism which cannot be reduced to any one single definition of it. Hence the words that come before all else: those of the good mind: thanks to the Kayanerekowa: the Great Harmony of it all, keeping in mind the seven generations to come…
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