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Singing for Mother Earth: Feminisms, Fire, and Elk


O Say, Can You See?
Opening the 18th Protecting Mother Earth (PME) Gathering in August 2024, Mary “Missy” Crowe invited a young Cherokee woman called Adaya, an athlete and straight A student, up on to the platform to sing.
“About 20 years ago we had some relatives that said, you know, we don't want to sing the United States national anthem in our schools, and so some Cherokee women got together, and they created our Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians (EBCI) tribal anthem. 
Two years ago, our school started playing, or letting Adaya sing, our national anthem before all of the games at our school and now they are going into the other county games to sing our national anthem in recognition of this being our traditional territory.”
Myrtle Driver, a native speaker of the Cherokee language and a Beloved Woman, wrote the lyrics, which begin with a translation of “O say can you see,” but then offer messages of strength and the desire for peace. Beloved Woman is the highest of all EBCI honours.
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Adaya, Missy and Tom Goldtooth
Adaya finishes with celebratory ululation and Missy’s pride is glorious to see. She glows. An Indigenous Just Transition Organizer, and part of the Indigenous Environmental Network (IEN) since 1993, Missy is also a founder of the Eastern Cherokee Organization (ECO) who were the hosts for PME 18.
She worked as a case manager and a counselor on a day therapy program called the Phoenix House, for adult natives suffering from chronic mental illness. 
Missy says, “I always wondered why our people was like a revolving door into those hospitals, institutions to try to get help and I realized that wasn't our traditional ways. 
I realized that the only way that we could heal ourselves is by our own people.”
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In 1993, she didn’t consider herself an environmentalist, but she opposed a regional landfill that was going to be built adjacent to tribal land, on land that the region had helped the Cherokee to buy. She only knew that it made no sense.
“Common sense tells you that you don't do that. Why are you doing that? And so, the only thing we knew was to go down and pray. 
We got Grandpa Walker Calhoun, who runs our oldest stomp grounds here, Koloni Raven Rock, where the ravens roost, way up in the head of Big Cove. He came down with his traditional songs and we started stomp dancing, and we started camping. 
And we said, okay, if our tribe bought this, then it's technically our land, so let's go camp on our land.”
IEN Executive Director Tom Goldtooth – of the Diné and Dakota peoples - attended the protest and met Missy Crowe, who was suspicious of visitors coming to the camp.
She said her initial reaction was, “What's going on? How did you hear about us? What is it that you want? They said, this is the work that we're doing. We have a goal and a concept that we protect our indigenous peoples in our indigenous lands from threats from governments and corporations that are trying to hurt our land, our water, our air, our plants.”
Missy thought, “Oh, what we're doing right here.”
Addressing the Plenary on day one of PME 18, Tom Goldtooth made it clear.
“The colonizers don't want us to use our medicines of spirituality, our medicines that make us strong, healthy, wise. 
We have to confront all of that decolonization process. So that and many more were the reasons to come together and to sing our songs. 
Because as many of you know, that world out there does not like for us to sing our songs. They will try to shut us down. When we bring our hand drums to a direct action, they try to shut down our singing and our hand drums.”
The IEN was born in 1990, from an alliance of Indigenous Peoples whose shared mission is to protect the sacredness of Earth Mother from contamination and exploitation by respecting and adhering to Indigenous Knowledge and Natural Law.
Their annual gatherings to highlight environmental racism and develop strategy soon became known as Protecting Mother Earth Gatherings. 
Indigenous Feminisms
On Day 1 of PME18, people came together to discuss and determine what feminism means for indigenous women.
IEN Operations Director, and Lead on Indigenous Feminisms, Simone Senogles – her Anishaabe name is Big Storm Woman, a member of the Red Lake Nation in Northern Minnesota – opened the discussion by saying, “I work in coordination with my sister here on Indigenous Feminisms and the relationship between environmental justice, our bodies, colonization, patriarchy, capitalism, and all the other isms, and we're going to talk about what feminism means for us as indigenous women. 
Maybe we use different terms? Our relationship to Mother Earth as indigenous women, as two spirit, and what that means for us as original people of the Americas.”
Matrilineal, not Matriarchal
Sisters from Brazil and Colombia took part in the workshop, there to emphasize that the experience of North American indigenous women is not unique. It is shared across the Americas.
It is essential to understand that the indigenous societies that were represented are not structured in the way that the common perception of feminism seeks to change.
It's all about the specificity of matrilineal over matriarchal. Because what these women are saying is, this isn't about woman's power. This is not about women taking back power from men. 
This is about a matrilineal society where your name, your clan, comes from your mother. 
But specifically, societies where there are women who, because of the life they have lived, are given the role as mother of the clan, and they choose not only the names for the children, but also a man to represent their people. 
However, if he loses his path, they counsel him, and if he doesn't resolve his problems, they remove him from office. So, although that implies matriarchal, they describe an equality of society for men, women, children, two spirit - there's a gender fluidity that is completely natural to their society - but also about the fact that the wives of the missionaries who came to missionize realised that they were in a land where women were equal.
The pilgrim mothers looked at the structure of the society they'd come into – among so-called savages - and realized that everything that had oppressed them in Europe was still oppressing them in America. 
Indigenous Feminisms Organizer Claire Charlo – from the Confederated Salish & Kootenai Tribes in Montana – told the participants, “We Haudenosaunee live within the traditional structure that we've always had, the structure of equality. All members of our community have equal spiritual, human, and political rights. We have equal opportunity to voice opinions or objections to any situation within our community and we know that our voice will be heard.”
She continued, “When we met these white women so long ago, I am sure that our women were probably shocked at the lack of human equality that these other women had to live under.”
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]The first speaker at the workshop was Jeannie Shenandoah, who wrote the introduction to the book “Sisters in Spirit: Iroquois Influences on Early Feminists”, that was being passed around.
“I belong to a very large extended clan. A family, a matrilineal clan that we are born into. Your mother must have a clan for you to have a clan and that's our identity. We have specific clan families. 
Okay, so a lot of people have heard of the Haudenosaunee people or the Six Nations Confederacy. 
I'm very happy to say that myself and my friends here that are my relatives with me are born into a community and a society that still maintains the traditional matrilineal lineage that our people have always had, and we're fortunate that it has not been interrupted.”
This matrilineal society – where all are equal, and your identity comes from your mother’s clan – differs from an idea of female power, matriarchal power, that some see as forming a basis for feminisms’ struggle against patriarchy. 
Jeannie continued, “when I started hearing about this world of feminism, I thought what the heck was that? Because it was just how we lived, you know, that was our lives, how we're born and how we live in our lives. 
We had a great messenger that came to us at one time called the Peacemaker. Our people were living in somewhat disarray, and this Peacemaker came to us and gave us many great teachings, teachings of how to live together. 
To this day, we follow those teachings. We have many reminders within our culture. We have specific people that are speakers that will come, and we will sit sometimes for four or five days and listen to this person recite these reminders to us. 
We have our traditional ceremonies where we take care of each other. Medicinal ceremonies, spiritual things, but there are a lot of misconceptions out there. We are always being approached by people, mostly non-Native women, coming to us and looking for words from us about power. 
Looking for  female power, women power but, actually, we live in equality. Our teachings teach us to live in equality. Everybody within our community has an equal opportunity, an equal voice. 
We don’t have to be matriarchal because we’re all equal.”
Salamanders and other Relatives
The Easter Band of Cherokee land is green, beautiful and, some say, one of the last biodiverse areas in North America.
Missy loves these Great Smokey Mountains and all of the relatives who live there.
“We're still finding new species here. Matter of fact, two years ago, they found a salamander, and they named it the Black Belly Cherokee. We also have big lizards in our creek. They are known as hellbenders. These guys can get up to about three feet, and they look real scary, but you know what? They're the most important relative that we have in this area. 
Your salamanders and your lizards are our freshwater indicators.”
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Desmognathus quadramaculatus (blackbelly salamander)
In the Cherokee understanding of the creation of human beings, the plants and animals came first.
Missy explained to the Gathering, “We were told that the plants and the animals didn't like the human beings because we were disrespectful, we were rude, we were greedy. 
And in our stories, our animal relatives, we are told, went into council and they decided that they were going to bring diseases upon the human beings. 
But the plant relatives took pity on us. They didn't like the human beings either, but they had respect for Creator in all of creation and so they said, okay, we can't step on the animals in their council. They have to do their own thing. But what we'll do is any disease that comes before the humans, there will be a plant that can heal it. 
The humans just have to be smart enough to know it.”
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What About the Fire? And the Elk?
Before dawn on August 1st, people formed a circle in a meadow next to the Oconaluftee River, the venue for the Gathering. They’d got up early to witness the lighting of the sacred fire. The fire that passed from the community that held the previous Gathering. The fire that had been burning in a school in Washington State for six years. A school where grandparents had fought for their fishing rights fifty years ago.  
The coals from that fire had been driven across country to North Carolina by Hanford and his family for five days, to be there for the sunrise ceremony of the first day of Gathering.
Tom and Missy were there to speak about how PME began, its objectives, and the importance of this site on the border of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indian reservation.
While this was happening, two large elk relatives appeared from the forest in the twilight, having made their way down the mountain. They calmly stood by and were, like the others, present at the ceremony.
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