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Seneca-Cayuga Tribe’s Greencorn Feast, Ancient Rite

by Velma Nieterding
EOL Correspondent

Early in August, when the cor
the exact mitky stage of maturi
ceremanial leaders of the Seneca-
Cayuga tribe, meet and name the date
for the annual Greencorn Feast.

An Ancient Rite of the Iroquois

The Greencorn is not an Oklahoma
fourist atiraction although some
to witness the impressive
Cerennies of the first day. It is an
ancient rite of the Irequois, so old

Minnie Thompson

Tribal interpreter for \he Seneca-
Ceyuga tribe at Greencos

that none remember its origin. It is a
thanksgiving ceremeny, thanking the
One Above for a bountiful harvest.
It is the time of the confession dance
and the naming of babies born the
previous year, It is & time when cer-

accompanied by a turtle-sheil ratile. it
is when the war whoop is sounded
when the rain dance begins.

The Long House. (or church) built
in the same style g5 the froguois Long
Houses af the people of New York
and Canada, is open on all sides The
people begin to gather inside, sitting
on long benches. Members of the
North clan sit on the north side;
members aof the South clay sit on the
suut}h side. IThis will be explained la-
ter,

Before the ceremonies begin, one of
the Pot Hangers, a man, will paint the
ones who are lo participate, These are

Corn Maiden

Alexandria. with mother, Angela Perry

at Greericorn.

clan colors. The mien are painied with
three vertical lines about the eyes. The
women are painted with a small dot on
each cheek. Coals taken from the fire
burning under the beef is carrled into
the Long House by Bob White, the

tain friends of the tribe
receive an Indian name as a special
honor.

Ir is a time for renewing old friend-
ships for the people who camp in the
lovely setting of the Bassett Grove
(in eastern Oklahoma) ceremonial
grounds where the Seneca-Cayugas
have been meeting for over a cen-
tury, (This year the ceremony was
held Aug. 6-7.)

The first day the ancient ceremonies
are renewed and speakers recile an-
cestral history, speaking in the tribal
language. It is a time of sacred to-
bacco sprinkled on the flint-struck fire
inside the Long House; of the soft beat
of the water drum: of special songs

Ha-do-wah-jenie

Patly Harjo faces her son, Sean, on to

a cradle board befare he received his

name in 1977, Sean received the name

Ha-do-wah-jenie (Peace Maker).

al feader. A clay
pipe is pused around to each of the
Pot Hangers and each take a puff on it.
The Pot Hangers, known also as the
Workers for God supervise all cere-
monies. Early in the morning of the
first day they begin their duties. The
men build a flint-struck fire over
which two big pots will be hung; ane
to cook the beef and one the corn
which is cut from the ear and cooked
in the meat broth, making a delicipus
corn soup. This is the ceremomal
feast which will be served fotlowing
the religious rites
e have brought offerings to the
Long House. Gifts from garden and
fleld are pited in an altar-like enclosure
in the cenler. Melons, fruit, corn, cab-
bage, squash, all 1o be divided among
the campers later.
It iz intevesting that not untii the
beef and corn have reached exactly

the right stage of cooking do the Long

House ceremonies begm

When Bob White, nﬂ:al speaker
opens the first day ceremonies, he
will pray beside a small fire burning
in the middle of the Long House. The
prayer is to Hawenniy, the literal
translation of which “He is a Great

el Wisps of sacred tobacco
smoke are fanned by an eagle-feather
fun. The little woven corn-shuck bas-
ket holding the tobaces is dropped
into the five and burned each year.

Ruby Diebold Transtates the Language

Mrs. Ruby Diebold. head Pot
Hanger and & ceremulial leader and
language teacher, translated for the
writer what is said in the opening
ceremanies. She did this, she said,
because some people visiting the
Greencorn do not understand the tri-
bal language and do not reafize they
are witnessing a religious ceremony
25 impertaal to the Smu:a Cayugas
&s those of their own churches,

Mrs. Diebold: | will explain the wor-
ship of the Seneca-Cayugs Indians ac-
cording to their relation 1o the Bible. of
which we do nol use since our people
ages back (and a few do
only the Indian language. Yel. they
worshippad one God, who is our
maker, or the MAN WITH MANY VOI-
CES, since He understands all races of
peaple.

We begm our services of worship
in the Spring of the year with the Sun
Dance and the Seed dance. Later on,
as T a‘(plnm you will understand why
we call these the Sun Dance and Seed
Dance.

We have our Strawberry Dance
thanking God for the first frait of the
season. We have the Blackberry
Dance for our grandmother, the
moon.

And now this (The Greencorn) is
our final week of worship and
thanksgiving to God for the many
blessings’ given us during the year.
We also observe Christmas and New
Year and Faster time as you all do.

I know that the majority of you
people here have rend the Bible, so
the first chapter of Genesis is carried
out in our way of worship:

God made the heavens and the
eart)

God made the sun, the great
light, to shine by day.

God mnade the moon und stars to
shine af night

God divided the fight fram the

darkness, caliing the light

day and the darkness. night.

God brought forth the grass, the
herbs vielding seed and the fruit trees
yielding jruil after his kind, whose
seed is in itself upon the earth.

God suid “Let there be light in the
Sirmament of heaven to divide the
day from the night and let them be for
seasons end for days and for years,
and s0 1 was.

In our prayer, which is the beginning
ot our ceremos , Our speaker prays

after a whoop by seme of the singers
and Pet Hangers, fing to heaven
that we give our thanks for these
words which will be spoken by our

speaker.

Here is the

“We thank rhez\ our Father, or our
Maker in heaven, who made the
heavens and the earth, thar knows no
evil. We thank thee for lhe sun mm
thou hast made fram the beginning to
sive light to all the world by day. We
thank thee for the moon and the stars
that watch aver us at night, by giving
light at night help our crops fo grow.
We thark thee Fawner for the rai,
lightning and thunder; the seasons,

which produce our planting amd har-
vesting, for watering the earth. We
humble ourselves that thou will
watch over us and not destroy us by
wind, storms or lightning.

Thank Thee for the ungeis who
guide us day by day. Wz © thee
Jor_the watchiul guidance over our
children that they may forever be in
thy care.

We thank thee for the Workers of
our Father (Pot Hangers) for their un-
tiring effort and by their firm belief
that has made it possible once agein
to give our thanks to owr Maker in
Heaven for the bounties received
throughout the year. If it is thy will
that they shall be blessed fpr their
work in thy favor. We thank thee
Father for all blessings bestowed
upon our people throughout the world,
whatever tl eir needs may be that
thou will st them for by thy power
atone we are able to live from day to
day.” (End of Prayer)

Mrs. Diebold continues:

“In the naming of babies, they are
brought before our speaker who bles-
ses them in giving them an Indian
name as in s ago. At that time all
indians had only an Indian name and it
was, or is, our bal after death
and reaching the gates of heaven, you
are asked your Indian name. That is
why the oldeér Indians stressed the Im-
portance of teaching your children

Special Ceremony .
Ruben (Dutch) White, ceremonial chief, performed ritual blessing of the earth at

ground breaking of Seneca-Cayuga Heal

Health clinie. Also participating in cere-

mony were Ruby Diebold and Clara Whitetree (holding shovel).

ke and a turtle

their Indisn name.”

Following the baby naming. the
child, if 4 boy, is carried about the
Long House accompanied by a song
hell rattle. Girls are
simply handed back to their maothers.

e writer once asked the specaker
why only boys are carried about the
Loag House in the special ceremony,
He repiied, “The boys must grow up
to be tribal leaders. ln the old days
they would have grown up to be war-
riors. The girls must take care of the
heme and children™.

The Rain Dance follows lhe baby-
naming ceremony. The men go cutside
the Long House and give four whoops
signifying the four seasons and the
valn, thunder, lightning and wind.
When a dancer dances back and forth
before the drummer he ls repenung a

yer given at the ope

w:drs Diebold, as head nf lbe Werx~
ers for God has a tremiendous respon-
sibility seeing to it that the cere-
monies are carried out according to
the ancient tradition. She has, during
the past few years attended meetings
in New York and Canada with other
Senecas revnewmg old customs.
Seneca-Cayugas from New York and
the Six Nations of Canada now regu-
larly attend the Greencorn cere-
monies in Oklahoma to observe and
instruct,

A Shor Historical Note on the Senecas
Historians have never agreed.that

these Senecas were a part of the tribe
proper of New York State. l'hcy were

Senecas’ reservation. The Senecas

refused to trade.
The Seneca-Cayuga Tribe Today

Today the tribe is well organized
with a business council. an office in
Miami and working with several
grant programs. Last yvear o long-time
dream materialized when the tribe
built a Medical-Dental clinic. east of
Miami near the Will Rogers turnpike.
Tt was dedicated April 29, 1978 and
opened May 15 The clinie is leased

and staffed by Indian Health Service
personnel and provides services for
29,600 ndian people of northeast Ok-
lahoma. The tribe has a pr ressive
young chief, James Allen, who is in-
volved in Inter-Tribal matters and
works with Indian health services in
Oklahoma. It recently has recewed
funds for a housing pragro

Ajthough leadars mgyu} the loss of
mueh of the oid cuiture they neverthe-
less keep teaching. Twe years ago
Prs. Diebold taught a lsnguage class
and Ruben (Dutch) White, her brother
teaches young boys of the tribes the
songs and chanis tor the different
ceremonies.

There is a rom cgeadary his-
tory of the Se: HYAZY. not possi-
ble for this article. The old legends
are sometimes forgotten until a vis-
itor from Canada, ora writer, such as
Carl Carmer in his book on New York
State folklore “List#n for & Lonesome
Drum" tells of the slow rolt of deums
from the depths of Cazuga Lake. The
sound grows louder unul it can be

called “Senecas of Sandusky” when
they were removed from Ohio in
1832, along with a group of Shawnees
and a few Wyandots. The Cayugas
joined them later on their 67,000 acre
reservation and in 1936, the tribes
were reunited as 'Seneca- Cayugn

One tribal rs. Jewe! Hor-
vat, who has done ccnsldeuble re-
search Into old rolls
fieves that enthropologlsis are m«g in
calling them a separate lribe. Names
on some of the rolls go back lo the
time the tribo was with the Senecas
proper in New York, and the Irogquois
Long House with its six nations.

Originaily there were five nations
of the Iroguois with a council called
the Long House, reputedly founded
by the Mohawk, Hiawatha, (Hand-
some Lake), toward the end of the
16th century. Its members were the

. Onondapo (where the council
fire wus kept), the Cayuga, Oneida
and the Mohawk. Around 1715 the
Tuscaroras moved from North
Caroling and wcrc admitted as 2 sinth
nation to the ue.

The Senecas oi Sandusky were the |
first tribe to arrive in what is now Ot-
tawa County, following the decision of
the Government to create indian Ter-
ritory. They reached thelr new home
on July 4, 1832.

Their new land was well-timbered,
threaded with streams and rivers and
with game for the taking. It was the
envy of other tribes. Located farther
west the Osage once made an offer lo

trade their lands and a large payment -

of meney in exchaunge for the

for gun fire. have
studied the causes of this phenome-
non for many years tut have not sol-
ved the mystery.

ecas say the roil is from the
delm drums of their people. After the
Sullivan expedition of the Revolutio-
nary War destroyed their crops, rav-
aged their land and Killed many of

e~ them, survivors beatl their water drums

in sorrow. Now they return and renew
1neir grief.
Amhony F. C. Wallace in “Death

-and Rebirth of the Seneca™ gives an

account of Handsune Lake (from
which the romantic poem Hi

was written) the prophet who brought
the present religion used in the Long
House Ceremonies to the peuple
when they were weakened by war,
the ravages of liguor, and removal to
other lands.

And George Cstlin wrote in 1832:
There are no betler people to be found
than the Seneca ingians — none that |
know of that are by pature more
tatented and ingenicus: nor any that
would be found to be bettar

1t's time for another Greencorn. But
if you visit Bassets Grove remember:
the Greencots is not & dram beat or
the featherad warrior adiusting his
ankle belis, 1t is not even very color-
ful. Except to tribal members the
ceremonies may seem repetitious and
tiving. Yet, those who understand it
marvel ar the besuty and simplicity
of it and the bope that the Seneca
Cayuga wili never lose this part of
their culture.

Ceremonial Leaders
“Dutch™ Whhe lnd Bob wrma. ceremonial leaders teach songs to (vm young

tribal membe

Head Pot Hanger and Ceremonial Leader

Mrs. Ruby Diebold ing S

Cayuga

class.



