Scoutmaster Minute 4/9/07

A Different Point of View

How many of you have been to the Midwest and seen what’s called “The Great Plains”?  To many it is a vast expanse of, well, nothing but treeless lands devoid of any markings to distinguish one mile from the next.
But, as I read the following, I’d like for you to think about this from a different point of view, and think to yourselves how important it is in our lives to see things from another’s point of view.

The following is an excerpt from the book, My Nebraska, by Roger Welsch.  He is speaking of the difference in the way the Plains were seen by the white man and Indian. 

What the white man saw in the Plains, and for that matter what the white man still sees here, is not by a long shot what the Native Indian saw and to this day sees.  For the white man, this is a landscape to be conquered, won, tamed, subdued . . . For the Indian it was and is a gentle mother, generous and providing, loving and embracing, to be honored and enjoyed.  Pioneer families starved while just over the hill the residents of an Indian village harvested nature’s bounty, filled their soup bowls and winter caches, and as always followed their culture’s traditions of hospitality by offering their new white neighbors not only food from their own stores but even information about where more food could be found than they could possibly gather and put away in their small houses.

Moreover, when frontiersmen tasted food offered them by Indians or when they gathered the “Indian foods” themselves for survival during times of severe famine (or, as was too often the case, when newcomers stole victuals from Indian caches without an invitation), they recorded again and again that the food was really quite good: wild turnips, groundnuts, dried and smoked bison meat.  Nonetheless the settlers survived on disgustingly rancid, maggot-infested pork, moldy flour, and rock-hard crackers because, as they admitted themselves, they were not about to be reduced to the savagery of eating that damned Indian food and thus admitting that they had not indeed conquered the land and its original inhabitants but in instead surrendering to them.  Better to starve than to turn Injun was the snarled invective hurled at the notion of a meal of chokecherry soup and pemmican.

Often while driving across Nebraska, I think about what this same landscape must have been like for a band of Omaha youth crossing the state on their way to the flint mines of northeastern Wyoming.  Or Lakota warriors venturing toward the Pawnee villages along the “ladder of rivers” – the parallel Loup Rivers.  They had no maps.  There were no landmarks, or at least none to the modern white man’s eyes.  But just as the Omaha, Ponca, Pawnee, and Lakota knew the subtle landmarks of topography that told them precisely where they were on the gigantic open landscape, they also knew precisely where to find small patches of oak trees – and their acorns – at harvest time, the best places for wild plum or sandcherries in summer, the thickest beds of groudnuts, the best sources of wild rice, the juiciest wild grapes, the best arrowhead roots . . . and the right time of the year to find them.  For the Indian this “trackless wilderness devoid of water and wood,” as early explores described it, was like a well-stocked serve-yourself supermarket. 
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