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With the art of a practiced storyteller, Ignatia Broker recounts the life of her great-great-

grandmother, Night Flying Woman, who was born in the mid-19th century and lived during a

chaotic time of enormous change, uprootings, and loss for the Minnesota Ojibway. But this

story also tells of her people's great strength and continuity.
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tradition of the Ojibway people. It is also the story of culture contact with strangers, contact that

drastically altered an ancient way of life. In Night Flying Woman we meet several generations of

one family group; through their lives we learn the traditions, beliefs, customs, and some history

of the Ojibway in Minnesota. We follow Ni-bo-wi-se-gwe—Night Flying Woman, or Oona—from

her birth during an eclipse of the sun to her old age; her experiences, memories, and dreams

speak of the changes that beset her people. In her development we see the traditional cycle of

the Ojibway from the naming ceremony to the role of elders as teachers.The Ojibway are

known in their own language as Anishinabe, original people. Their language and culture are

based on an oral tradition; hence the importance of memory, listening, and speaking. “Listen,



and you will hear the patterns of life,” young Oona learned. Children at an early age also were

taught the importance of listening to the Old Ones; for, as the contemporary storyteller informs

her grandchildren: “It has always been the custom for us to tell what must be passed on so that

our ways will be known to the Ojibway children of the future.”Although Ni-bo-wi-se-gwe lived

centuries after her people originally moved westward from the Atlantic coast, she knew their

past. In her own story other, later journeys unfolded, as she and her family tried to avoid

contact with the ever increasing numbers of voyageurs and other strangers in their land. Her

family’s migration ended when its members were removed by treaty to the White Earth

Reservation in northwestern Minnesota.Culture contact changed an entire way of life, as treaty

makers, missionaries, fur traders, and lumber companies, all acting in their own interests,

altered the land and manipulated the Indian people. In the 1800s a series of treaties confined

the Ojibway to reservations, thereby opening up large areas of land to white settlers. As more

and more land seekers moved in, succeeding treaties reduced reservation boundaries. The

General Allotment Act of 1887 further eroded the land base, not only for the Ojibway, but for

other tribal groups across the country. This legislation, also known as the Dawes Act, was

intended to “civilize” the Indians who were to become farmers, although what land was left

them often had little or no farming potential. The Dawes Act along with the Nelson Act of 1889

and the Clapp Act of 1906 enabled the timber industry to take over much of Minnesota’s

woodlands.White Earth Reservation, established by treaty in 1867, was planned by the

government to be the only Ojibway reservation in Minnesota—a plan that ultimately failed. The

first group of Ojibway people was moved there in the spring of 1868. According to Julia Spears,

an early resident, “They named their new home Gah-wah-bah-bi-gon-i-kah, or White Earth,

from the white clay found under the black soil.” Many descriptions attest to the area’s beauty

and abundance. An early account, for example, stated: “The region was dotted with lakes.

Game and fish were plentiful. Immense wild rice beds were annually harvested and large areas

of sugar bush provided an additional abundant food supply.” As the account also pointed out,

however, to the white settlers spread along the borders of the reservation, “it seemed absurd

that less than 2,000 people should occupy 800,000 acres of land of so great value both for

agriculture and for standing pine.” In a series of legislative and administrative acts, “the virtual

mutilation… of the White Earth Reservation was soon effected,” as tribally held pinelands were

allotted to individual members.1Describing the impact of the Clapp Act, which permitted adult

mixed-blood Ojibway of the White Earth Reservation to sell their lands, Now-ah-quay-gi-shig,

Pine Point school superintendent from 1903 to 1911, stated that it “brought both grief and

happiness to many people.” Land buyers approached Ojibway people who did not know about

the act, and witnesses were easily procured to “subscribe to affadavits that the Indian in

question had white blood in his veins and in many cases the white blood ran through the

branches of the family tree for many generations to some remote Canadian Frenchman.” Now-

ah-quay-gi-shig concluded his account of this “very unfortunate piece of legislation” with the

following incident: “The writer remembers a case where the land man had some difficulty in

establishing white blood in the Indian whom he sought to deal with and he came to the writer

and the writer suggested that he try and trace the Indian’s ancestry to Adam.”2All Minnesota

Ojibway reservations except Red Lake were eventually allotted; Red Lake, consequently, is the

only one that is not checkered with tracts owned by non-Indians. Before the allotment policy

ended in the 1930s, two-thirds of the Indian land in the United States had passed into white

hands. The effects on the White Earth Reservation were devastating. By 1971, only 4 per cent

of the original reservation was Indian-owned trust land; another 4 per cent was “marginal land”

purchased for the Indians under the New Deal’s Farm Security Administration program. The



fragmentation of Indian holdings created severe obstacles to tribal land use, including

problems of jurisdiction, economic development, and heirship.3The lumber industry, as this

book depicts, had an enormous impact on the land and people of White Earth. Just the timber

north of Pine Point kept one large lumber company in constant operation winter and summer

for about fifteen years. 4 Ni-bo-wi-se-gwe’s dream of an Indian standing on a log with many

blurred white faces behind him was realized. Until the forests were stripped, the logging

industry accounted for many of the changes in the lives of these Ojibway people.Night Flying

Woman is a legacy for the young, for the children who “could hum the songs from the radio but

did not know the songs of the drum.” It describes a philosophy of living that is as essential and

meaningful today as it was in the past. One of the tenets is sharing, a value that sustains many

contemporary Ojibway people in crowded, modern-day apartments in urban environments.

Another tenet is respect—for the earth, for plant and animal life, and for one another. The story

also tells of many traditions, always in the context of their place in the lives of the Ojibway

people. Readers, young and old, Indian or not, will learn, for example, of the custom of the

Ojibway to be guided throughout their lives by dreams and of the importance of giving thanks

and honoring elders.Ignatia Broker is uniquely qualified to tell this story. An Ojibway elder and

storyteller and an enrolled member of White Earth Reservation, she has experienced both

reservation and urban life. She is familiar with the old ways as well as the new. Ms. Broker is

one of those who organized, incorporated, and built the Indian social groups in a time when

Indian people had become aliens in the land of their birth, looking for a place to fit in. She was

associated with the Upper Midwest American Indian Center, Minneapolis, the oldest

organization of its kind in the Twin Cities, throughout its formative years. Ms. Broker has also

endeavored to keep alive the traditions, beliefs, and history of the Ojibway; her attention to the

elders, her research and writing, and her work with a variety of schools, agencies, and

societies has greatly furthered this goal. Her other published work includes Weegwahsimitig,

the story of the birch tree, and Ahmik Nishgahdahzee, a filmstrip and poster story of an angry

beaver, both produced by the Indian Elementary Curriculum Project of the Minneapolis Public

Schools. An Ojibway story that she tells is also included in The Ojibwe: A History Resource

Unit produced by the Minnesota Historical Society.In Night Flying Woman the narrator relates

that there will be five generations of Ojibway who will make a circle. The first people will start

the circle and the others will move from the Ojibway ways. The circle will be closed when the

last generation again acts as the Ojibway did in years before: “There will be those who will ask

questions and those who remember” before the circle closes. In this narrative, Ignatia Broker

has honored us by searching her memory and remembering. All we have to do is listen.New

York City Paulette Fairbanks MolinMay, 19831 Spears, “History of White Earth,” and E.

L. Lawson, “The Rise and Fall of an Indian Forest Community,” in Gerald R. Vizenor, comp, and

ed., Escorts to White Earth: 100 Year Reservation, 1868-1968, 110, 112, 144 (Minneapolis,

1968).2 Now-ah-quay-gi-shig (N. B. Hurr), “The Clapp Act,” in Benno Watrin, comp., The

Ponsfordian, 1880-1930: A Collection of Historical Data Dealing Especially with Pioneer Days

of Ponsford, Becker County, Minnesota, 34, 43 (Park Rapids, 1930).3 League of Women Voters

of Minnesota, Indians in Minnesota, 14, 31 (St. Paul, 1971).4 J. W. Nunn, “Logging Around

Ponsford,” in Watrin, comp., The Ponsfordian, 18.PROLOGUEThe Forest Cries“When the

forest weeps, theAnishinabe who listen will lookback at the years. In each generationof Ojibway

there will be a personwho will hear the si-si-gwa-d,who will listen and remember andpass it on

to the children.”I got off the city bus and walked the short one-and-a-half blocks home as I have

been doing for years around five o’clock each evening. Because this evening was warm, I

walked slower than usual, enjoying the look and feel of the early spring. The earth that had



been white was now brown, left uncovered by the melting snow. This brown was turning to

green and the air was fragrant with the opening of spring.Daylight still lingered and as I walked

I looked at my neighborhood and thought about it. When I first moved here in the mid-1950s

this was a mixed neighborhood of Spanish-speaking people and Catholic whites, and there

were many children. Now the Spanish-speaking people are all gone. They left when the

parochial school closed its doors, although the church is still here. Now the neighborhood is

only four blocks long and two blocks wide, whittled down by urban renewal and the freeways

which reach their tentacles all around us.I reached my doorstep and sat enjoying the good day

and remembering the past. It was funny, really, when I think about it. That day thirty years ago

when we moved here, me and my children, we were the aliens looking for a place to fit in,

looking for a chance of a new life, moving in among these people, some of whose ‘forefathers’

had displaced my ancestors for the same reason: looking for a new life. Their fathers were the

aliens then, and now they, the children, are in possession of this land.For a long time I was that

Indian person with the two children. But it is good that children have a natural gift of accepting

people, and so my children became a part of the neighborhood.Thirty years in this

neighborhood. My children went to school from here, they went to church from here, they were

married from here and even though they are in faraway places they seem to have their roots

here, for they had lived no other place while growing up.I talked to my children, even when they

were very small, about the ways of the Ojibway people. They were good children and they

listened, but I had a feeling that they listened the same as when I read a story about the

Bobbsey twins or Marco Polo. I was speaking of another people, removed from them by rock

and roll, juvenile singers, and the bobbing movement of the new American dance.My two, born

and raised in Minneapolis, are of that generation of Ojibway who do not know what the

reservation means, or the Bureau of Indian Affairs, or the tangled treaties and federal—so

called—Indian laws which have spun their webs for a full century around the Native People, the

First People of this land.Now my children are urging me to recall all the stories and bits of

information that I ever heard my grandparents or any of the older Ojibway tell. It is important,

they say, because now their children are asking them. Others are saying the same thing. It is

well that they are asking, for the Ojibway young must learn their cycle.I have been abroad in

this society, the dominating society, for two-thirds of my life, and yet I am a link in a chain to the

past. Because of this, I shall do as they ask. I can close my eyes and I am back in the past.I

came to the Twin Cities from the reservation in 1941, the year Pearl Harbor was attacked. I

went to work in a defense plant and took night classes in order to catch up on the schooling I

had missed. I was twenty-two years old and aching for a permanent, settling-down kind of life,

but the war years were unstable years for everyone, and more so for the Indian

people.Although employment was good because of the labor demand of the huge defense

plants, Indian people faced discrimination in restaurants, night clubs, retail and department

stores, in service organizations, public offices, and worst of all, in housing. I can remember

hearing, “This room has been rented already, but I got a basement that has a room. I’ll show

you.” I looked at the room. It had the usual rectangular window, and pipes ran overhead. The

walls and floors were brown cement, but the man with a gift-giving tone in his voice said, “I’ll

put linoleum on the floor for you and you’ll have a toilet all to yourself. You could wash at the

laundry tubs.”There was of course, nothing listed with the War Price and Rationing Board, but

the man said it would cost seven dollars a week. I know that he would have made the illegal

offer only to an Indian because he knew of the desperate housing conditions we, the first

Americans, faced.I remember living in a room with six others. It was a housekeeping room,

nine by twelve feet in size, and meant for one person. It was listed with the price agency at five



dollars a week, but the good landlady collected five dollars from each of us each week.

However, she did put in a bunk bed and a rollaway which I suppose was all right because we

were on different shifts and slept different times anyway. It was cramped and crowded but we

had a mutual respect. We sometimes shared our one room with others who had no place, so

that there might be nine or ten of us. We could not let friends be out on the street without bed

or board. As long as our landlady did not mind, we helped and gave a place of rest to other

Ojibway people.Our paydays were on different days and so whoever had money lent carfare

and bought meat and vegetables. Stew was our daily fare because we had only a hot plate and

one large kettle.I mention this practice because I know other Indian people did the same thing,

and sometimes whole families evolved from it. This was how we got a toehold in the urban

areas—by helping each other. Perhaps this is the way nonmaterialistic people do. We were a

sharing people and our tribal traits are still within us.I think now that maybe it was a good thing,

the migration of our people to the urban areas during the war years, because there, amongst

the millions of people, we were brought to a brotherhood. We Indian people who worked in the

war plants started a social group not only for the Ojibway but for the Dakota, the Arikara, the

Menominee, the Gros Ventres, the Cree, the Oneida, and all those from other tribes and other

states who had made the trek to something new. And because we, all, were isolated in this

dominant society, we became an island from which a revival of spirit began.It was not easy for

any of us during the war years and it became more difficult after the war had ceased. Many

Native People returned to the reservations after our soldiers came home from the foreign

lands, but others like me stayed and took the buffeting and the difficulties shown us by an alien

society.The war plants closed and people were without jobs. The labor market tightened up and

we, the Native People—even skilled workers—faced bias, prejudice, and active discrimination

in employment. I know because when I was released from my defense job I answered many

advertisements and always I was met with the words, “I’m sorry but we don’t hire Indians

because they only last the two weeks till payday. Then they quit.”It was around this time that I

met and married a veteran who was passing through to the reservation. He got a job with the

railroad. To be close to that job and because of the bias in housing, we moved to the capitol

side of the river, to an area of St. Paul called the river flats. It was a poor area. Many of the

houses had outdoor toilets; many were but tar-paper shacks. Surprising, but it was so in this

very large city. It was here our two children were born and I, like a lot of other Indian women,

went out and did day work—cleaning and scrubbing the homes of the middle-income

people.Many Indian families lived on the river flats, which became vibrant with their sharing.

People gave to each other because times were bad. No Indian family dared approach the relief

and welfare agencies of the Twin Cities. They knew that they would only be given a bus ticket

and be told to go back to the reservation where the government would take care of them as

usual. This was the policy of the public service agencies, and we put up with it by not asking for

the help to which we had a legal right. We also suffered in other ways of their making. My

husband was recalled to service and died in Korea. After this I moved from the river flats. I took

the clerical training and got my first job at a health clinic.
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BoondocksWI, “A gentle and inspiring narrative of lost freedom and enduring culture. I have

read multiple books on Native American oppression and annihilation. This was the most

forgiving of them all and really stuck to the culture and traditions. When are we going to

acknowledge that the Native Americans had it right? I honor those who are sharing wisdom

and inspiring us to live right.”

Donovan Ackley III, “Assigned this in my university Religions in America course along ....

Assigned this in my university Religions in America course along with Sherman Alexie's The

Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian. Held together these books are especially powerful.

This one made an even stronger impact on undergraduate students unfamiliar with the topic,

history, people, complexities of economics, cultural imperialism of U.S. Christian "missions"

intersection U.S. politics (land grabbing and exiling / brutalizing First People's)”

Laura Bayer, “Moving. Has the ring of truth.. Read this book as required reading for a course

at the University of Minnesota. I found the story to be very moving. It told of a remarkable, wise

woman who adapted to many difficult changes with uncommon strength and dignity.”

Teresa Whitehawk, “Survival of the Ojibay People. The quaint style of the writer who gave her

account of Ojibway culture while being taken over by the 'voyagers' who crossed the waters,

seems very authentic and informative. There is an underlying gentleness of the neighbors who

were overtaken by a more mechanically developed culture.”

Connor Lynch, “Eye Opening Narrative. Wonderful and well written narrative about an Ojibway

woman transitioning from old culture to new.”

Richard C. Jenkins, “Five Stars. I'm really enjoying this book. I've even read some to my

granddaughter.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “A Word for our Elders. This is a must read for all ages and walks of life.

The life and story of the Ojibway is the beginning of healing for this planet.”

Kelly, “Good story.. I bought this book for a grad school assignment.  I really enjoyed the story.”

The book by Ignatia Broker has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 113 people have provided feedback.
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