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There was a time when America knew nothing of wide highways cutting through plains and across moun​tains, nor of smoke stacks piercing blue skies.

It was the time of the Native American--early people who sought balance and harmony in both their relationship to the land and in their inward, spiritual quest.

The expansive. diverse country that was to become America was not a deserted land when Columbus first set eyes on it. There were an estimated two million people, as many people as there were liv​ing in Europe at the time. Only one group was indige​nous to this continent-the early American Indian who occupied forest, plain, mesa, prairie and desert These -original dwellers spoke a multitude of lan​guages, practiced different forms of worship and developed distinct lifestyles, usually based on what the environment around them held. They were highly organized into over a thousand tribal groups:

The powerful voice and the ancient culture of the American Indian were carried in drumbeat and passed from tongue to tongue as the evening fires met the twi​light. With no written language until relatively modern times. the early Native American found oral tradition to be the lifeblood of their culture​

Early Thinking and Contributors
Two basic principles provided a foundation for Indian tribal life -the individual's acceptance of responsibility to he a contributing member of society and the individual's acceptance of humanity's coexist​ence with other forms of life. acknowledging the ri-his of all living things. The Indian way also stressed the importance of tribal elders. and their sharing of knowledge.

Native American thinking influenced the agricul​tural, architectural and ecological development of the United States. The early history of America records that the founding fathers, including Benjamin Frank​lin and secretary of the Continental Congress Charles Thomson, were avid students and proponents of the Iroquois League of Nation's political organization. The philosophy behind that governmental unit was to strongly influence the Constitution of the newly emerging United States.

Treaties formed with the U.S. government guar​anteed tribes certain land and subsistence tights. Many tribes today am struggling to keep these rights. In 1871 treaty-making with Indian tribes ended. Since then, the U.S. government has maintained its relation​ship with American Indians by congressional acts, executive orders and executive agreements.

Although Native Americans have fought in all American wars since the Revolution. the American* Indian was not given the tight to vote until 1924. Three-quarters of the 8,000 American Indians serving in World War 1 were volunteers. The patriotism dem​onstrated by these Native Americans was a factor in prompting Congress to pass the Indian Citizenship Act. In World War Q the Navajo Marines used their language as a battlefield code -which the enemy was never able to penetrate.

The Native American of the 1990s
Today the American Indian and Alaska Natives (Indians, Eskimos and Aleuts of Alaska) number 1,959,234--0.08 percent of the total population of the United States. About 50 percent of the Native Ameri​can population lives in the West. More than 50 percent of the population lives away from reservations.

The Native American

There was about a 40 percent increase from 1980 to 1990 in the recorded population of American Indi​ans in the U.S. Although some of that can be attributed to improved census taking, much of the increase is due to changes in self-identification. Many people who at one time did not identify or record their Indian heri​tage are now doing so.

There are 510 federally-recognized tribes, includ​ing some two hundred village groups in Alaska. "Fed​erally-recognized" means those tribes and groups who have a special, legal relationship to the U.S. govern​ment. American Indians are a unique legal entity in that they have powers of self-government, or tribal sovereignty.

The five largest American Indian Tribes arc:

Cherokee 232,080, Navajo 158,633, Sioux 78,608, Chippewa 73,602, Choctaw 50,220

Individual tribes determine what blood quantum, if any, is necessary to be enrolled with that tribe. Gov​ernment agencies use different criteria to determine eligibility for certain programs for Native Americans. The Bureau of the Census counts anyone an Indian who makes that declaration. For Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) services, a person must be from a feder​ally-recognized tribe and, for some purposes, be one​ quarter Native American blood. The BIAs main goal is to support tribal efforts to govern their own reserva​tion communities by providing technical assistance. programs and services and to administer and manage lands held in trust for Indians by the United States.

The number of Indian land areas in the U.S. administered as Federal Indian reservations totals 278. The largest is the Navajo Reservation with some 16 million acnes of land in Arizona, New Mexico and Utah. Three states (California, Oklahoma and Ari​zona) contain 40 percent of the Native American pop​ulation.

Some 250 tribal languages are spoken today, although English is the common language spoken, especially for communicating with non-tribal people.

Most tribal governments are organized along democratic lines with a chairperson or chief elected to serve at the helm. Adult members of the tribe elect a tribal council and that council negotiates  and acts for the tribes with representatives of the Local, state and federal governments.
The Native American population today is a young ,"group forty -four percent of the Indian population is under 20 years of age--compared with 32 percent of the total U.S. population.
Education

The Bureau of Census reports although education attainment levels of American Indians have increased. those levels are still considerably below those of the total U.S. population. Fifty-six percent of American Indians have completed four years of high, school or more, compared with 67 percent of the general population. Eight percent have completed four years of college or more, compared to 15 percent of the general population.

The Bureau of Indian Affairs operates and/or funds 183 schools (elementary, secondary and board​ing). The agency also funds and operates two post​secondary institutions-Haskell Indian Junior Col​lege and Southwestern Indian Polytechnic Institute. The BIA also provides funds for 22 tribally controlled community colleges.

Historically, three major legislative actions have impacted education for the American Indian. The Indian Reorganization Act of 1934 introduced the teaching of Indian history and culture into Bureau schools. Prior to this, full assimilation and eradication of Indian culture had been the policy.

Secondly, ' the Indian Self-Determination and Education Act of 1975 gave authority to the tribes to work with the BIA to establish schools and determine the educational program for their children. Finally. the Education Amendments Act of 1978 empowered Indian school boards and provided for local hiring and direct funding.
Health, Economics and Lifestyles

The leading causes of death among Native Amer​ican men (in the 33 "reservations states" served by the Indian Health Services in 1986-88) are heart diseases and accidents. For women, it is heart disease and malignant neoplasms (cancer), the same as for the total U.S. population. Alcoholism is 138 percent greater in the Native American population in those states than in the total U.S. population. Tuberculosis, diabetes mellitus and accidents also rank more than one hundred percent greater than in the general population.
.The birth rate for Native American in those states is 28 births per thousand population. 78 percent higher than in the total U.S. population at 15.7 per thousand. The infant  mortality rate took a dramatic plunge from62.7 per thousand live births in 1954-56 to 9.7 in1986-88 a decrease of 85 percent. The rate for the total U.S. population in 1987 was 10.1 percent. Native American families made up of married couples is al 71 percent as compared to 82 percent for the total U.S. population. Female households with no husband present is at 23 percent as compared to 14 percent for the total U.S. population.

Native Americans continue to wrestle with trying to find viable occupations and businesses. Although tribes have run penny-ante games of chance on reser​vations for years, a major gambling gold-rush had its roots in a 1979 decision by the Seminoles in Florida to offer high stakes bingo with prizes of up to $100,000, defying a state law that limits prizes to 5100. In 1982 a federal appeals court ruled the state had no jurisdic​tion over the tribe because the Seminoles are a sovereign nation. By the end of 1992, some 150 tribes were operating gambling enterprises with gross revenues totaling more than $1.5 billion.

Treaty settlements continue to be explored and decisions reached. In recent years the State of Wiscon​sin offered an economic and developmental package

worth $50 million to northern tribes in exchange for suspension of their treaty rights. The Catawba Indians of South Carolina settled for S50 million and expan​sion of their 630 acre reservation to as much as 4,200 acres.

Most American Indians do not have extensive wealth, however. The 1980 census shows 28 percent of Native American persons living below the official government established poverty level. In the total U.S. population, the number is at 12 percent
The Native American has given America a rich and fulfilling heritage. On his death bed in 1890, Crowfoot, a Blackfoot Indian, was asked, "What is life?" His answer symbolize s )he Native American's attachment to the environment and their emphasis on the simple, of-the-present values of life:
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It is the flash of a firefly at night.

