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Indigenous storyteller wins ‘genius grant’



The National Museum of the American Indian is 
slated to open the new National Native American 
Veterans Memorial on Nov. 11. A virtual message 
honoring Native veterans and their families will be 
broadcast on the museum’s website and its YouTube 
channel. The program will include tributes to 
veterans and a virtual tour of the memorial.

“The National Native American Veterans Memorial 
will serve as a reminder to the nation and the world 
of the service and sacrifice of Native American, 
Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian veterans,” 
said Kevin Gover, director of the museum. “Native 
Americans have always answered the call to 
serve, and this memorial is a fitting tribute to their 
patriotism and deep commitment to this country.”

Congress commissioned the memorial, which 
sits on the grounds of the museum, to give “all 
Americans the opportunity to learn of the proud 
and courageous tradition of service of Native 
Americans.” Beginning with the Revolutionary War, 
Native Americans have served in every major military 
conflict in the U.S. This will be the first national 
landmark in Washington, D.C., to focus on American 
Indians, Alaska Natives and Native Hawaiians who 
have served in the military.

The memorial’s designer is Harvey Pratt (Cheyenne 
and Arapaho tribes of Oklahoma), a multimedia 
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artist, retired 
forensic artist 
and Marine 
Corps Vietnam 
veteran. The 
design features 
an elevated 
stainless-steel circle resting on a carved stone drum. 
Other elements include water for sacred ceremonies; 
benches for gatherings; and four lances where 
veterans, family members, tribal leaders and others 
can tie cloths for prayers and healing. 

More than 85 tribes, individuals, corporations 
and other organizations have contributed to the 
memorial.

The museum, which reopened in September, 
planned to host a dedication ceremony and 
veterans’ procession to mark the memorial’s 
completion but postponed those events due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Those events will be 
rescheduled.

The Smithsonian’s National Museum of the American 
Indian in Washington, D.C., is located on the 
National Mall at Fourth Street and Independence 
Avenue Southwest. For more information, visit 
https://americanindian.si.edu.

The Native American Veterans Memorial is the first national landmark focusing on the 
contributions of American Indians, Alaska Natives and Native Hawaiians. Photo by Alan 
Karchmer for the National Museum of the American Indian

Memorial designer Harvey Pratt’s 
work features an elevated stainless-
steel circle resting on a carved stone 
drum. Photo by Alan Karchmer 
for the National Museum of the 
American Indian



While growing up on Native land, Joy Harjo was 
immersed in tribal culture – thanks in large part to 
the many stories she heard about her ancestors and 
the artwork, crafted by her grandmother, that graced 
Harjo’s home.

Those elements of cultural identity are reflected  
in the words she’s penned in her books of poetry. 
And those eight books are a primary factor in Harjo 
being selected in 2019 as the nation’s poet laureate. 
A member of the Muscogee Creek Nation, she is the 
23rd poet and first Native person to be selected for 
the role.

In 2019, her first year in the role, Harjo focused on 
expanding her digital presence and connecting with 
other Native poets.

During her second term, which began Sept. 1, 2020, 
Harjo is focusing on a project called “Living Nations, 
Living Words: A Map of First Peoples Poetry,” a 
digital interactive map featuring contemporary 
Native poets, including videos of them reading their 
work. It will be added to the Library of Congress’ 
historical collection of maps, which is among the 
largest in the world.

“Joy Harjo has championed the art of poetry – ‘soul 
talk’ as she calls it – for over four decades,” said 
Carla Hayden, librarian of Congress. “To her, poems 
are ‘carriers of dreams, knowledge and wisdom,’ and 
through them she tells an American story of tradition 
and loss, reckoning and myth-making. Her work 
powerfully connects us to the Earth and the spiritual 
world with direct, inventive lyricism that helps us 
reimagine who we are.”

Native poet laureate serves second term
In addition to her published poems, Harjo has 
written a memoir, “Crazy Brave”; a children’s book, 
“The Good Luck Cat”; and a young adult book, “For 
a Girl Becoming.” She’s also performed on HBO’s 
“Def Poetry Jam” and other venues. 

Harjo’s honors include the PEN Open Book Award, 
the American Indian Distinguished Achievement in 
the Arts Award, the New Mexico Governor’s Award 
for Excellence in the Arts and the Arrell Gibson 
Lifetime Achievement Award. She has received 
fellowships from the Guggenheim Foundation, 
the Witter Bynner Foundation and the National 
Endowment for the Arts. 

A native of Tulsa, Oklahoma, Harjo is a chancellor of 
the Academy of American Poets, a founding board 
member of the Native Arts and Cultures Foundation, 
and a Tulsa Artist Fellow.

The librarian of Congress appoints the poet laureate 
for a term that usually lasts from September to May. 
Officially known as “the poet laureate consultant in 
poetry to the Library of Congress,” the individual 
receives a stipend and money for travel expenses. 
There are no requirements for the projects the poet 
laureate undertakes. 

For her most recent book, Joy Harjo traveled to the site where her 
ancestors were forcibly removed in the 1800s as a way to draw a 
spiritual connection with them. Photos by Shawn Miller, Library of 
Congress

In her role, Harjo seeks to raise awareness about poetry.



One hundred fifty-three acres of nature’s pastoral 
stage and a cast of wildlife characters draw about 
100,000 visitors annually to Indian Well State Park 
in Shelton, Connecticut. But the main attraction is in 
the name. Indian Well, which is actually a pool and 
not a well, is named after the Indigenous population, 
specifically what has been identified as the gathering 
place of the Paugussett Indians.

In a regional history spanning 12,000 years, the 
Native narrative has changed but cannot be erased. 
The state’s name is from the Algonquian word 
“Quinnehtukqut,” which means “place beside 
the long tidal river.” It’s a description of the first 
settlements along the Connecticut River. At 407 
miles, this river is the state’s longest. 

Indian Well State Park:  
Where beauty and legend coexist  
By Stacy Lytwyn Maxwell

Shelton’s state park overlooks Housatonic River, the 
state’s second-longest river. The 149-mile river’s 
namesake is from the Mohican phrase “usi-a-di-en-
uk,” translated as “beyond the mountain place” or 
“river of the mountain place.”

Connecticut native Marshall D. Maxwell’s photos 
capture the sweeping majesty of prior Native 
American land and remind us of the people who first 
inhabited it. Interestingly, some historians doubt that 
Natives utilized Indian Well. 

Research cites Native Americans could measure the 
well down to only 100 feet. Concurrently, they held it 
in superstitious awe and venerated the “bottomless” 
well. Chris Combs, executive director of the 
Institute for American Indian Studies in Washington, 
Connecticut, believes in all likelihood the Indigenous 
population did use it. “If you’re hot, I mean, come 
on,” he says.

Popular Indian Well legend states that the 
Paugussett chief’s daughter falls in love with a brave 
from a rival tribe. Mistakenly believing that her tribe 
has killed her lover, she leaps from the falls to her 
death, and her brokenhearted lover follows suit.

Since hosting a lovers’ leap exhibition focused on 
Southern New England areas in 2019, reflecting the 
Romeo and Juliet storyline, Paul Wegner, assistant 
director of IAIS, says the museum, to date, has 

Sunrise at Indian Well State Park in Shelton, Conn. Photo courtesy of LBSimms Photography / Shutterstock

Lookout rock beside the Housatonic River at the park.  
Photo by Marshall D. Maxwell



confirmed 89 related stories worldwide. Connecticut 
has five lovers’ leap locations, including Indian Well. 
Nevertheless, neither Combs nor Wegner believe 
the Indian Well legend.

“These types of lore are fictitious and based on Old 
World romantic notions that were spurred on by a 
new popularity of classical texts in the 19th century,” 
Wegner says.

Scholars also question the validity of the Paugussett 
Trail, traversing the park from north to south, as 
being an old Indian path. 

“The old Indian paths at Indian Well were probably 
along the river and were flooded after the dam 
was built,” says Teresa Gallagher, natural resource 

manager for the City of Shelton.

However, many of the major Indian paths in 
Connecticut became the first colonial roads, which, 
in turn, became modern arterial roads. 

Gallagher has not uncovered any Native artifacts in 
the park, but this is not the case in “Quinnehtukqut.” 
“I do find quartz arrowheads from time to time when 
I’m out hiking,” she says.

An expert examined one of her dozen collected 
arrowhead treasures and determined it was about 
3,500 years old. 

Even though we cannot push back time, we can 
observe the world as a photographer does – through 
a lens awakening the eye to the fluidity of color and 
space that uncovers a larger narrative. But that’s only 
if we dig deep enough.

Note: Park Supervisor Joseph Maler underscores 
that fishing, hiking and sightseeing are allowed, but 
swimming is strictly prohibited at Indian Well. 

Marshall D. Maxwell (Jan. 18, 1993-Nov. 19, 
2019) was a budding photographer, naturalist 
and historian. He identified closely with the 
plight of Native Americans and held a true 
appreciation for their heritage and culture 
throughout North America.

Indian Well Falls inside the park. Photo by Marshall D. Maxwell

A tree beside the Housatonic River in the park.  
Photo by Marshall D. Maxwell

Sign detailing the history of Shelton, Conn., where Indian Well 
State Park is located. Photo by Marshall D. Maxwell



In the last couple of years, the list of “superfoods” 
has grown even longer – thanks to the addition of the 
acai berry.  

Proponents claim this grape-like fruit can ease the 
pain of arthritis, accelerate weight loss and lower 
cholesterol, among other things. That’s because the 
berries contain antioxidants (more than what’s found 
in blueberries, cranberries and strawberries), fiber and 
heart-healthy fats.

Now, acai’s popularity has reached another level 
among consumers. Hawaiians, in particular, are 
fervent fans of acai (pronounced “ah-sah-e” or “ah-
sigh-ee”) in the form of a smoothie in a bowl that’s 
typically eaten for breakfast. The bowl consists of 
frozen acai pulp and soy or other milk, bananas, other 
fruit and ice, and are topped with granola, chia seeds, 
chocolate chips, coconut flakes and even peanut 
butter. The addition of toppings like these comes with 
a hefty dietary price – 60 to 90 grams of sugar per 
serving. That doesn’t seem to stop many Hawaiians 
from indulging in this ice cream-like confection. 

For those in a health-conscious frame of mind, it is 
possible to find less-sugary versions at juice bars, 
smoothie chains and on food trucks across Hawaii and 
even in Southern California and Houston, Texas. 

Bowled over by  
the awesomeness 
of acai

Banana + Strawberry 
Acai Bowl 
 
Ingredients

• 1 cup (approximately 2 scoops) of frozen acai 

• 1 banana, sliced

• 4 or 5 strawberries, sliced

• 1/4 cup of granola

• 1 teaspoon unsweetened coconut

Preparation

Purchase frozen acai from a health- or natural-
foods store.

Place acai in a bowl, and top with banana, 
strawberries, granola and a sprinkling of 
unsweetened coconut. 

posted on www.epicurious.com
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Hawaiians are fans of acai in the form of a smoothie in a bowl.



In the Lakota tradition, food is given proper respect because without food, there is no life. A favorite dessert item 
is the plum cake. The Lakota enjoyed dark raisins, hazelnuts and plums and used them to make plum cake. Plum 
cakes (similar to fruitcakes) also usually included toasted hazelnuts, butter, flour, baking soda, cloves, honey and 
maple syrup. They are still popular today.

Let them feast on plum cake

Lakota Plum Cakes 
 
Ingredients

• 1 cup dark raisin

• 1 cup boiling water

•  One 16-ounce can purple plums, drained and 
pitted

• 1 cup toasted hazelnuts, chopped fine

• 1⁄2 cup melted butter

• 4 cups sifted all-purpose flour

• 3 teaspoons baking soda

• 1 1⁄2 teaspoons salt

• 1 1⁄2 teaspoons allspice

• 1 teaspoon ground cloves

• 1 cup honey

• 1⁄2 cup maple syrup

Preparation

Preheat oven to 350 F. Place the raisins in a small 
glass bowl, cover with 1 cup of boiling water and 
soak 30 minutes till plump.

Lightly oil 24 or more muffin cups.

Mash the plums in a large mixing bowl, and then 
add the remaining ingredients to the plums and 
mix well.

Add the soaked raisins and their liquid. Blend 
together well.

Fill each muffin cup halfway full.

Bake 30 minutes, or until a toothpick inserted in 
the center comes out clean.

Cool 10 minutes on a wire rack, loosen the sides 
and turn out the muffins from the pan.

Serve warm with honey or raspberry-plum butter.
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When the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur 
Foundation contacted California playwright Larissa 
FastHorse, she believed the calls were from 
spammers. So, as many people do, she ignored them.  

Eventually, FastHorse learned she had been awarded 
one of the foundation’s “genius grants” for creatives. 
Named a 2020 MacArthur fellow for “creating space 
for Indigenous artists, stories and experiences in 
mainstream theater,” she is one of  21 recipients 
in the MacArthur class. The $625,000 no-strings-
attached award will be dispersed over five years.

A member of the Sicangu Lakota Nation, FastHorse 
merges satire and drama in plays described as funny, 
incisive and, at times, deeply unsettling.

FastHorse is current working on three plays. For 
each, she and collaborators immerse themselves 
with Native communities for a year, to build a story 
and characters based on real people responding to 
local issues. The final play in the trilogy will focus on 
FastHorse’s own Lakota people of South Dakota. 

Her catalog of work is extensive.

“Native Nation,” which FastHorse created with 
members of Arizona’s 22 sovereign nations in 2019, 
explored issues such as the foster-care system and 
environmental justice.

In 2016, she worked with the Tongva and other 
Native communities in Los Angeles on “Urban Rez.”  

Indigenous storyteller wins ‘genius grant’
That play, which included nonprofessional actors, 
addressed issues such as the fight for federal 
recognition for the original tribes of the Los Angeles 
area.  

Her first play, “Average Family” in 2007, depicted 
a reality TV show featuring two families – one 
Indigenous, the other white – whose members 
are challenged to live for a summer with only the 
materials that would have been accessible to them in 
the early 19th century. 

2018’s “The Thanksgiving Play” centered on 
“woke” educators attempting to write and direct 
a socially and historically responsible Thanksgiving 
play without consulting with or including Native 
Americans. Interspersed among scenes involving 
the earnest but angst-ridden teachers and two hired 
actors are depictions of actual Thanksgiving activities 
in public schools. 

Aside from playwriting, FastHorse is the co-founder 
of Indigenous Direction, which advises on theater 
and film projects that address Native issues, and she 
often speaks on how to build sustainable, reciprocal 
relationships with Native American communities. 

A dual citizen of the Sicangu Lakota Nation and the 
U.S, FastHorse began her career as a ballet dancer. 
Before becoming an independent playwright and 
choreographer, FastHorse worked in the TV and 
movie industry as a creative executive at Universal 
Pictures and Paramount. Her other works include 
“Cow Pie Bingo,” “Landless” and “Cherokee Family 
Reunion.” 

Larissa FastHorse, based in Santa Monica, California, has written 
plays for 15 years. Photos courtesy of the John D. and  
Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation


