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Introduction
Shinnecock has so much history. Our people learned our traditions and history
through observing, hearing, and doing. Storytelling supported the transmission of knowledge
from generation to generation. The laws of life, the conduct of ceremonies, and all
knowledge had to be learned by watching and listening to the generations before us. Today,
people throughout the world rely on documents, books, images, and the Internet for
information, whether it’s for the latest gossip of a celebrity or information about someone’s
ancestry. My intention in this study is to commit the oral history of the Shinnecock people to
a written history, which will support the transmission of knowledge to the future
generations.
I know that I am a Shinnecock Indian and live on the original territory of my people.
I know that we spoke the Algonquian language and practiced eastern ceremonies. We
depended on the sea and land for survival and we moved around Long Island seasonally. But
who are the Shinnecock Indians? What makes us unique? These are the questions that I want
to answer within this book of stories.
Throughout my research I felt like an anthropologist collecting articles, reading
books, and doing Google searches. However, I needed to get deeper and more personal in
my research because this book should reveal the Shinnecock’s voice. It is for the Shinnecock
and by the Shinnecock.
I was told that my uncle Eugene Cuffee knows a lot about our nation. Therefore I
decided to discover exactly how much he knew and how he knew so much. Uncle was
excited to give me a lesson on Shinnecock because there are not too many youth that want
to learn anymore. I began by telling him why I wanted to interview him and then asked him,
“What was the story you were told about the Circassian?” He began right away and went on
and on. I was excited when I knew about something he mentioned, and when I didn’t know,
I was engaged and wanted to learn more. I asked questions in my head and he answered
them soon after. Uncle Gene told me the story of the Circassian and he often diverged into
other stories. It only made the experience so much more captivating. He kept saying, “What
I remember the old ones saying was…”
As a young person, Eugene Cuffee wanted to know about himself and his family. He
knew that he is a Shinnecock Indian but he wanted to know more about what that meant.

And so his journey began by taking time to listen to his elders. Each elder had his or her
own important stories to tell. The Shinnecock people have been through so much and so the
history is expansive. If we do not have the stories, then there is no history. I do not know
where to begin and it never ends.
I will attempt to show a chronological history of the Shinnecock Nation from the
ancient times to the present. In the process, I will discuss Shinnecock Historical Culture, the
arrival of European influence and stories preserved in the tribal tradition, which contain the
social and political history of the Shinnecock people.

View from a Shinnecock shore

Ancient Shinnecock

Our tribe has been in contact with the colonists for over 400 years. So much of our
history and traditions have been stripped away from us by invading culture. We know of our
history through our own stories and the research done by archeologists. We also know much
of our cultural history from our neighbor tribes.
They try to tell us that we have only been here for 10,000 years. They try to tell us
that we came from an entirely different continent. We told them that we have been here
since the beginning of time. The Shinnecock people are part of the Algonquian language
group of Natives. We have always lived off of the eastern land and sea. It has been said that
our people were once part of a much larger group of Indigenous people of the east coast.
We can see the similarities in languages and traditions throughout the Northeastern
Algonquian nations to help support this idea. Our cultures are so similar that it is almost
impossible to think that these tribes were not united at one time in ancient history.
The Shinnecock people established their territory on a section of Long Island. We
were once migrating people that seasonally traveled short distances. We had summer and
winter camps along Long Island in order to have the best living conditions throughout the
year.
Ancient fishing nets, scrapers, drills, bone and antler tools have been excavated.
They tell us about our ancient villages. The deer have always been a regular source of food,
clothing, and tools. Even today we continue to hunt deer and some still try to use every
single part of the animal. Shellfish also continue to be a major resource for us. Oysters,
scallops, soft and hard shell clams, and whelk are still harvested, some more than others.
Shells were used for making beads and tools, which had spiritual and economic value. The
bays and the sea were once filled with sturgeon, rockfish, bluefish, flounder, shad, and

striped bass. Sea navigation and fishing technology was very important to our ancestors. We
made dugout canoes, harpoons, sturgeon plates, and traps. The bodies of water were our
biggest resources, which is the reason why we feel so connected to the water. Today, the
remainder of our land is a peninsula, almost entirely surrounded by the bays.
The forests were once filled with many different berries, nuts, seeds, deer, turkey,
box turtle, duck, raccoon and other nutritious animals. The land provided the stones, trees,
and clay so that we could create tools, baskets, pots, scrubs, hunting materials, weapons like
the bow and arrow, firewood, canoes, and more. Like many Native people around the world,
the sky is important to us. We once watched the moon cycles to mark the tides and seasons.
We used the sky to keep track of time for our celebrations, ceremonies, harvests, and
migrations.
The homes of our people were in wigwams. The wigwams were dome-shaped
structures formed by bending poles towards the center and tying them together. They were
covered with deer hide, woven mats, or reeds. These homes were comfortable and personal.
Couples worked together to bend and tie the poles, cover the outside, and leave an opening
for the door and a smoke hole. They would bring in their gifts, heirlooms, and creations
such as deer hide, pots, scrubs, clothing, pouches, jewelry, baskets, and mat s. The wigwams
were mostly used for storage and sleeping. Most of our time was spent outside roaming the
land and watching the sea. Young people were often practicing their hunting skills, playing
games, and listening to the stories from the old ones. The women were preparing food,
making baskets, or making wampum.
Wampum is one thing that the Shinnecock have always been known for. We have
been making wampum beads from the quahog, which is a hard-shelled clam, and whelk
shells for thousands of years. The beads were used for decoration, jewelry, trade, and they
were used in ceremonies, and as gifts. For some of the Native people like the
Haudenosaunee, the wampum was used to keep a record of their history. Belts were made
with symbols and patterns that had an encoded meaning. They recorded trades and more
importantly, The Haudenosaunee Great Law of Peace that founded the constitution of the
Iroquois Confederacy.
When the Europeans came, the wampum developed a new use for the East Coast.
They noticed how important these beads were to us and so they began using wampum as a
medium of exchange. The wampum became currency, but then, as Native Americans

became reluctant to exchange pelts for the shells, the shells lost value. Colonists began to
manufacture the wampum beads and soon they were the primary source of the precious
shells. For us, wampum was not money. Today we continue to use wampum for trading,
gifting, and as jewelry. The quahog shells are still used in ceremonies and are very important
to our people.
The men did the hunting and fishing, but during down time they played games like
hubbub. Shinnecock men smoked tobacco from a pipe made from either stone, clay, and
later the cob of corn. Tobacco is valued for its social, ritual, healing, and spiritual uses.
Whaling is the most important part of our history. We have always been whalers. It
was how we survived. Whaling had both economic and religious significance. It was one
thing that had a huge impact on the settlers. They learned whaling from us and needed us to
help them accomplish the dangerous hunt. The whaling industry that built up America was
started in the East End of Long Island. No ship left a port without a Shinnecock or
Montauk Indian on board. We never got any credit for it in written history.
During the whale hunts, the wigwams would be built along the shore for easy access
to the sea. December through March was when the right whales came into the Long Island
waters. The sachem, a leader of a Long Island tribe, would lead a crew of Shinnecock men in
several cedar canoes. When the crewmember spotted a whale, a flag was raised and they
would surround the whale and attack with harpoons, spears, and bows and arrows. They
pulled themselves closer to the huge sea creatures with the ropes that were attached the
harpoons stuck in the whales. Once the whales were killed they would drag them into the
shore singing joyfully. A whale was cut in a certain way and shared among the families.
However, it wasn’t easy. It took about two to three days to butcher the whale and clean the
bones. The blubber was boiled into oil and gave off a horrible smell. The boiling was a week
long process.
In the late 1800’s, early 1900’s, New Bedford, New London, and Sag Harbor were of
the largest whaling ports in eastern United Sates. It is said that Sag Harbor was the biggest
and busiest one. Many local Indians moved to Sag Harbor to get jobs. They went out of this
port to all over the world. In 1843, Captain Mercator Cooper left Sag Harbor looking for
whales with his crew including a Shinnecock Indian and a local slave. On their journey, they
picked up 22 Japanese sailors and asked for permission to bring them into Tokyo. They were
granted permission. This was the first time the Japanese had ever seen a Native American

and a black man. They wanted to touch their dark skin. The Japanese gave them provisions,
thanked them for returning the sailors, and told them never to return.
My people went out into the ocean in their dugout canoes and whaled. When the
colonists knew how to whale and developed their own tools and methods, they started to
import other people to help them on whaling trips. They did not need our help in whaling
anymore and once again we were pushed aside.
Our people roamed the land. No one owned the land we just used it. When the
Europeans arrived, they had contrasting ideas. They believed in land ownership and did what
they could to deprive our people of the land. A sachem was not entirely authoritative. The
Europeans understood the Shinnecock’s idea of hierarchy, however they took advantage of
what leadership there existed in the communities. They gave the leader money and goods to
make him appear as the most powerful. When other Natives challenged his leadership, the
Europeans gave him military support. With all this, they claimed that the Indian could be the
“lord of the land” and have authority to sign away certain pieces of land. Sometimes alcohol
would be used to confuse and seduce the Indians into giving up the land. Armed forces
sometimes intimidated the Shinnecock. Harassment and murder often occurred. Also,
Europeans would force the Indian into debt and take the land as payment. The territory was
still ours, and still is ours because we roamed it since it was put here. The Europeans could
not and still don’t understand that. They believe that one must own land and have
documented proof of it. We don’t understand how they could buy and sell land. Today,
things may be more organized with this system, however, it is not right. We live on the land
and use it while we take care of it. We were meant to work together to take care of the earth.
Religion was another big part of the Shinnecock heritage. The Presbyterian Church
standing on the reservation today dates back to the 17th century. It is the oldest continuous
reformed Indian Church in the United States. Many of the Shinnecock people are Christian
and few of us practice the traditional ways. We first became Christians to survive. In the 17th
century, when the colonists first arrived, we were forced to become Christians and to learn
how to read and write. We did, and as a result, the White men left us alone. However, they
were still stealing the land from us and slowly tried to destroy the people. The English
settlers brought diseases in the blankets from England. Some stories say that poison was put
in the corn meal that the English would grind for us. The colonists didn’t want our people to
be Indian because they didn’t like our culture and way of life. When the first settlers arrived

on our territory, they learned how to survive from the Indians. Once they learned and built
up their communities, the colonists turned on us. The colonists were creating their colonies
and often settled on land occupied by the Indian people. The settlers wanted us to read,
write, and dress as they did in order for us to live in their way. We had to hide our traditions,
and couldn’t speak the language around them. The Europeans did what they could to get rid
of our “Indianess.” My ancestors strived to keep the knowledge of their beloved culture. The
Shinnecock people have held on to a piece of their original territory, few Shinnecock words,
and the values of our ancestors. There were so many attempts to get rid of us, but we are
still here.
The historical record of the Shinnecock tribe continues in the nineteenth century
with stories preserved by tribal elders concerning the role of Shinnecock tribe members in
the maritime history of the region. The story of the Circassian is among the most compelling
pieces of evidence for the influence of the surrounding community in the Shinnecock
Nation.

Memorial in the Shinnecock Indian Cemetery

Circassian

Some historians of Long Island believe that the sinking of the Circassian was the
sinking of the Shinnecock people. They say that the last of the Shinnecock men sank on this
boat. This is not a fact. The Shinnecock people are still thriving on their original territory,
although much of it has been taken over by other towns. The story of the Circassian is an
important event in Shinnecock History.
The Ship. The Circassian is a remarkable iron steam vessel built in 1856 in Ireland. She
leaves Liverpool for New York on December 6th under the command of Captain Clark with
a general cargo weighing 1, 400 tons. It is next month, and the boat Heath Park with a cargo
of slate sails into bad weather. Heath Park springs a leak within two days of its departure. On
Heath Park’s sixth day out, it waves a flag of distress and Circassian comes to the rescue.
Twelve sailors are added to the Circassian crew for its last few days of sailing.
December 11, 1876. A terrible snowstorm hits. The Circassian crew attempts to fling over
some cargo to lighten the Circassian. Suddenly, the ship strikes a sand bar between Mecox
and Bridgehampton, Long Island. The crew struggles as the boat floats further into the land.
A life-saving station sees the helpless crew and hopes to soon put out boats to rescue the
crew in dire need. However, the sea is high and it would be difficult for a rescue. The captain
orders that the rescue continue in the morning.
December 12, 1876.
The sea still puts up a good fight. Finally a lifeboat reaches the ship and safely lands
part of the crew. Word gets out about the grounding. Local residents gather on the beach to
help and to watch. Many of those on shore lend a hand whenever it’s needed. Shops close as

storekeepers and customers head for the beach. Schools close as students and schoolmasters
come to witness the tension and excitement of the rescue.
Captain Baldwin Cook and his crew were able to position a lifeboat and the first six
seamen descend. The life-saving boats continue. Seven trips are made and the final fortyseven members of the crew reach land.
Captain Williams wants to return to the ship to save the vessel. We expected a week
of work to get the ship and cargo off the bar. Captain Williams wants his crew to help
salvage the Circassian, however, the crew is determined to avoid salvaging the ship because
of the conditions of the it and the weather. Most of the crew desert the vessel, demand their
wages, and leave for New York. Williams is left with only his three mates, six seamen, the
three apprentices, the cook, a steward, and the stowaway to help with salvage.
December 13, 1876. Work begins with the help of the Coast Wrecking Company. A salvage
plan is made after the inspection of the Circassian’s situation. Captain Lewis requires a
regular crew to help him on board and a working crew to help with removal of cargo.
Captain Williams and the remainders of his men assist on shipboard, but many more hands
are necessary. The captain searches the shore for capable seamen that are strong with
knowledge of wrecking. Following local recommendations, Lewis goes to the Shinnecock
Indian Reservation to recruit the men he needs to fill his regular crew. The Shinnecock men
are tall, vigorous and strong. Lewis could ask for nothing better. The Shinnecock knew the
sea well, nearly all having been fishermen or whalers. They could pretty much handle any
challenges faced with the sea. Whaling was very dangerous and perhaps the most dangerous
occupation any man could have. Over the years the Shinnecock men had also volunteered
for many maritime emergencies along this shore. They were experienced. In addition, the
Shinnecock were the people to introduce the first white settlers to offshore whaling. Word
had just arrived at the Reservation that a New Bedford ship was looking for whalers. A few
chose to go, but others take the chance to earn money while staying safely near home. Ten
Indian men decide to work on the stranded vessel.
December 15, 1876. The salvaging begins. The ship is still secured to the shore with hauling
and hawser lines during the work. Captain Lewis orders that the hawser and the hauling lines
be removed from the masthead of the ship. Lewis believes the lines would needlessly
interfere with the task of moving the ship across the bar. A storm is now approaching and
Captain Lewis is confident in getting the ship off the land when the sea level begins to rise.

He believes that the Circassian would ride free. Alfonso Eleazer, a Shinnecock man, had
seen the warnings and left the Circassian. Captain Lewis is determined to keep his crew on
board until it reaches New York. The remaining Shinnecock men are very aware of the
dangerous storm they were facing, however, they stayed with the ship whether it was because
of the threats, the rum, or promises of higher wages. The Shinnecock need whatever work
they could get to help support their families. Captains Lewis and Williams, four wrecking
engineers, ten Shinnecock, one Montauk Indian, one Southampton man, and fifteen other
crewmen are left on the Circassian.
December 29, 1876. A terrible storm is developing. Winds pick up and a group of men
from the beach notice the ship as the violent water thrashes it. The masts crash and the
heavy rolling surf makes a tremendous breach over the wreck. Life-saving crews come to
connect the vessel with the beach. The sea was so high and the winds were so strong, it was
impossible for a ship to survive.
December 30. 1876. The ship brakes in half. The Shinnecock men lead the others on the
ship in hymns and prayer. The Circassian then violently goes to pieces and the heartrending
cries are heard on the beach while the strong voices of the men carried onto the shore.
The people on the beach are suffering as many lives are being lost in front of their
eyes. Twenty-Eight men die in the ocean.
The Followings Days, Weeks, Months and Years. The search for the bodies of the men
began. People looked up and down the shores searching for any sign of their loved ones.
All ten of the Shinnecock men including, Lewis Walker, John Walker, David W.
Bunn, J. Franklin Bunn, Russell Bunn, William Cuffee, Warren N. Cuffee, George W.
Cuffee, James R. Lee, and Oliver J. Kellis had perished. These men left behind widows,
mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, and children.
Today there are living descendents of these people. The death of the men was a
significant tragedy because three of the men were the current tribal leaders at that time. That
had been the first and only time that three leaders of our government all died at once. The
Shinnecock lost ten of their people as well as their leaders.
Some of the bodies were found as far as Amagansett and Montauk encased in ice.
The Shinnecock finally gathered all ten of the Indians and funeral services were held at the
church on Shinnecock. The bodies are buried in the Shinnecock cemetery next to the large
monument dedicated to them and their families.

Long Island reporters added drama to the reports and concluded about these men
that, “They were the last of the pure blood male Indians on Long Island.” Many people of
Long Island wanted to see the Shinnecocks disappear and so these statements were often
repeated for several events, such as deaths of the eldest members of the tribe.
Some of the families on Long Island were our friends. Henry Herrick came onto the
Shinnecock reservation and went house-to-house to tell the people that the Circassian had
went down and that ten Shinnecock men had perished. Some local families gave money to
the families of the deceased men because they did not want the Indians to die off. Some of
the Shinnecock families could not afford coffins. Many gave money to bury the men.
Shinnecock women of the Bunn and Walker families worked for Teddy Roosevelt and when
the Circassian incident occurred, the story says, his father, Theodore Roosevelt, gave
between 300 to 500 dollars to help the families of the men that died.
In 1976 a group of young Shinnecock people held a 100th year memorial service
commemorating of the death of our ancestors. The surviving grandchildren and other
members of the tribe had a dedication to the families that are still here today. There was a
dinner and church service for remembering and honoring. Within the Church there is a cross
that was made from the wood of the Circassian because of its importance. The incident was
a major event. People lost their brothers, fathers, and leaders. The story of the Circassian has
always been talked about because of its significant impact on our nation. The story continues
to be told today. Almost every new Shinnecock child born is a descendent of the families of
those men. Every generation must be told the story of how their ancestors perished in the
ocean to help support their families. It has been over 100 years since that event, and we are
still here.
The Shinnecock Indian Nation continues to face geographical, political, social, and
economic challenges. The final section of this study addresses our current struggle to
preserve our cultural integrity.

Part of mural on the Shinnecock Community Center

Shinnecock Indian Federal Recognition

Being federally recognized means that the Federal government has accepted an
American Indian group as being a “tribe.” This means that the United States government
recognizes the right of an Indian tribe to exist as a sovereign entity. Recognized tribes have
the right to determine their own laws, as long as these laws do not violate Federal laws. The
Bureau of Indian Affairs was established and became part of the United States Department
of War in 1824, and in 1849 became part of the United States Department of Interior. Its
regulatory process for recognizing tribes wasn’t established until 1978. There are currently
564 federally recognized tribes. Each group applying for federal recognition must meet
certain criteria through evidence and documents. The process is long and complicated and
not every group is accepted. The Bureau of Indian Affairs gives federally recognized tribes
access to a range of federal services in education, social services, law enforcement, health
services and resource protection. This access is strongly desired among the native peoples
because Indian Affairs programs support and assist federally recognized tribes in the
development of tribal governments, strong economies, and quality programs. There are
services that are available through the state and local governments and federal agencies not
limited by the Department of Interior recognition for non-federally recognized tribes. With
recognition the federal government can offer a more extensive range of services.
My people have never questioned who they were. In 1640, the Shinnecock people
met the first English settlers to the territory that became New York State. Throughout
contact the colonists and then New York State and local governments dealt with the
Shinnecock Indians as a tribe. We have had a New York State recognized and codified, selfgoverning form of government since 1792. We had heard about the federally recognized
tribes and the benefits, but it was not of great concern to our people.
The Shinnecock Hills once belonged to us. It was always thought that the Hills were
taken away from my people illegally. In 1900, my great great grandfather, David Kellis and
other Shinnecocks asked the Congress to help us reclaim the Shinnecock Hills. Shinnecock

member and my aunt Marguerite Smith was told to go to law school and get the Shinnecock
Hills back. She became a lawyer. In fact she became the attorney at law for the Shinnecock
nation.
In the 70’s the Indian rights struggle became public on a national level. Within the
courts, changes were being made. The rights of Indian people had been unattended to for
many years. One law was the Federal law called the 1799 Trade and Non-intercourse Act.
The law says that you cannot take Indian land without the approval of the United States
Congress. It seemed that the law was often referred to in cases involving the treaty tribes in
the Western United States. A treaty tribe is one that went into treaties with the United States
Government during war or to settle territory rights. The Shinnecock never had treaties with
the United States government probably because there was no United States government at
the time of first contact. Many eastern tribes did not try to use this law until the 1940’s when
the Oneida Nation brought it through the courts. The federal court said that the law actually
did apply to eastern tribes. As a young Native American lawyer, John Echohawk started the
Native American Rights Fund. The group of lawyers that he worked with realized the
importance of the eastern tribes’ right to that particular law in order to claim land that
wrongly was taken away from them. Echohawk sent lawyers to the Shinnecock tribe and
asked the trustees if he and his team should research their loss of land. The trustees agreed
to the research. The research began and by early 1978, a litigation request was sent to the
United States government to bring a land claim for our nation. Many tribes were beginning
to make land claims during this time. These tribes had various relationships with state and
federal governments. Some tribes had lost all of their land while others had just enough for a
substantial amount of people to live on. The federal government began receiving many
demands for services and legal support. The federal government created a process to decide
which tribes to address. For our tribe, the government said that before they attend to our
land claim we had to go through the new federal recognition process to establish a
government-to-government relationship. The federal recognition process began for the
Shinnecock Indian Nation.
The Nation had to be very careful about the way we went through the process of
going to the courts and federal bureaucracy because we were seeing other eastern tribes
being declared not tribes and being denied the recognition. Many of the eastern cases were

being settled very slowly and not easily. As a tribe living in one of the wealthiest resort
territories of the world, our case was difficult.
My people felt very deeply about the importance of the land claim. We felt wronged
by the colonists and later by town proprietors for stripping away so much of our land. We
are thankful for the land that we still have today. We had to be very careful that we didn’t
lose what we already have, for something we want back.
By 1998, there was a lot of confidence in us that we had documents to succeed in the
federal recognition process. We had a lot of evidence of our peoples’ existence and
cooperation with the outside communities. We had evidence of our self-government. The
federal government decided what we submitted was not enough to make us “ready for active
consideration.” There were changing standards in the process and we had to find more
documents to meet those standards. We continued gathering more documents and doing
more research. We had plenty of documents to find. We finally submitted what we had, and
we got a letter back saying that there was more to do in order to get on the completed
petition list. More research had to be done. By the end of the process, over 40,000 pages of
documents were submitted. The whole experience became long, complex, and frustrating. In
2003, the Shinnecock Nation was involved in a lawsuit regarding a land use issue. In 2005, a
federal judge declared that the Shinnecock is a tribe. Through federal tribal status can be
determined by a federal judge, the Office of Federal Acknowledgement under the Bureau of
Indian Affairs still would not put us on the list of federally recognized tribes. In 2006, the
nation sued the BIA for unfair and too lengthy treatment of its application. This led another
federal judge, seeming to agree with Shinnecock to urge the BIA to set a timeline to make a
decision regarding our acknowledgment. Thus, a December 15, 2009 deadline was issued.
By November of 2009 people become very excited because they knew the process
was coming to an end. “It is very easy to be joyful, but it’s very difficult to keep your head
on when your heart has been shot, “ says Aunt Marge, both hopeful and cautious. She
wanted very much for us to be successful, but she also knew that the process had not come
to a very good result for many other tribes. Whatever the final decision came to, she would
be sure she was prepared for it.
On December 15, 2009, a leadership group including tribal trustees, Tribal Council,
and Federal Recognition Committee, former trustees, attorneys, an historian, genealogists,
the chairs of the Elders Council, and the Nation’s communication director waited behind a

closed door to hear the Bureau of Indian Affair’s decision. After they heard the decision
then they would announce it to the tribe. Aunt Marge felt that the decision should be shared
immediately with the tribe. She knew how the announcement is written. It is written the
same way for each decision for each tribe. She listened to the first words and waited for the
point when they say that the tribe does exist or does not exist. When the office of federal
acknowledgement of the Bureau of Indian Affairs determined that the Shinnecock Indian
Nation does exist as an Indian tribe, Marguerite Smith burst out of the room with her head
held high, a big smile on her face, and victory signs high in the air. She felt that she had no
right to hold on to that news because it belonged to all of the Shinnecock people. The news
reaffirmed the words my grandmother, Eva Kellis Smith, had told my brother earlier in the
day, “No matter what happens, stand strong. You know who you are, and I am the same
person today as I was 88 years ago.”
The Shinnecock have met all seven mandatory criteria for Federal acknowledgement.
The criteria includes that the Shinnecock has been continuously identified as an American
Indian entity since 1900. It has been a distinct community since historical times, and it has
maintained political influence over its members. The nation has a governing document
describing its governance procedures and membership criteria, and it has provided a list of
its current members who descend from a historical Indian tribe who are not members of
another recognized tribe.
The process is not over. We have to provide more information to the federal
government to work and wait through a 90-180 day period for comments, review,
consultation, and publication for a final decision. A positive final determination hopefully
will come in late spring 2010.
Once we receive our federal recognition we will ask the government to take another
look at the land claim. However, the laws for land claim have changed since the 70’s. No
longer can tribes expect courts to order the return of stolen lands to the tribes. A big part of
the process has been cleared and hopefully the nation is on its way to a successful future.
Many opportunities will open up for my people and the nation will have a government-togovernment relationship with the United States. In the end, the whole process can’t tell us
who we are or aren’t. We know that our ancestors roamed the Long Island land and whaled
the seas. We know that we have always been a close-knit community and have always taken
care of one another. We know that have fought to keep some of our original land and hold

on to some of our traditions. No one can ever take away the knowledge of who we are as
Shinnecock people.

Shinnecock Tribal members at federal court

Conclusion

This overview of Shinnecock history tells an important story. It is a story of a people
continuing to evolve. It’s a story of a people who have adopted new ways and adapted to the
surrounding community. It is the story of a people living in two worlds; the traditional and
the fast paced technological societies. It is a story of a people not willing to lose the customs
and the land their ancestors strived to maintain. It is a story of my people.
To create the overview, the stories of the older Shinnecock generations had to be
heard. Knowledge of my people’s history and traditions is from the stories told by the elders
of the community. Our stories, songs, phrases, and prayers hold a history of the Shinnecock
people. Oral tradition reinforces authenticity, supports community activity, preserves
customs, and supports the passing on of general knowledge. The significant impact of oral
tradition is that it allows for an expressive transmission of knowledge and values between an
older and younger generation that cannot be conveyed on paper. In keeping with the
tradition of passing down our stories orally, I am including a CD of the study. The study is
meant to promote cultural knowledge for future generations.

Shinnecock Pow Wow 2009
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