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For two centuries these lands have not 
heard the songs or felt the Oneidaôs 
feet on the ground 

 
One woman from each Oneida community after the stomp dance. (Photo by 
Michelle Schenandoah) 
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Oneida women celebrate their unity upon lands returned to them in their 
ancestral territory after 200 years of separation from the land  
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Two hundred years is a long time to be separated from your grandparents, 
aunties, cousins, extended family, and friends. Two hundred years is a long 
time to be severed from your ancestral homelands. 

That is how long it has been since the Oneida people were extricated and 
removed from their original territory in Central New York.  

This past week, in Clinton, New York, a collective of traditional Oneida 
women from New York, Wisconsin, and Oneida, Ontario, gathered on a plot of 
newly reclaimed land, returning to their homelands, to celebrate the receipt of 
land gifted to them.  

Divided by centuries of the U.S. governmentôs removal and impacts of 
colonization, a younger generation of Oneida women accepted a gift of nearly 
30 acres from a Quaker woman, who had lived on the land for 43 years. 

 
Land in traditional territory. (Photo by Michelle Schenandoah)  

For many Native people the land is part and parcel of Native identity; it is 
more than a connection, it is part of who they are. So the return of land, and 



the ability for these Oneida women to have a place to call their own, within 
their homelands, is mon umental.  

When the Oneida women first met together on their homelands last summer, 
Otatdodah Homer, the Wolf Clan Mother in the On^yota'aka homelands said, 
ñWe promised. Not to let anybody come between us and discourage us ever 
again! We are finally together after all this time. It is something that hasnôt 
happened in almost two hundred years. We discussed this as Clan Mothers, as 
Faithkeepers, and as the leaders whom were present.ò 

Michelle Schenandoah, Oneida wolf clan member, is one of the nine directors 
of the newly formed non -profit organization  Akwéku Ohshӓôhe Yukwayóte, 
which in Oneida means, ñWe work together.ò The non-profit is in receipt of 
the land for the Oneidas. 

At this weekôs formal announcement of the news of the gifted land, tears of 
stunned amazement and joy flowed. ñSince the 1800s when our people were 
forced to leave our lands, it has been a dream of our ancestors, a dream of my 
grandmotherôs, and a dream of our women today that we would once again 
have a place to come together as one,ò said Schenandoah. ñNow, we can 
celebrate and practice our culture on our own lands together, thanks to the 
gift of a generous soul, Liseli Haines.ò 

Her mother, Diane Schenandoah, an Oneida Wolf Clan Faithkeeper in New 
York said: ñMy grandmother traveled between our three communities gaining 
support of our (land) claims going before the U.S. Supreme Court in 1951. 
Witnessing these young women work together all these years later for the 
greater good of unifying our peopleôs heart, this is the happiest day. I know 
our ancestors are looking down on us and smiling." 

The day of the official announcement, Samantha Doxtator, from Oneida, 
Ontario, recited the opening, sending good words to the Creator. They shared 
the story of the Oneida people and their dispossession, and then they sang 
and danced and walked the land. 

ñOur language was spoken and our songs were sang. We let the land know we 
were there. It was very emotional. It was beautiful,ò said Michelle 
Schenandoah. ñI donôt even have words for how I felt.ò 



 
Three Oneida men lead a stomp dance. The land that has been returned is just 
behind the picture. (Photo by Michelle Schenandoah) 

Three young Oneida men sang and led the group outside in a stomp dance. 
The morning brought rain and the earth was wet and squishy. They took off 
their shoes and let their feet meet the earth, sinking in deep and grabbing the 
earth with every step. 

Liseli Haines, the donor, said she felt that giving the land back to the Oneida 
women was the right thing to do. ñI feel honored to give back the land. The 
Oneida people have suffered for generations,ò she said. She too was moved by 
the Oneidas reconnection with each other and the land. Speaking haltingly 
with a crack in her voice, she said, ñI know that land, Iôve walked it. I love this 
land and I could not imagine anyone being told to leave, leave your beautiful 
homelands. It rips your heart out.ò 

When the songs were being sung, she thought: How long has it been since the 
lands have heard these songs and felt the Oneidaôs feet touch the ground? ñI 
feel as though I understand what it means to them, but I may never fully 
understand what this means to the Oneida,ò said Haines. 



Haines considers the return of the land a ñlittle, tiny thingò to help restore 
some balance to the people and bring some measure of reparation to the 
historic incursions, harm, and dispossession. But it is no small thing.  

Portia Skenandore-Wheelock, Oneida from Wisconsin, is one of the nine 
directors of  Akwéku Ohshӓôhe Yukwayóte. She and her family have been 
returnin g to the New York homelands since she was a child. She summed it up 
succinctly, ñIt means everything,ò she said. 

 
Directors of the organization: (left to right) Marie Schuyler -Dreaver and 
daughter, the youngest director, Samantha Doxtator, Yuntlekalau McL ester 
and Portia Skenandore-Wheelock. Seated, Joanne Summer Wolf Clan Mother 
from Canada. (Photo by Buffy Curtis) 

For most non-Native people, an inherent connection to the earth, to their 
ancestral lands, is an entirely different concept from that which th e 
indigenous people feel and practice. Haudenosaunee people ð people of the 
Longhouse, commonly referred to as the Iroquois Confederacy of Six Nations 
consisting of the Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, Seneca and Tuscarora 
ð have long established intimate connections with the earth, the natural 



environment, plant and animal life. Their connections with the natural world 
and the land is rooted in cultural practices and is a guiding tenet of traditional 
teachings and lifeways. It is far different from local boosterism or a simple 
sense of place. 

 
(Photo by Michelle Schenandoah) 

New York ôs history of óhonest graftô 

In 1784 the Oneida lands in central New York State totaled more than five 
million acres. Within roughly 80 years, Oneida lands were reduced to a mere 
32 acres. By 1840 the vast majority of Oneidas were pushed out of state and 
removed to Wisconsin, 1200 miles away; some settled in southern Ontario. In 
1855, just 161 Oneidas were counted in New York, with 1000 in Wisconsin. 

The Oneida territory was eyed early on for its prime agricultural aspects, but 
perhaps more importantly valued by private and state interests for lands 
ideally situated, found necessary for building roads and waterways, and 
growing New York state itself. Indians everywhere were considered to be 
ñstanding in the way of progress.ò 


