
        
            
                
            
        

    
Circles of a Future Politician




Prologue

Four years ago, Eli Weasel read a book about Tiered Democratic Governance (TDG), a new kind of democracy, a kinder democracy, a wiser democracy. 

He got four of his friends together to start building a local version on the Tankosin Indian Reservation. 

The project captured the five youths. They learned to work together. They respected each other’s opinions and perspectives. They listened to their advisor. They learned to bring their individuality together to create one voice. If their deliberations were an example of a future governance, it was a good example. 

But then not much happened after their local constitution was ratified. They did hold some meetings, and new members trickled in. But that initial blaze dwindled to a smolder. 

Until the catalyst. Those four quiet years had been preparing Eli and his friends for an acceleration of this new political movement. 

Welcome to  Circles of a Future Politician, where Tankosin’s TDG becomes the most influential TDG in the USA. 

This is my third TDG novel. It follows  Diary of a Future Politician  and  Confessions of a Future Politician. I believe that  Circles can stand as its own story. But reading the other two novels first will provide some useful background to help the reader better understand  Circles. And, in my opinion (and my editor’s opinion),  Circles is the best of the three novels. 

So partake in the TDG series as you see fit. Enjoy the read. Along the way, learn about this new democracy that the world so desperately needs. 

Year 8, Week 18

We are late. It would not have mattered if we were on time. The church was full an hour before the service started. 

We park our pickup truck about four blocks from the church. Lots of parked cars on the streets. We walk to the church’s parking lot, which has been turned into an outdoor amphitheatre. An outdoor theater screen is against the church wall. Everyone sitting in the chairs in the parking lot can see the services inside. Four police cars are parked around the church. A camera crew is outside; the outdoor screen shows another crew inside. 

My wife and I find a couple of empty chairs near the back of the parking lot. The preacher is talking as we settle in. There is a light rain. My wife and I are wearing our felt Stetsons. Stetsons are great in rain. 

My wife made me wear a dress shirt and tie: “Eli, it’s part of their culture.” Funny how I didn’t even know I had a dress shirt and tie. 

The choir starts singing. We stand, in respect. 

 Oh Lord, My God

An interesting choir. 

 When I in awesome wonder

A female dominated choir. But one lone male bass voice makes a unique sound. 

 Consider all the worlds 

My wife is hanging on to my arm, almost clutching. 

 Thy Hands have made

The brim of my Stetson is shedding water drops in front of my eyes. 



 I see the stars, 

I watch one water drop form. I wonder about one water molecule in that drop. 

 I hear the rolling thunder 

By the way my wife clutches me, she too recognizes this is a special choir. 

 Thy power throughout the universe displayed

Where did that molecule come from? What is its story? 



 Then sings my soul, 

How long was it in the atmosphere? 

 my Saviour God, to Thee

How many times did it rise as a gas, fall as a liquid, and warm back up to turn back to a gas? 

 How great Thou art, 

How many times did it go through that circle? 

 how great Thou art

The bass voice really makes this choir unique. 

 Then sings my soul, 

Did the evaporation/condensation circle last just a few days? 

 my Saviour God, to Thee

Or did the circle last years--only to find my Stetson as the last rung on the ladder down to finally reach the ground. 



 How great Thou art, how great Thou art

What body of water did that water molecule leave to become a vapor? 

 how great Thou art

Atlantic Ocean? Pacific Ocean? 

 And when I think 

Maybe it left the Battenor River yesterday. 

 Of God, His Son not sparing

Maybe it left a farmer’s field in Battenor County

 Sent Him to die, 

One of the police cruisers repositions itself to turn street traffic away from the church. 

 I scarce can take it in

The circle of cruisers around the church protecting us. Are we in danger? 

 That on the Cross, 

Scientists say if a water molecule enters the western end of Lake Superior, it will take 270 years to find its way to the Atlantic Ocean. 

 my burden gladly bearing

Maybe my water molecule was almost through that journey, watching the Great Lakes build great cities. 

Then it evaporated and came to Riverbend. 

 He bled and died 

Or maybe it was locked for thousands of years in Antarctica in a glacier. 

 to take away my sin

The glacier recently broke into the ocean, releasing the water molecule. It evaporated and found its way to my Stetson. 

 Then sings my soul

I really like that bass voice. 

 My Saviour God, to Thee

Maybe that water molecule briefly spent time in the lungs of historical figures. Like Jesus or George Washington. 

 How great Thou art, 

Or maybe some of my ancestors. Maybe it saw our demise. 

 How great Thou art

Or maybe in the lungs of thousands of ordinary people. 

 Then sings my soul, 

The water drops from my Stetson are collecting at my feet. 

 My Saviour God, to Thee

Only to join a trickle finding its way downhill out of the parking lot, into the street, and falling into a storm sewer. 

 How great Thou art, 

And on to another journey of many more journeys. 

How great Thou art

This water molecule is at the funeral of Thelma Delgers. 

The outdoor screen shows the preacher introducing Lenard Pash, who will begin the eulogy. I have known Len for four years. A man who would prefer to be fixing fire trucks than public speaking. A man who doesn’t say much, but people listen when he speaks. Len too is wearing a tie. First time I’ve seen that. 

“I first met Thelma eight years ago. At Rich Ridell’s house. She joined our TDG group shortly after it started. A great smile, a willing participant, youth to balance out we middle-aged people. None of us really understood what this Tiered Democratic Governance was about. It was just some untried political theory that thrust itself on a group that were unlikely to be seen in politics. So many other activities young Thelma could have taken on. But she stayed with us and the TDG. 

“At one of our first public meetings, Holger Peters asked her to speak about the TDG. She had the right facts, but she was not a good speaker, quite nervous, not someone who could bring in new members. 

Then Holger asked her to speak at another meeting. She was a little better, and I could see a confidence was settling in. She grew with the TDG as it asked more of her.” 

I see water drops shedding off the people in front of Sky and me. Their umbrellas and rain gear quickly usher the water molecules to the pavement. Many water molecules have come to Thelma’s funeral. 

Maybe that is the reason for the rain. They would tell the story to other water molecules. 

Len continues: “We all grew together in those years. We all needed to grow to make this TDG work. 

Each of our growths fed the growth of everyone else. We were so connected. Yet, at the time, we felt like we were only attending meetings. 

“Our growth put Thelma in a position to be an unwitting target. Like many other people here, I could not see our TDG becoming a target at this time. We really weren’t that influential in today’s politics. Why us now? Why Thelma?” 

I see a policeman on his walkie-talkie. What could he be saying in this time of remembering Thelma? 

Len moves on: “I think it’s important to let the authorities conduct their own investigation into Thelma’s murder. Let’s not speculate too much on the reasons why today. Rather we need to look to the future, regardless of what the authorities find.” 

Len’s voice is starting to break. His wife Jackie comes to his side. My wife clutches me harder. 

“What would Thelma want us to do? We are building a new way of governing.  We learned so much in the last eight years. We have more lessons to learn. I know Thelma would want the TDG to continue. 

That will be Thelma’s legacy to Riverbend, to our state, to the USA, and to this world. 

“I will remember Thelma as a servant of the TDG. Whatever it asked of her, she willingly and happily did it. She could have so easily gone down another path eight years ago. But she chose the TDG. Let’s continue her work.” 

Len and Jackie sit down. 

∞

Thelma’s uncle gave a more personal eulogy after that. More hymns and teachings from the Bible. 

Following the coffin, Thelma’s family made their way out of the church and through the parking lot to the waiting hearse. The funeral entourage passed by us. It was still raining lightly. Drops still rolling off my Stetson. 

The hearse and limousines took Thelma and her family for a small private service at the cemetery. 

Len and Jackie found us in the parking lot: “Eli, Sky, it’s good you two came. Thelma would be honored to see you here.” We helped stack some chairs for the cleanup crew. 

I said, “I wish I knew her family well enough to say something to them. But I’m just a stranger to them. 

They’ve got so many people to grieve with.” 

Jackie said, “I have an extra card in my purse. Why don’t we go for coffee and you two can write something? I’m sure they would appreciate something from the Tankosin Nation. Len will get it to them later.” 

Gus’s Restaurant was nearby. We ordered coffee and muffins. It was hard to talk. I commented on Len’s great eulogy. It’s always hard to talk when a young person dies. I wrote a few notes on the card about my TDG encounters with Thelma. I didn’t know her that well. Sky added a few words to the card in the Tankosin syllabus even though she never met Thelma. Maybe women are better at these things than men. After about 20 minutes, it became too uncomfortable to sit in the restaurant with awkward silence. Sky and I gave our farewells, Jackie gave us a warm hug, and we left for home. 

We live in Sky’s parent’s house, where Sky grew up. A simple bungalow on the Reservation. Needs paint. 

One bedroom window boarded up. Otherwise liveable. Sky and I have the boarded bedroom. Sky’s sister and her two boys have the big bedroom. Her partner left her two years ago, not wanting much to do with the boys. Sky’s parents have the third bedroom. 

Sky’s father usually has a drink in his hand. Most times he keeps it under control. But once every couple of weeks, he goes off on a happy drunk binge. Not violent or abusive. But still hard to be around. Happy drunk people believe other people want to be around them. I usually go off to our room or pickup truck 

to do some reading. I let Sky’s family deal with him. He was in control today when we got home. That was good. I wasn’t in the mood to play happy drunk games. 

Year 8, Week 20

Many Nation people saw Sky and me on the Joosemin local TV news as Thelma’s casket was put into the hearse. Some put the connection together: Eli was at the funeral; Thelma was assassinated because of the TDG; Eli is the leader of our TDG. Questions were coming my way. Not so much about the TDG but more about how and why Thelma was assassinated. They wanted answers I could not give. I asked Len if he could give a talk. He agreed. We booked the school foyer, a popular place for such meetings. Justine, our communications officer, sent a notice to TDG members through email and our social media. 

Len and Jackie showed up about a half hour before the meeting started. 

Jackie said, “The card you sent to Thelma’s parents and husband meant a lot to them.” 

Jackie and Len also brought Lenora Crane. Lenora has provided some counselling services to some of our people. 

The foyer is the spacious room in our school that greets students and teachers each day. It is mostly circular in shape with lots of windows and artifacts from our culture. We set up chairs for a three-quarter circle. About 70 people showed up on time. Len gave another 10 minutes as he knows about stragglers in our culture. A few more came in. I could see that about half the people in the room were TDG members. Justine’s communication went beyond our membership. That was a good sign. 

I said a short prayer for Thelma in English. Justine and Sharilee chanted a prayer in our Tankosin language. 

Then I introduced Len: “Thank you for coming out tonight. It’s a special night for us. We’re here to honor Thelma Delgers, a young lady in Riverbend who was killed three weeks ago. For the past four years, Thelma’s path and mine crossed one or two times a year on some TDG business. I didn’t know her well, but I always liked how she treated me as a person of value. 

“Many of you are curious about Thelma’s death. Many of you are curious about the connection between Thelma’s work in Riverbend and the TDG in our nation. I’m not exactly sure what to say, so we decided to invite our TDG advisor, Len Pash, to talk to us tonight. Len, it is now your turn.” 

When Len started talking, he recounted his time with Thelma, similar to his eulogy. 

“That is Thelma’s story. I hope I have conveyed what Thelma brought to the TDG, and how her work will eventually build a better country. Tankosin Nation is a part of this process.” 

But there was no tight schedule tonight. Len had more time, and he carried on: “As for the police investigation, we TDGers do not know much more than some of you have heard from the media. The shooter lived with his parents and worked in retail for two years. He was a reasonable employee but socially awkward. There’s no known physical associations with radical groups. But police are hinting that his online activity was dark. 

“So you may be wondering what the Riverbend TDG is doing. Well, we wish we knew. We seem to be in a grieving state—and also in a holding pattern. There’s pressure for us to speak. We really wish we knew what to say at times. 

“The executive committee selected a new chair to replace Thelma. Lenora Crane, who some of you know, is our chair.” Len pointed to Lenora. 

“Lenora and our communications officer, Pamela Harris, are handling most of the media relations these days. You might be seeing more of them in the newspaper and on the Joosemin TV channel. 

“What led to this tragedy, we can only speculate. Riverbend TDG was starting to get some serious attention from local media a little over a year ago. A few weeks before Thelma’s murder, we partnered with an environmental group to pressure governments to clean up a toxic industrial site in Riverbend. 

When the police inspected Thelma’s computer, they found online threats right after that event. She didn’t tell us. 

“What do we in Riverbend do next? I wish I knew. . . . . But first, I really need to make it clear that I am only the advisor to the TDG of the Tankosin Nation. The executive committee of this TDG is not obligated to take any of my advice. I am not your boss in any way. I will just say some things. The executive committee will put the pieces together later. What your people do next is mostly up to you. 

“The executive committee of the Riverbend TDG has been meeting every week since Thelma’s death. 

And I have been at each meeting. Here’s what’s been on our minds. 

“Prior to Thelma’s death, we never really discussed opposition to our movement. Maybe we felt we were too small. But I think we always knew that, even though no one said it, opposition to the TDG was going to happen sometime. Violent opposition was possible. This is just part of the mental state of our country. The opposition just came earlier and more suddenly than we’d expected. 

“We decided to suspend TDG promotion activities for a few months. But we will continue with basic TDG 

functions, such as executive committee meetings and other necessary committee work. Most importantly, we’ll continue to hold our elections as per our constitution. In our last election, we brought in mail-in ballots and the system is working well. TDG members can vote without exposing themselves at a public TDG gathering. We didn’t plan the mail-in ballots for that reason, but it’s going to help. 

“We’ve created a Safety Committee. If any executive committee member gets a threat, he or she must pass it on to the committee who will pass it on to our police liaison. We have asked the 34 neighborhood representatives to monitor their social media for negative comments about the TDG. They take a screenshot of such posts and send them to the Safety Committee. 

“We’re not actively recruiting any new TDG members. There will be no more public meetings for the next few months.” 

We have had politicians—both native and white—speak in the foyer before. There is usually all sorts of little noises to take away from the speaker. But there was something about Thelma’s murder, Len’s approach, and Riverbend’s resolve that held this audience together. It was quiet while Len was speaking. 

“We were considering setting up an office in Riverbend. We won’t be doing that any time soon. 

“We were also in the process of turning the Riverbend TDG into an official non-profit society. That process will continue. I think the Tankosin Nation should consider this direction as well. Riverbend can help Tankosin’s executive committee in this regard. 

“We’re not dwelling whether or not Thelma’s death could have been caused by forces bigger than a young man with a mental illness. We will let the police do their work—and continue forward with our TDG work regardless of what the police find. That’s what Thelma would’ve wanted. If you have any questions, I’ll try to answer them.” 

Amanda Fox asked, “How are Thelma’s family doing?” 

Len looked at Jackie, and she got up. 

“I’ve been over to their house a few times. They’re holding up as best they can. Her husband seems brave, but we can see he’s a little lost. He also lost his unborn child.” 

We got a few questions that Len probably already gave answers in his talk. I guess repeating things is part of being in public relations. 

We got a few questions about the TDG. I have answered these questions before in front of my people. It was probably good to hear the same answer from someone else. 

Brian Turning Robe, a 50-year-old fellow who I often run into, asked, “I’ve been interested in joining this TDG, but Eli tells me I can’t be a member because I’m over 30 years old.” 

Len seemed happy to answer this question: “Four years ago, I was watching Eli and his friends write the TDG constitution for the Tankosin Nation. They did it at the Fire Hall. I too questioned the group on why they put in this age restriction. They gave me an answer—and it was a good answer. But rather than give my opinion of whether 30 years old is right or wrong, I encourage you to talk to members of the executive committee. Listen carefully to their reasons. When the under 30s and over 30s come to a better understanding for that 30-year-old clause, I can see a good outcome happening. 

“And I think the executive committee is getting closer to 30 years old. They are probably going to change the rules anyways.” Len got a few laughs. 

Justine thanked Len, Jackie, and Lenora for coming. Afterwards, we broke into small groups as we did some socializing. I could see Lenora was happily meeting former addiction clients. Only a few white people know how to mingle with Native Americans. Lenora is one. Len and Jackie are still learning. 

I introduced Len to Chief Lefthand. 

“Call me Johnny!” beamed the chief. “I appreciate you guys coming out here. It’s not often an event outside the reservation affects my people like this. They really needed to hear this story.” 

“The executive committee called us in. It’s part of the advisor’s job,” said Len. “Jackie and I come out here a couple of times a year to touch base with Eli and his crew. This time it was more important than usual.” 

“And you are doing this as a volunteer?” 

“Yep. It’s been eight years now that I’ve been with the TDG. It’s become my service to the USA.” 

“You said it’s moving forward?” 

“It might be hard for someone from the outside to notice any difference in our Riverbend TDG. But we’ve learned how to handle things a lot differently.” 

“Really?” 

“You know how many Americans believe their opinions and perspectives are superior to those who disagree with us? Well, we’ve more or less cut out that style from our deliberations. We just let everyone express themselves—and somehow we find decisions that come from outside any one person. 

These decisions to work reasonably well.” 

“We Tankosin used to work that way. In some ways, we still do. We like lots of talking before making big decisions. Sometimes it takes weeks.” 

“Interesting! I’m just thinking that we seldom make a big decision in the first meeting. But often that decision is made by the second meeting. Maybe that is a tradition we are building in Riverbend. I really haven’t noticed before.” 

“It sounds like a good tradition to me. Maybe we could learn how to make quicker decisions in the Tankosin Band Council. . . . . Are you still involved in the Riverbend Fire Department?” 

“Yeah, kind of,” said Len. “As I’m getting older, it’s getting harder to recover from those early morning fires. I’m a little slow the next day.” 

“Well, I have some news for you!” 

“Oh?” 

“We’re getting an upgrade: A 2008 Pierce, with a Kenworth chassis. So we are retiring Firetruck #4. I understand it used to be your truck.” 

“Yes, it was. I trained on it, and it served Riverbend well for many years.” 

I had been listening to Len and Johnny all this time.   Yes,  I thought.  Maybe one of the better things the firetruck had done was to bring Len and Jackie to Tankosin to teach us about the TDG. I remember how suspicious the former chief, Clarence Samson, was of Len. Yet the chief saw Len as a tool to get the firetruck fixed. One circle moving another circle. 

“Do you want it back?” 

“Well it won’t be sitting in my backyard. I’ll mention it to the Firehall Board. They might want to restore it for parades.” 

Len and Chief Lefthand sure hit it off well. This chief is more open minded. 

And Len and Amanda Fox found some time to talk about firefighting. Amanda is still the Fire Chief of Tankonsin Nation. She is looking forward to the upgraded truck. 

Year 8, Week 21

To follow up on Len’s visit, we called an executive committee meeting. 

My wife Sky Bearwalker, Justine Gray Horse, Dennis Dixon, Sharilee Green Tree and I were there. We were the original five executive committee members. 

Also present was Sally Bearwalker. Sally is Sky’s cousin, and a little more distantly related to me. Before our second election, we increased the number of executive committee members from five to six. That’s how Sally came on. 

We start each meeting with prayers, asking the Creator for assistance. Then we move into TDG business, starting in the Tankosin language. But eventually we move into English. Our second language seems easier. 

Since that second election, we’ve elected the same people for the last three years. There are two reasons for this. First, I think we are doing a good job of running this TDG even though it seems to be going quite slow. Or perhaps no one really wants to replace us. Second, not enough of our membership is voting. So when the six of us vote, we mostly vote for each other. It’s kind of hard for someone else to get enough votes to come into the executive committee. 

Dennis and his young family have moved to Joosemin, where he has a good job as a mechanic’s apprentice. So he hasn’t been coming to meetings lately. His presence is missed, but his position is vacant. I’ll be casting my usual vote for Dennis towards someone else. I think other executive committee members will do the time. It’ll be good to get someone new. 

The Riverbend TDG has well defined officers and committees. We don’t. I somehow do the job of chair, membership, and treasurer. It’s not a big deal to manage 114 members and our small funds. I’m in a good position in life to have those TDG responsibilities. 

I started, “Well did we get any new members with last week’s meeting?” 

Dennis said, “I kind of forgot to set up our membership table. Sorry.” 

“No big deal. People know where to find me. . . . . Did Brian Turning Robe approach any of you about joining the TDG—even though he’s over 30?” 

Shrugs. 

“Well, I’m not surprised. Brian just likes to complain about government.” 

Justine said, “I’m turning 29 this year. We’re gonna have to deal with this 30-thing soon.” 

I said, “We are getting older. We all could have the constitution throw us out of office! Maybe the USA should have a constitution like that.” 

Everyone laughed. 

Justine said, “Are we ready to open up our membership to older people?” 

Sky said, “First we should remember why we set up that maximum age of 30. Remember that we felt that if older people were members of the TDG, we younger people would have to let them take over?” 

“That’s our culture,” I said, “Young people have to give way to the opinion of an older person. That’s how we show respect. We wanted this TDG to be young so we could do things our way.” 

Compared to the Riverbend TDG, we haven’t moved far. Yes, we hold our elections but maybe only 20 

people vote. And we hold four or five executive committee meetings a year to decide a few things. We hold a couple of public meetings to get new members. And we also hold our meetings with the elders four times a year. But only one or two of the elders come. 

I recalled discussing my frustrations with Len last year about our lack of progress. He offered, “Yeah, but you do have about 100 members and you have been following your own TDG laws. That is very important.” Len could see our circle was turning when we couldn’t. 

Justine offered: “I don’t like the idea of opening up the membership to all Tankosin. If we get 10 people over 40 years old to sign up, we’ll just have to give them the executive functions. That’s the Tankosin way.” 

She was so right. This was one Tankosin tradition I didn’t like. Maybe I would understand when I am older, but I’m not getting it now.  “I think we should still keep the original course. We want young people to be a part of this new system of government.” 

Sky suggested, “How about raising the age to 35? That way, we won’t be bringing in too many older members at once.” 

And that quickly became our consensus. We would make a constitutional change to raise the age. 

“Since we’re opening up our constitution for the first time, maybe there might be other changes.” I offered. 

“That sounds like a good idea,” said Sally, “Let’s all study the constitution and see if anything else comes up. We can leave age limit decision for the next executive committee meeting.” 

I said, “Len also mentioned that Riverbend’s getting itself incorporated soon. Should we do the same?” 

Justine said, “There’s no harm in looking at it. Len said people in Riverbend would be happy to help set it up. We might learn something useful.” 

So we decided to let Justine be our representative to go on this path. 

Year 8, Week 27

The executive committee met again, but without Dennis. 

Justine reported on the incorporation of our group:

“I started with one long phone call with an older fellow named Orville Kennedy. He’s on the Riverbend executive committee. Since then, we have exchanged emails about the incorporation process. He has responded with lots of wisdom. He said that Riverbend’s incorporating mostly to be recognized as a legal organization. He thought it would be difficult for the Riverbend TDG to rent an office in Riverbend without the incorporation. Then he mentioned banking, hiring people, civil courts, and a few other 

things. Right now, if someone wants to sue the Riverbend TDG, they can pick any member of the executive committee to sue.” 

“Those sound like good reasons,” I said. “But are we big enough to need all this?” 

Justine countered, “Well Riverbend didn’t think they were big enough to have serious opposition.” 

Justine’s comment shook us for a moment and left us thinking about Thelma. 

Sally said, “We’ll probably need that incorporation eventually. Why not go forward—just for us to get this experience? We’re not exactly busy with many TDG activities these days.” 

I said, “So what’re the drawbacks?” 

Justine said, “Once we’re officially registered with the government, it’ll be more difficult to amend our constitution. Orville recommended that if anything needs fixing, we should fix it before we incorporate.” 

I said, “Last meeting, we agreed to increase the maximum age to 35. Is there any change of heart? Has anyone thought of another amendment to make to our constitution?” 

Justine said, “Mr. Kennedy said that Riverbend put in mail-in ballots into their constitution. That increased voter turnout from 30% to 70%. Maybe that will help our turnout?” 

I said, “I’m not sure mail-in ballots will work with so many Tankosin people changing addresses. But we should do better than our 20%.” 

Sky said, “How about an advance poll?” 

The light hit me square in the face. Holding two of these events instead of one should double the exposure and opportunity to promote the elections. So obvious that we couldn’t see it. I wondered if Thelma’s spirit is helping us think in different ways. 

“That’s a good idea,” I said, “I think we can do it within our constitution.” 

There was no disagreement, and Justine brought out our constitution and read out the relevant parts. 

“I don’t see anything in our constitution that says we can’t do this,” said Justine, “The executive committee can make that decision.” 

We concurred that an advance poll was within our current constitution. “Let’s set up two voting days,” I said. “I’ll book The Stall for a second day.” 

The Stall is an outside vendor’s stall that sits outside The Store. People can book The Stall for a day for a little commerce on the reservation. The Store brings in its customers. Those customers see The Stall, and they might stop by. Our TDG uses the stall once a year for voting and once a year for promotion. In the summer, Sky uses The Stall once a week to sell vegetables. Another Tankosin gardener takes a different day. Different artisans book The Stall a few days a year. Even some white people and church groups rent it out. 

When our TDG books The Stall once a year for our elections, I sit in the booth between 4:00 to 8:00 pm. 

I take in the 20 or so members who vote, crossing their names off the list and giving each of them a ballot. We already had election day booked for The Stall. I would check to see when we could use it for 

the advance poll, about a week before the real election. I would give the information to Justine who would then do all the social media stuff. 

Then we circled back to getting our group incorporated. 

Justine had the right approach, “How about we see how this advance poll works first? Then we can decide.” 

Year 8, Week 28

I am the manager of The Store. So I am responsible for scheduling The Stall. At our executive committee meeting, I couldn’t remember when it was available. But after I looked at the booking sheet, I found a free spot eight days before our real election day. Justine will start notifying members of the advance poll. 

Two years ago, the Tribal Council approached me to manage The Store. It is a gas station and convenience store. Not as glitzy as the stores in the white world, but it works for us. The Store had been losing money since it was built 10 years ago. Managers were fired quite frequently. 

I had two main challenges. Working at The Store was regarded as an easy way to make money. Not only would workers get a wage, they could also put some cash into their pockets each shift. The Store did have cash-out practices each day. But when cash came up short, the morning shift could blame the afternoon shift and the afternoon shift could blame the morning shift. Nobody could prove anything, and all employees were probably stealing. When I took over, I shut The Store down in the middle of the day. The morning shift and afternoon shift would do a cash out and check over each other’s figures. 

Then The Store opened up again. Customers learned it might not be a good idea to come to The Store between 2:00 and 3:00. But the employee theft was stopped. 

And that brought another problem. Employees were not making as much money as before and were more likely not to show up for work. It took me about six months to find a good, reliable crew. When the accountant told the Tribal Council that The Store was putting money into the Reservation bank account, I got a small raise. 

My manager’s salary is $2200 a month. I also work one or two shifts a week, adding to my pay. So I have a small income. Sky also works a few shifts a week, but she also has her vegetable garden and farmer’s market. I am often helping her in her business, doing tasks my bad knee can handle. We have a pickup truck that requires money to keep on the road. We are putting money in our bank account, but not telling anyone. 

I sometimes work extra shifts when another employee can’t make it. I’m just happy when they call to let me know. And when a worker needs some extra cash, I give him or her my shifts. When I’m driving the combine in the fall, the employees cover for me. When some employees like to travel or go hunting, us stay-at-homes cover for them. 

By working with flexible shifts, each member of my crew has a job to stay on the Reservation and gets to do things he or she likes to do. Residents don’t have to travel to the city to buy gas or basic groceries. 

Small businesses have The Stall to sell things on the Nation. The Tribal Council is happy with The Store’s small profit. 

The Store is a circle. It used to be a broken circle. I put the pieces together. 

Year 8, Week 29

Our TDG constitution requires the executive committee to meet with a group of nine wise elders four times a year, once for each season. This was our way of young people demonstrating respect to our elders. The elders speak, we listen. Except these meetings haven’t worked out well. 

The elders just don’t get this TDG thing. They don’t like young people in any decision-making role. 

Usually only one or two elders show up for the meeting—even when we offer them rides. In the past year, only one or two of our executive committee have been attending. The elders who do show up are mostly complaining about the Tribal Council or the wild young people in our community or the white people running the USA. 

Len has been strongly urging us to obey our TDG laws—and something good is bound to happen. So we have been organizing these elder meetings for several years, but without much heart. 

Tonight, four out of the nine showed up. Is Thelma’s spirit working for us? Thankfully, three members of the executive committee—Sally, Sky, and I—attended to provide a reasonable audience. 

Paul Weasel, an uncle of mine, admonished us for not getting after the Tribal Council for doing some things he thought it should do. I need to have a talk with him someday to tell him how the TDG should work. 

One elder, Emmy Littlechild, hadn’t shown up for a couple of years. She told us stories of when she was a little girl on the reservation—and how these stories are relevant to where she is today. Not really political, but there was something useful for the three of us to consider. 

Nancy Heart is a member of the Whitewood clan, which used to be the hereditary chiefdom of Tankosin. 

She spoke about the old ways, when the Whitewoods selected the chief for all of us. She thought we needed to go back to those times. I’ll bring up her talk at the next executive committee meeting. 

And last, there was Delores Big Horn. She said she was too busy raising her 12 kids to get involved in alcohol in her younger days. Lots of good stories. Her husband, now deceased, was on the Tribal Council and was instrumental in getting The Farm set up for youth employment. She felt our addiction center was not doing a good job. 

We just listened. It took about an hour for all four to make the point they wanted to make. 

There are six clans of Tankosin: Arrow, Bearwalker, Beaver, Big Stone, Star, and Whitewood. Both Sky and I are from the Bearwalker clan. We are second cousins. 

But the past few generations have seen a lot of marriages and affairs between clan members. I think every one of us has DNA from all six clans. Yet we still cling to one clan as part of our identity. Some take this identity more seriously than others—and it causes a little disunity in our community. 

Year 8, Week 31

Justine was pretty active in promoting the advance poll for our TDG election through our social media. I manned the stall for four hours as the only poll worker. We got about 20 members voting, and I had a good chat with most of them. Some had some questions, and I happily answered. Some were wondering about Thelma’s family and the Riverbend TDG. 

We had a sign on the stall about voting for good character and capacity for governance—in both English and Tankosin. Three voters asked about that, and I explained it as best I could. 

One young member told me he was going to vote for me. I pointed to the sign and asked him to vote based on these attributes. I wasn’t going to beg for his vote. 

Year 8, Week 32

Another 28 people voted today. That’s 48 in total, a nice increase in voter turnout. 

Justine invited two members of the TDG to open the ballot box and count ballots. In this way, we had someone outside the executive committee to inspect our count. 

The results were:

 Justine Gray Horse: 45 

 Eli Weasel: 41

 Sally Bearwalker: 37

 Sky Bearwalker: 21

 Sharilee Plum Tree: 19

 Zach Clemeau: 17 

 Dennis Dixon: 8

 Johnny Lefthand Jr.: 6 

 Sylvia Talon: 4

 Derrick Dixon: 2

 Votes not cast: 40

Our ballots have space for five names. Voters are to write the five people they believe should be on the TDG executive committee. Sometimes a voter puts down less than five. Sometimes a voter votes for someone who is not a member of our TDG. These are the “votes not cast.” 

Dennis has been replaced by Zach. I know Zach well. He will be a good person for the executive committee. I feel the circle for our TDG is going to spin a little faster. 

∞

I phoned Dennis later that evening. 

“Maybe me being gone is the best thing for the TDG. I’ve two kids to raise right. Some one else should be at the TDG meetings.” 

Johnny Lefthand Jr. is the chief’s son. He is only 16, but he got a few votes. Interesting. 

Year 8, Week 33

I spent three days rototilling Sky’s garden. My right knee is bad. But as long as I am not bending it much, it doesn’t hurt too much. So walking behind the rototiller is within my abilities. I like when I’m useful like that. 

Sky and her two nephews were putting compost ahead of my rototilling. The boys just loved seeing dead plants getting trashed into the soil. 

When I was sixteen, I was working with the farm crew. We were horsing around on a cultivator, walking on its beams. I fell off hard. I spent three weeks in the hospital and was in physiotherapy for a year. But the knee got better. I just can’t bend it fully without a little pain. I went back to the farm crew, learning more about tractors, but did no more horsing around. 

When I’m on shift at The Store, I sometimes ask customers to fill the lower shelves for me. Accidents affect our future, make us both weaker and stronger. 

Composting is a circle. We are returning plant matter to the earth where it came from. But it is not a full circle. Every season, nutrients leave our garden never to come back to the soil. So Sky likes to bring a few truckloads of pig manure to her garden. The pig manure is a combination of feces, urine, and sawdust, coming from The Hog Barn. The sawdust comes from Lumber Camp, which is a forested area of our Nation. The sawdust is actually waste from cutting lumber, but it makes great bedding for pigs. So the nutrients of the forest end up in the pig barn, which then ends in our garden, which then ends up in vegetables for people in Tankosin and Riverbend. The circle is not complete: we are not replacing nutrients into the forest. 

Sky and I made a presentation to the Tribal Council for composters. For families willing to help this program, they could put their household food waste in a composter, which will eventually find its way into gardens. In this way, nutrients are coming from outside the Nation and into our gardens. But the Tribal Council seems to have other things on its mind. 

When our corn cobs are harvested, we also takes the corn stalks back to the pig barn. We give something back to the pigs for letting us take their compost. Another circle. 

The pigs just love chewing and playing with these tall plants. Happy pigs make better meat. Three small butcher shops in Riverbend and Joosemin pay us well for our hogs. 

Year 8, Week 35

Another executive committee meeting. We discussed the elders meeting. Even though the elders were not exactly on topic, they did speak their mind for the betterment of our community. We felt this was going to improve with more meetings. This circle is becoming stronger. 

I asked, “I think we are obligated to address Nancy’s suggestion to return government to the Whitewood clan.” 

Zach said, “I’m one-quarter Whitewood. That’s more than the rest of you. Maybe I should be chief of our TDG.” 

Funny how Zach already knew our Whitewood score. Some people do take their clans quite seriously. 

Justine continued the joke with Zach, “It would be a lot easier to have you as chief instead of having elections.” 

Zach responded, “I can only offer my services. Whenever you guys want, I am ready to serve in that capacity.” 

After we had a little laugh, I brought some seriousness to the discussion: “An elder made a suggestion. 

Where should we take it?” 

Zach said, “It seems this tradition has been lost for a few generations. Maybe there was a good reason.” 

I have a little more history than the rest of the executive committee, “Our colonial masters took away the Whitewood leadership by putting its leaders in jail. The Whitewoods and the rest of the clans were disorganized after that. We Tankosin just gave in to the white way after that.” 

Sally said, “Should we bring it back?” 

Zach said, “One problem is who exactly is a Whitewood these days. My grandmother was a Whitewood, but I’m actually 50% Arrow and 25% Blackfoot—off Reservation. Would the more-pure Whitewoods really accept me as a member, if their clan became more powerful?” 

Sally said, “I can see a whole bunch of complications if we go in that direction.” 

I gave my thought: “There are some traditions that need some losing.” 

Sally said, “But this is likely to come up again.” 

“And when they do, we will listen respectfully. We may even reconsider the decision again. . . . But when our TDG elections are proving to bring forth better leaders, the Whitewood way and the white man way will both be part of our history.” 

“And maybe,” said Zach, “By allowing people to talk, they can let go better.” 

 For a young person, Zach seems to be quite wise, I thought. 

Then we moved into TDG elections. 

Sharilee said, “I think that advance poll really helped. 

“Yep,” said Justine, “Having two rounds of notices instead of one probably helped plant the importance of voting a little better.” 

“Should we put the advance poll into our constitution?” I asked. 

Justine said, “In my opinion, this belongs more in line with traditions. Let’s make this our TDG tradition. 

A future executive committee may want to try something different, so let’s not burden them with a constitutional clause that may not work in the future.” 

And that’s where we left that issue. 

Sharilee added, “And I think Thelma’s death has given attention to our TDG. It seems someone is asking me about it every week or two. I wasn’t getting many questions before. 

I asked, “Did you tell people to go The Store to become a member?” 

“The younger ones, yes.” 

“Well, we have been getting a few young people to sign up. We are up to 138 now. Have you talked to older people?” 

“When I mention our age restriction. It seems to put them off a little.” 

Other members agreed with Sharilee that interest is picking up. 

I continued on as informal chair, “Last meeting, we discussed raising the maximum age to 35. Are there any thoughts on this?” 

Justine offered, “Eli, could you explain this decision to Zach? He wasn’t around for it.” 

“When Len came to talk to us, Brian Turning Robe made a comment that he can’t join the TDG because he is over 30. Len asked Brian to ask us why our constitution had that clause. Brian didn’t ask us. Neither did anyone else. But we took a look at that decision we made four years ago. We wanted a culture where the opinions of young people are respected. 

“But we know that some of us here are approaching 30. And we have lost a few members because of them getting older than 30. We thought we should raise the age to 35. That way we won’t get too many old people into our group trying to boss us around.” 

“That makes sense,” said Zach. 

“Any further discussion?” I asked. After a pause, I said, “I think we need to amend our constitution to raise the maximum age to 35.” 

Zach said, “Have you guys done this before?” 

“Nope,” I said, “This is something new.” 

Justine said, “Maybe we should call Len for a little help.” 

And that is what we did. 

Year 8, Week 42

Tonight was our quarterly meeting with the elders. Six showed up, and all had something to say. Five of the executive committee just listened. Nancy was there with another appeal from the Whitewood clan. 

Other elders shared new stories. There was nothing useful for us in the immediate future, but I can feel this circle is starting to show some arcs. 

Johnny Lefthand and another Tribal Councillor showed up. They too listened. 

Year 8, Week 43

I introduced Len at the start of the amendment meeting. All six members of the executive committee attended. We also had another nine young people that came to the meeting because of Justine’s social media notices. 

“Thank you for that kind introduction, Eli. But sometimes I feel so unworthy to be here. I am not what you would call a successful American. 

“My family is lower-middle class. We have a small house. While we are making the mortgage and tax payments on that house, there really isn’t a lot of money left over. We don’t travel much, and TV is our main entertainment. Our only frivolous expense is our two ATVs, which are getting a little old. 

“My oldest daughter graduated from high school. We would have liked to send her to college. But we decided to pay for her two distance education courses while she works full-time at a clothing store. Next year, we hope to put her into a real college program. And I have another daughter still in high school. 

I’m proud of my two kids. 

“But people like me should not be in politics. We’re just too busy surviving to put time, energy, and money into fundraising and campaigning and meetings. 

“Eight years ago, I helped start Riverbend’s TDG—mostly because I’d lost my job and needed something to do. I grew into this TDG; it became a part of me. I really enjoy being called into service in this way. I feel honored that you have called me here tonight. 

“As most of you know, Thelma Delgers was murdered six months ago while in the service of the TDG. 

The police have deemed this murder as the act of a lone gunman, but it seems his mind was broken by what he wanted to see on the internet. The TDG is getting noticed. Some people are hopeful, but others are scared. As the TDG becomes better known, it will be judged on its ability to apply the ‘Rule of Law.’ 

“Riverbend has its own TDG constitution. That constitution is our ‘Rule of Law.’ We conduct our elections based on those rules. The rules also allowed the executive committee of the Riverbend TDG to appoint me as its advisor. And as its advisor, I have certain privileges within TDG affairs. If I am not doing a good job, the executive committee can replace me with someone else. I will go back to being an ordinary TDG member. 

“I was appointed to be the advisor for Tankosin Nation five years ago, before there was a TDG here. Five years and I am still the advisor. Your executive committee has the authority to replace me. But so far, it has kept me around. They call me back once or twice a year for some help. I’m happy to be of help tonight. 

“Tonight, we are making the first amendment to that constitution of five years ago. But what is more important to me is that we are practicing your “Rule of Law.” We are following your constitution to make a change to your constitution. 

“There are four steps to make that change. The first three have already been completed. The first step was putting in the rules to amend the constitution. These are in Section 8. Eli has copies of your constitution if anyone wants to read them. 

“Second, your elected executive committee thought of a change to make your TDG better. So it wrote up an amendment, and it approved it. But the executive committee cannot make the amendment on its own. 

“Third, the executive committee had to inform the membership of the Tankosin TDG of the amendment and its meeting place and time. I believe Justine has put out notices on the appropriate social media. 

Most members have known about this meeting. They can choose to attend or not attend. 

“Tonight, we are in our last step of “The Rule of Law.” Changes to the constitution require approval of the membership. TDG members can accept or reject the executive committee’s recommendation. This amendment is now in your hands. You will make the final decision. 

“Are there any questions?” 

No questions were asked. I suspect none were asked because Len was an older white man. Not saying anything was our way of showing respect. 

I stood up: “This TDG is a new way. The executive committee has learned a few new things over the last four years. We have learned many things from Len and Jackie. One thing we learned is that we have to ask question. So please—everyone—if there is something you want to understand, ask some questions.” 

Silence. 

Len continued: “I will now start the formal part of this amendment meeting. Eli, can you explain the amendment to the group?” 

I stood up again. “When we put our constitution together five years ago, we wanted the Tankosin youth to be responsible for building this TDG. If some older people got involved, we younger people would have to give way. So we set the age at 30. Anyone over 30 could not belong to our TDG. 

“In the last couple of years, we have had to let a few members go because they got too old. And some of our executive committee is approaching 30. We too will soon be ineligible to be members. 

Justine added, “We discussed removing the age restriction. But we are still concerned about too many older people joining and wanting to make the decisions. The executive committee decided to raise the age limit to 35. We think that is a nice balance. 

Len moved us forward: “Let me just formalize this amendment. The executive committee is recommending that the age restriction of Section 4.2 be changed from 30 to 35. Is this correct?” 

I said, “That’s right.” 

Justine said, “Yes.” 

“Is there anyone to speak in favor of this amendment?” 

A small voice from a younger person: “What’s an amendment?” 

Len answered: “That is a good question. Thank you for asking that. An amendment is a change of words to some legal rules. The amendment will be put up for a vote. This group will decide if the new words are going to be part of our rules. Did that explain things for you?” 

The small voice responded: “OK. . .” 

Len sensed the small voice did not really understand. He went to the white board. He got me to read Section 4.2. As I was reading, he wrote the words on the whiteboard with a blue marker. 

“This is the rule as it is currently written in your constitution.” 

Len read out loud Section 4.2. Then he said, “And here is the amendment.” 

With a red marker, he crossed out “30,” then put “35” above the cross-out number. 

“This is what we want to change tonight.” He sat down. 

“Now I get it,” the small voice said. 

I stood up: “I hope other people aren’t thinking we are doing this to keep our TDG jobs. Eventually the TDG will allow all Tankosin people to join. When we are sure that young people will always have a voice, we can go in that direction.” 

Len let those words linger. Then he moved us forward: “Is there anyone to speak against this amendment?” 

Another voice: “What happens if we don’t agree?” 

Len said, “Then the age limit stays at 30.” 

Len let another pause happen. Then: “Anyone else to speak in favor or against this amendment?” 

Some else spoke: “Len, what do you think of this amendment?” 

I was impressed. The young people are learning not to be afraid to ask questions. Len has a nice touch he probably is not aware of. 

Len said, “I’m not going to advise you on how to vote. It is up to each of you to listen to what you have heard and make your own decision.” 

Len paused again. He seemed to know to make these pauses. Then: “One last time, does anyone want to speak further?” 

Pause

“If there is no further discussion, we shall proceed to a vote. Under Section 8.3 of your constitution, amendments are passed when members vote in favor by a two-thirds vote. This means twice as many members must approve the amendment as oppose it. Are there any questions?” 

“I don’t get it,” piped another young voice in the back. 

Len looked at me. I had to think fast. 

I stood up: “Democracies are based on majority decisions. This means more people must be in favor of an action than oppose it. When a vote is taken, if more than half like the action, the group takes up the action. If less than half like the action, then the group does not take up the action. 

“For some things, we need bigger than a half vote. Our constitution states that an amendment to our constitution requires a two-thirds vote. For example, I count 15 voters here. If ten people vote yes, and five vote no, that’s a two-thirds majority. We’ll make the amendment a part of our constitution. But if nine vote for and six against, the amendment fails. That is just how we decided to make amendments a few years ago. This is just our rules.” 

 Too much math,  I was thinking. 

Justine had something to say: “All the voting may seem confusing to you. Many Native American cultures used to make decisions by consensus, which means we keep talking until most people agree. 

That is how we should decide things. A two-thirds vote suggests that we have pretty good agreement, so no more talking is necessary.” 

“If our culture is based on consensus, then shouldn’t we just talk until we all agree to this amendment?” 

Now that was a good question. 

Len had something to say: “Riverbend has made several amendments to its constitution. Each time, these amendments have easily passed. When the amendment gets a 100% vote or close to it, that is a good sign that we have attained consensus. No further talking is necessary, and we can move on with other things. This formal two-thirds vote is a way to prove consensus was attained before this meeting. 

“And if some of you don’t like this amendment, now is a good time to say something. If the amendment fails to be approved, the executive committee can use this information to figure out why consensus was not attained. . . . . You people are asking some really good questions. 

Len gave another pause to help his transition back into the chair’s duties. 

“Let me ask one more time. Does any one wish to speak against this amendment?” 

No one spoke. 

Len continued with chairing: “I shall now call for the vote. All in favor of changing Section 4.2 from 30 

years to 35 years, please raise your hands.” 

Fifteen hands were raised. 

“All against the amendment?” 

No hands were raised. 

“The amendment has passed. Great job everyone.” 

I started clapping and everyone else joined in. 

We then broke into a more social atmosphere. Some potato chips and sodas were passed around. A few people were around Len, asking questions about Thelma and the TDG. 

I wondered about the nine young people who voted with the executive committee tonight. Did they really understand what they were voting for? Or did they just put their trust with the executive committee? Or did they just want to fit into the group? Where were their minds really at? 

Each of them learned something different from this meeting. Maybe the full lesson may not be realized until a decade from now. But the important thing was that they were there to learn something. I think tonight was a good education. 

And we raised the age to 35. 

Len finally found his way to me: “Eli, this group started pretty quiet. But they asked good questions at the end. 

“That’s probably the first time they’ve been around parliamentary procedures.” 

“I remember I didn’t care for procedures much when I was younger. But it is starting to make some sense to me. I had good teachers in Rich and Holger. With a culture of consultation, we don’t need as many of those rules for meetings.” 

“I am wondering if it is possible to ratify amendments without so much formality” 

“Maybe the Tankosin culture has such a way.” 

“I’ll have to think about that. But next time, I think I can make your way work for us. Like you said, if everyone is in agreement, it’s not that difficult. And the procedures sure create their own certainty that consensus happened!” 

“By the way, Eli, how many people voting tonight were members of your TDG?” 

“Most of them.” 

“Most?” 

“There were at least two people who were not members. I’ll probably see them in The Store and try to get them to join.” 

“Well, I think you need to be careful with allowing non-members to vote. This practice could result in some friction a year or two down the road.” 

“You might be right. I’ll bring your concern to the executive committee’s attention.” 

“On another matter, do you feel you guys are more busy with TDG affairs?” 

“It seems that way. How about Riverbend?” 

“The pace has picked up. Thelma’s murder seems to be moving things forward faster than we would like. The executive committee is still meeting at least twice a month.” 



Year 8, Week 45

Every yellow straw, every kernel of grain exerts a counter force against the rotating parts of my Gleaner combine. Too much material, the parts rotate with complaint. Too little material, the pulley, the belts, the chain, the augers rattle too freely; they were meant to handle force. 

I can feel all this through my feet and my steering wheel. I hear all this through the rumbling of the engine. All those counter forces send signals throughout the combine. I hear and feel and absorb those forces. Man and machine are one. 

I’m in my seventh season of running the combine. I have come to know these machines in a spiritual way. I know when they are working well. I know when a breakdown is coming. This machine speaks to its operator—if the operator understands its language. 

I feel the change of angular momentum when making those slight course corrections to keep the combine straight. That change puts unnecessary stress on bearing, belts, and chains. And the frame twists slightly. That stress means less power goes to the combine concave where the grain is beaten out of the stalk. Less concave power means less grain is going to the hopper. A good combine operator plans course corrections in advance and makes them very gently. By listening to the machine, the operator develops an instinct for keeping the angular momentum nearly constant. A happier machine puts a little more grain in the grain bins—and keeps going longer. 

A combine is a circle, actually many circles, all doing different jobs. All circles of the combine depend on each other. 

Willie the farm manager told me last season, “You know Eli, from half a mile away, I can tell which Gleaner is yours. Your machine seems to float in the field, when other machines are walking. You’re the best goddamn operator we have.” 

Four other Gleaners are working with me. Six grain trucks are taking grain from combine hoppers to the granaries. We are a circle of combine operators, truck drivers, bin auger operator, and Willie. And a kitchen crew to keep us fed for the 12-hour day. Fourteen Tankosin people to bring the grain in. We’ll get this field done in another four hours. 

When the Tribal Council decided to farm its own farmland, it purchased 10 small used Gleaner combines. The idea was to get many young people working on farm equipment to give them life skills. 

By having the same brand and model, we needed to learn only one machine. That strategy has worked well on the Tankosin Farm. 

But the combine fleet is getting old. Three machines have become too unreliable and serve to provide parts for the others. By the end of harvest season maybe two or three will still be operating. George Fukuda will spend many of his fall Mondays getting the fallen combines ready for next year. 

George is our mechanic. He is from Joosemin and comes every Monday to fix whatever farm and other mechanical equipment needs fixing. He usually collects one or two young Tankosin youth to learn mechanics from him. George is a good teacher. In his many years here, he has helped move at least 30 

youth into a trade. Many Tankosin adults have become reasonably good at fixing things because of George. We are doing more of our own farm equipment repairs every year. 

My Gleaner is running so well. I’m sure it’ll work all week for me. I feel no signals to show combine parts are failing. It took me a day to feel this combine. But now, it and I are our own circle. It will be a good week. 

The Tankosin people and the Tankosin TDG should be a circle, sensing each other. Just like me and my combine. 

Year 8, Week 48

Justine put out a couple of posts to our members about raising the age to 35. They shared or told their friends. Some came to The Store to sign up. About half of the 22 new people came from that age group, not enough to dominate us—and they are just a little older. 

Zach said, “I think we should make this amendment once a year, just to make sure that no one gets kicked off because they got too old.” 

Sally said, “That will help us get more used all this formal stuff. We need a little more training.” 

Zach said, “Maybe we should have another amendment, raising the age to 36. Just for practice!” 

I said, “I kind of have to agree with you two on that. Can we think about that and bring to the next meeting?” 

That seemed OK. 

“Len mentioned something to me after the amendment meeting. He thinks we need to ensure only members can vote. I know there were two non-members who voted at the meeting. They have since joined. But we need to follow our rules. Even the Tribal Council has its rules on who can vote. Often there is a lawyer present to explain those rules. 

Zach said, “I’m new on the executive committee. Have you ‘older guys’ ever conducted a serious vote before that amendment?” 

“We seem to find consensus on nearly all issues at the executive committee level. But our issues have been easy to resolve. I don’t think we’ve ever taken a vote.” 

“So what happens when we disagree?” 

“We had a little problem in our second election. This was the first time we actually had to count the ballots. And we had a little difference of opinion on how those ballots were to be counted. So we had a little disunity, probably our biggest clash within the executive committee. Eventually we turned 15 votes into six executive committee members, but some feelings were hurt.” 

Somehow the ballot counting went better next year. We used The Stall at The Store. And maybe that location was better than a living room. Or maybe we just got the practice we needed in the second election—and a year to think about doing it better. Who knows? But we did get better. 

“You guys kind of elected the same people each time. We just had a big increase in members and more of them are voting. We are going to see some changes in how we do things. The results of these elections need to be believable.” 

I was seeing we weren’t prepared that well for where we were going: “Maybe we need to call Len in again.” 

One last item on the agenda. Justine said that Riverbend TDG is now an official non-profit society. We weren’t convinced that this was the best path for us at this time. Maybe later. 

Year 8, Week 51

Len got back to me by email. The Riverbend executive committee came up with an interesting idea: A training session for the TDG. 

They have five people willing to put together a three-hour TDG workshop. Jackie is one of the five; she has some Tankosin experience. When the workshop is organized, they would like to present to Tankosin and invite people from Joosemin and Battenor County. 

Emails were passed around our executive committee. We thought that Sally should attend meetings of Jackie’s committee. And that was agreeable to Riverbend. We gave Sally some gas money to attend the meeting. 

I am the treasurer of our TDG. Not that I really got this position by any election. It just sort of fell on me five years ago. We have a little portable safe to keep cash. Donations mostly come from the executive committee members. Justine does make a social media call a couple times a year for more funds, and we get a $100 or so. But we really don’t need a lot of money. 

Year 9, Week 3

Our meeting with the elders was tonight. Six elders showed up. All six TDG executive committee members were there. And Chief Lefthand and four Tribal councillors were there, just to listen to the elders. 

I sensed a little deeper understanding from the elders of what this TDG was supposed to be about. This circle is getting stronger. 

Nancy Heart was once again talking about returning decision making for the Tankosin to the Whitewood clan. We listened. But this probably wasn’t going very far. We need to let this issue die a natural death. 

Chief Lefthand met me outside the meeting room: “Well done, Eli.” 

Year 9, Week 8

Today was our TDG workshop, held at the school gymnasium. We invited our membership through social media and casual conversation. The school also did some promotion for us. And we were allowing non-members to attend. I think about 50 Tankosin under-35’s attended. Another 15 over 35. Another 20 

white TDGers from Riverbend and Joosemin also participated. Chief Lefthand, two councillors, three teachers and three senior Reservation employees tried to watch from the sidelines. But Jackie got them into the activities. 

There were about 10 Riverbend people trying to organize us through the various activities. The best part was seeing them work so well together without any infighting. 

The first activity was signing our membership card for our practice TDG. Then we broke into four groups. 

Jackie put two groups at one end of the gymnasium and the other two groups at the other end. Then one group took the other group’s membership cards and turned them into a membership list. Not so much fun. About five Tankosin youth left the workshop at that point. 

Then we broke into elections. Jackie and her workers were giving instructions. All four groups had the same simple constitution to follow these election rules. One group would be tellers for another group’s elections. The first group would give a little speech about voting for someone of “good character and capacity for governance” to the other group. As Jackie and her helpers handed out the ballots, they added not to take it personally if not elected. The winners, four people in each group, were announced. 

They were deemed the executive committee. Then the groups changed positions: voters became tellers; tellers became voters. 

Then Jackie and her helpers instructed the four executive committees to make a quick change to the simple constitution. That was a little confusing, we were given a few suggestions by the helpers. But eventually we got some simple amendments together. Then the executive presented their suggested amendment to the non-executive members. A vote was conducted. One group did not pass the amendment. 

Jackie ensured we had a few experienced people in all the four groups. Some of the Tankosin youth seemed lost and would not have been able to follow without seeing other people do it. 

The helpers brought the four executive committees to the center of the gymnasium: these 16 became the first tier. They were given ballots to vote for three people into the second tier. 

At this point, interest was waning. With not much to do, those not elected got out their cellphones or engaged in chatter. But the demonstration went on. New tellers tallied the 16 votes. Johnny Lefthand, Rochelle Surry, our school principal, and I got elected to our three-person second tier. 

Len tried to talk about the importance of members voting and voting wisely. But he could see that interest was elsewhere, so he kept his speech quite short. I thanked Len and the Riverbend TDGers. They had just set up a big table for take-out Chinese food. That put people in a better mood. 

We maybe lost 10 or 12 people from the start of the workshop, which I thought was acceptable. I think Jackie put a lot of thought into this project to keep many people somewhat engaged. Democracy is not always easy, natural, or interesting. 

I can say other Tankosin youth got a deeper understanding than they had before. We will be voting more wisely next time. I just might be out of a TDG job! 

Year 9, Week 11

I was working the evening shift at the store. It was 7:00 p.m. and I was preparing for the close. 

In barged my cousin James. 

“The bastards,” he shouted. A strong smell of alcohol. 

“What? Who?” 

“The Tribal Council, they’re nothing but a bunch of pricks.” 

“What happened?” 

“They denied me welfare. I need some money to live.” 

Because we are citizens of our state, Tankosin people can collect social assistance—as long as they fit the state criteria. The Tribal Council also has its own welfare system. It’s not as generous as the state’s. 

But between the two programs, welfare recipients can get their basic needs met. Sometimes people qualify for just one program. It seems James didn’t qualify for either. 

“Why?” 

“They said I’m living with my parents. I’m single with no dependents. I should go get a job. That’s what they told me.” 

I had to fire James when I took over The Store. He didn’t show up for work a few too many times. I’d like to give him another chance, but he needs to deal with some things he doesn’t want to deal with. 

“Sorry to hear that,” I said. 

“You can do something!!!” 

“Me! I’m not someone important here.” 

“But you’re the manager of The Store. You have some influence with the Tribal Council to keep your job.” 

“I think I keep my job because I do a good job.” 

“Don’t give me that crap. You got this job because you’re buddies with the Chief.” 

“You can believe that if you want to.” 

“And people are talking about you being Chief one day. You have a lot of pull on this Reservation.” 

“I don’t think so.” 

“Just talk to the Chief. Get him to approve me for Tribal welfare. It’s only $300 a month. You’ll see. You got pull.” 

“OK, I’ll talk to the Chief.” 

I did talk to the Chief, but not about James’ social assistance. I just had to get James out of The Store without being hurt. I also talked to the Tribal Police. 

Year 9, Week 12

James showed up at my house. 

“You’re nothing but a fuckin’ white Indian. You don’t give a shit about your family. I ask for one simple fuckin’ favor; you didn’t do it. You’re no Bearwalker. You’re a piece of shit.” 

My father-in-law seemed to have some skills for people like James. He somehow managed to keep James at a low level of anger and abuse. Sky’s sister hid in her room with her kids and phoned the police. 

Twenty minutes later, two Tribal Police officers showed up. They took James to a holding cell to sober up. 

The next morning, they told James not to come to my house or The Store. If he did, they would call the County Police. They told him to visit the counsellor. 

Some say James went to Joosemin. Nobody’s sure where he is. 

So much pain in Tankosin Nation. I feel so sorry for the Tribal Council in these kinds of decisions. There is no right answer for them. 

Year 9, Week 20

My favorite hobby is going to Joosemin to spend the day in the Public Library, wandering through books and magazines and taking a few books home. I used to go once or twice a month. But since I became manager of The Store and helping Sky with her business, the opportunity is not available as often. Last week I had my chance, and it had an interesting twist. 

To make a long story short, I found a want ad in the local newspaper about a used telescope. I phoned the number and talked to an elderly fellow. He bought it a couple years ago—and it didn’t generate the interest he thought it would. He wanted $250. So I did a little internet search on telescopes: this one sounded like a good deal. I cut my library visit short to meet with the fellow. 

The telescope looked almost new. Sky and I usually talk about spending this kind of money, but I didn’t think this telescope would be available much longer. 

Sky was a little annoyed. But as she was watching me and her father put it together, she started seeing the purchase as interesting. The Nation never had anyone with a telescope before. 

The telescope had modern features. It adjusted for Earth’s rotation and had internet guidance for finding interesting night sky objects on any particular time and night. Saturn was amazing. So too the Milky Way. Sky and my in-laws were up until midnight, looking at things that I had found for them. 

Next day at work, I should have been doing manager stuff. Instead, I was on the internet reading more about the night sky. 

Then a few more nights on the telescope. 

Sky said, “You can’t keep this to yourself, Eli. You have to teach.” 

So I approached Rochelle Surry, the school principal, about setting up a telescope night by the firepit outside the school. Justine put out a notice to our TDG social media. 

Year 9, Week 21

I let Zach use my pickup to get some firewood. Sky set up a little table for hot chocolate and marshmallows at the firepit. 

About 20 people showed up to my telescope lesson. A little too many for one telescope, but the campfire provided a good social atmosphere. Everyone was impressed with the views. I was giving a little lecture for each object I put into the view. I may have sounded knowledgeable, but most of this knowledge had come to me just a few days ago. 

Rochelle started off a profound discussion, “When we look into the telescope, we are actually seeing the past.” 

“Why is that?” asked Kayel, a high school student and a TDG member. 

Rochelle said, “These stars are so far away that it takes hundreds and thousands of years to reach our eyes.” 

I added, “So what we are seeing is the star as it was from a long time ago. Today it might be in a different place—or in a different stage of the star’s life.” 

Rochelle continued, “Astronomers are actually analyzing the past to predict the future of our universe.” 

I couldn’t resist: “Same thing for Native Americans. We have to look forward to the past because that is all we can see.” 

Rochelle was confused, “Forward to the past? But what about the future?” 

I said, “The future is behind us. We don’t have eyes at the back of our heads to see it.” 

Rochelle said, “So if we can’t envision the future, how can we plan for it?” 

“By looking forward to the past.” 

Rochelle asked: “Come again?” 

“The past is where we can clearly see things. The past is in front of our eyes. So we look forward to the past, right?” 

“OK . . . I think.” 

“So the future is where our eyes cannot see. It is behind us. If we could see it, we would always know what it would look like, right?” 

“So what about the future? How do we control it?” 

“Control? How do we control something we cannot see?” 

“We control by envisioning an outcome, then working towards that outcome, right?” 

“But are we really in control? If everyone could control the future in that way, then the future would unfold to everyone’s desires.” 

“That makes sense!” 

“Does it really? Human desires often conflict with each other.” 

“OK, maybe the future then belongs to the strongest of us, you know, the ones who can really plan and execute well.” 

“So how are they doing? So how is their future looking? Especially for the rest of us? 

“Well . . . .” 

I continued with this thread: “Some may believe they are in control, but I think they fall short of their goals most of the time . . . .  How about you? When you started your teacher’s training at university, was your future to become principal of the Tankosin Nation School 20 years later?” 

“Not really. My career path took some interesting directions between then and now. Things seemed to unfold to bring me here.” 

“So if you couldn’t control your future back then, are you in control of your future now? Do you know where you will be 20 years from now? 

“Not really.” 

“So why do we continue to believe that we can control the future? 

“OK, I need to digest this forward/behind thing some more. But are you saying it is pointless to consider the future?” 

“No. What I’m saying is that we need to take a more realistic approach to the future.” 

“Like?” 

“Like we can’t control it, no matter how much we may believe we do control it. Only the future controls the future.” 

“So then, how do we . . . handle . . .  the future?” 

By making our best guess for the future and applying that guess. Then we build a new past.” 

“Whoa! A new past? Eli, this discussion is getting weirder.” 

“It’s only weird if you think the future is in front of us. But it is actually behind us. When we take an attempt at the future, we are trying to change it—as best as we know how—even though we can’t see it. But with this change, we create a new past, which was not there before. Then, by looking forward, we compare the old past to the new past. Did we make progress?” 

“And if we didn’t?” 

“Then we try to figure out what went wrong and try something different.” 

“Aren’t we already doing that?” 

“Maybe. But this American society seems to honor those people who believed they saw the future and worked for it.” 

“Shouldn’t we honor these people?” 

“Nothing wrong with that. We should acknowledge their vision and drive. But we should also acknowledge that the future is often fickle. An event or two out of their control could hinder or enhance their plans. For those who were on the wrong side of that fickleness, should we just cast them aside as losers?” 

“No. But what are you saying?” 

“I’m saying we need to take a more humble approach to managing the future. None of us are gods who can control it or even know it. At best, we can only make our best guess—at something that is actually behind us.” 

“And it as only by looking at our past that we can plan for the future?” 

“You got it. Not bad for a white person.” 

I’m pretty sure Rochelle wasn’t fully understanding what I was saying. Maybe I wasn’t either. But it was a fun dialogue. 

Brian Turning Robe changed the direction. He was talking to me in Tankosin: “With this TDG, Eli, you guys won’t let us middle-aged people join. Why?” 

I replied, “Because our past says that our culture will not consider the perspectives of our young people.” 

“But if the TDG is to eventually govern the Nation, having just young people is not going to work.” 

“You are right. . . . This year we raised the age from 30 to 35. We got some new members in that age range. We’re going to have an election soon. We shall soon see what this new past will bring us.” 

“What’re you hoping for?” asked Brian. 

“We’re hoping that the older people don’t dominate our group.” 

“So you don’t want them that bad?” 

“No. It should be OK if one or two are elected to our executive committee. But if they take over the TDG 

executive committee, that will be a backwards step. In my opinion.” 

“Why?” 

First, they may be older. But they have little experience in the TDG. If one or two are elected, we can train them in this new way.” 

“There’s a new way?” 

“Yeah, but it’s kind of hard to describe. When they sit with us for six months or so, they should see a better way to make decisions as a group.” 

“So you guys are changing our thinking?“ 

“You could say that. But probably just a little.” 

“So what’s the future? Is the TDG for all Tankosin?” 

“That’s what I would like to see. We just have to make sure the younger people are part of the process. 

But maybe there is another future that we cannot yet see.” 

“I’m 52. The way you guys are going, it might be another five years before I’m allowed to join. But even though I can’t be a member, I think you younger people are on a good path for our future.” 

“I sure hope you are right. But only the future controls the future.” 

For some reason, this last sentence sounded more natural in Tankosin than it did in English. 

Rochelle had picked up enough of our language to somewhat follow Brian’s and my discussion. We went back to English. 

She asked, “Eli, it seems that the TDG is all about the future. Where does the past fit?” 

“In Chapter 2 of the TDG book, the author gives us 12 limitations of western democracy. He is looking forward to the past to point out democracy’s flaws.” 

“OK. . .” 

“Then he starts with a new system in Chapter 3. Later in the chapter, he brings back the 12 limitations and explains how the new system has resolved each of those flaws.” 

“Does the author give a vision for the future?” 

“Yes and no! He believes that he has given us some foundation stones for a new house. But it is up to the rest of us to put those stones and the rest of the house together. He claims that neither he nor the early builders can see what the house will look like. The TDG’s future is behind us.” 

“Forward! Behind! This is going to take some getting used to.! 

I think I’m going to do these telescope nights once a month. Looking at stars helps people see in circles. 

Year 9 Week 31

Today was the advance poll for our annual TDG elections. We had the stall at The Store ready to take voters. 

The executive committee thought other members should be brought into our electoral process. So we asked four high school students to spend four hours at the stall. These four had attended the workshop put on by Riverbend a few months back. Three showed up. I showed them the voters’ list, the ballots, and ballot box. I explained how to do it. I watched them with a couple voters, and they seemed quite capable. I went back to my office to do some management things for the rest of the evening. Sky made a big pot of chili for them. And I bought them some junk food. 

The polls closed at 8:00 pm. We had 32 voters come in! I counted the unused ballots to balance the names crossed off with the ballots in the box. No discrepancies! 

“Thank you very much,” I said. “Does anyone need a ride home?” 

“Aren’t we going to count the ballots?” said Franky. 

“Yeah, I’d like to know who wins,” said Kayel, “That’s part of the excitement.” 

I said, “Well what we did last year was to just bring the voter’s and ballot box out for the real election day. That worked OK, so we’ll do it the same way again. Anyone need a ride?” 

Franky said, “When I was at that workshop, the white people told us to look for ways to make the election seem fair. So you’re gonna take the ballot box home without anyone looking inside.” 

Kayel added, “How do we really know the ballots won’t be changed?” 

I rose to my defense: “That’s not likely. I have served the TDG well these past five years. I’m not going to wreck it by fixing the election.” 

Franky didn’t back down: “You’re just like the elders. You don’t take young people seriously.” 

I’m only 10 years older than they. But that comment hurt. 

I phoned Sky: “The youth want to count the ballots tonight.” 

“Let them.” 

Then I phoned Justine: “The youth don’t seem to trust me with the ballot box. They want to count the votes tonight. “

“They have a point. They need to see that we are not scared of an honest election.” 

“But what if they leak the results. That could affect how the other voters vote.” 

“Eli, that seems like something the next executive committee should deal with. Let them count the votes and talk to whoever they want. We might learn something new.” 

So we counted the ballots. Then I gave them a ride home. 

Year 9 Week 32

Two of last week’s poll workers returned. The fellow who didn’t show up last time came this week. All three youth did well in their poll work. That workshop put on by Riverbend was quite useful. We have a few more young people with a better understanding of TDG democracy. 

I kept them fed but stayed mostly out of the way. Justine came by at 7:30 and sat with them. The four of them seemed to have a good time chattering away until the poll closed. 

Between the advance poll and election day, we had 68 people vote, which is a 45% turnout. 

The results were:

Justine Gray Horse: 68

Zach Clemeau: 60

Eli Weasel: 59

Sally Bearwalker: 41

Sharilee Green Tree: 30

Johnny Left Hand Jr.: 29

Sky Bearwalker: 22

Franky Talon: 11

Sylvia Talon: 8

Dennis Dixon: 2

Votes not cast: 10 

Most people put five names on their ballot. I’m not sure why a few could not finish the ballot. 

Justine getting everyone’s vote is not a surprise. She’s well regarded in our community, and she’s our social media expert for our TDG. 

Zach moved ahead of me. He does have a natural charisma that I don’t have. And I found him capable at being on the executive committee. 

The chief’s son is now on the executive committee. This could be interesting. 

∞

When I got home, I told Sky the news that she is no longer elected. 

“Eli, I’m happy you are still on the executive committee. I think Johnny’s going to be a great asset.” 

“But you served so well. Attended most meetings. Participated well in our discussions.” 

“There’s a season for everything. I’m proud of my efforts to get this TDG started. Nothing can take that away. . . . . . and besides, I think you are going to be a father. I have a doctor’s appointment tomorrow. 

I’d like you to come.” 

That news kind of turned my mood in a better way. A new circle has started. 

Year 9 Week 34

“Congratulations, Eli!” Justine beamed at me. “You’ll make a good father.” 

The other executive committee members chimed in with similar greetings. 

“And the five of us put a little money together for a little present for Sky. For all her years on the TDG,” 

said Sally. They handed me a gift box. 

Justine chanted a prayer for our baby, in Tankosin. The others joined in. I was almost in tears. 

We discussed the election results. While there was a changeout of one person with this election, we substituted an “old” person for a younger person. Those new members between 30 and 35 seem not to have brought back the Tankosin tradition to put older people in charge. 

“Maybe we should raise the age to 40 for next year,” said Zach. 

“Maybe it is time to move faster,” I said, “The sooner we can get all Tankosin people in the TDG way, the better.” 

“Well, we have almost a year before the next election. Let’s bring this up at next meeting,” concluded Justine. 

“I got an email from Len. He wants a meeting with us.” I reported. 

“About what?” asked Zach. 

“Riverbend and Battenor County are talking about merging. They are wondering about bringing the Tankosin TDG into this merger.” 

“That sounds interesting. I think we should see what they have to say.” 

Year 9 Week 36

Native Americans like to profess their love for the land the Creator has given them. But, unfortunately, a few of us use the land as our garbage dump. They just toss waste out their car window rather than carry it to a garbage barrel. The wind moves this stuff around to collect in tall grasses, fences, and outside of buildings. 

For five years, the Tribal Council has set up “clean up” Saturday twice a year. They ask for volunteers and pickup trucks to pick up trash around the reservation. The crew meets at The Store and divides into groups to go to different places. We are given pickup sticks and big garbage bags. The nation foreman seems to know where most of the garbage has been piled up. 

I’ve attended a few of these in the past. There are a couple of councillors and a couple of Reservation employees. Maybe another 10 to 15 people come out as volunteers. Even a few hours of this crew’s efforts have our land looking happier. 

But this time, I got the idea of having our TDG be part of this process. After a few phone calls and email among the executive committee, we agreed to let Justine give an encouraging message through our TDG 

social media. 

This time, the project had a crew of about 40 people. Our land looks happier than usual. A happier land circles into happier people. Hopefully there will be fewer litterbugs. Another circle is forming. 

Year 9 Week 38

We were in the Tankosin Firehall Meeting room, the place where we built our constitution. All six of our executive committee were there. So too were Len Pash (advisor), Lenora Crane (Riverbend’s chair); and Irena Novak (Battenor County’s chair). 

Lenora started explaining why they called us together: “We’ve had several meetings about merging Riverbend with Battenor County. Some ideas were put forth, but nothing is finalized. In our last meeting, someone mentioned Tankosin Nation. So we thought before we move further, we should discuss some ideas with you.” 

Battenor County completely surrounds Riverbend, so they are a natural fit. Tankosin sits on the northeast corner of the county. While we are an eventual candidate for a merger, we are not as natural of a fit. Maybe Joosemin could bring us into their merged TDG someday. It was nice Riverbend asked. 

I asked, “What would this new tier do?” 

Len said, “We’re not exactly sure yet. We just know we need to continue to build the TDG.” 

Irena said, “Maybe we need something to help us to gain more skills for TDG governance.” 

Lenora said, “Riverbend’s been supporting a few local causes, but that support needs unanimous approval from the executive committee. Maybe this merged TDG could take the same approach with regional causes.” 

“Like?” asked Sally. 

Len piped in: “Like the Battenor Wilderness Area. There is a lot of dispute about the usage of this federal land. . . . And the Tankosin Nation is laying claim to about 10 square miles. Maybe our regional TDG 

could find some consensus into the future of this area.” 

That got my interest: “It is actually 10.65 square miles that was taken away from our original Treaty agreement. I should warn everyone that the Tankosin people will be strongly advocating for the return of this land.” 

Len said, “Hold on there, Eli. We need to get this merger together and its new council functioning well before it can take on something like this. I’m just giving an example of what may be possible if we join together. This merged TDG might be able to apply some effective political pressure. I’m in favor of this merger because we need new challenges to grow. This merger may go in all sorts of directions we can’t yet see.” 

Lenora added: “I have to agree with Len. We need both effort and patience. In Riverbend, we have supported three projects. We haven’t suffered any setback because we agreed on a unanimous decision from the executive committee.” 

A little pall overtook our meeting with Lenora’s mistake. Thelma was assassinated shortly after the Riverbend TDG made its first venture into the real political world. No one spoke but everyone realized. 

Lenora could only offer a meek apology. It was an awkward moment. Hard to say how it should have been handled. 

It was Zach who broke the uncomfortable silence. “I didn’t know Thelma. But I think her spirit would want us to move on. . . . Would this merged TDG have direct authority over us—if we merged with you?” 

Irena said, “We really discussed this a lot when we were only considering Riverbend and the County. We thought that the third tier should not be an authority over the local tiers. Rather it should supplement their work at the local level.” 

Len added, “We thought that the training session we did almost a year ago here would be better handled by this third tier.” 

“OK,” I said, “How do we determine who serves in this tier?” 

“We should keep to the principles of indirect elections,” said Len. “We thought the executive committees should somehow elect or appoint a few of their own members to this third tier.” 

Zach was a little confused: “You guys keep saying ‘third tier’. How do you get that?” 

Len answered, “Sorry Zach, I was thinking from Riverbend’s perspective. We have two well functioning tiers in our TDG. The lower tier elects on representative for each 35 neighborhoods in Riverbend. Then that tier elects the seven members on the executive committee. . . . So, for us, this merger will look like we are building a third tier.” 

Irena added, “And Battenor County is different. We have just one tier. Our six representatives are elected from six geographical areas in the county, including one from the village of Yellit.” 

I had to ask: “Isn’t Yellit a separate political jurisdiction from Battenor County?” 

Irena answered: “You’re correct. In theory, it should have its own TDG. But in our early days, we had a couple of people from Yellit who wanted to be in the county TDG, not start their own. So we decided to include the village with the county TDG. Someday Yellit might want its own TDG. But right now, it seems a nice fit—and no one is asking for a split. 

Lenora added, “If I recall, the Tankosin TDG elects six members in a plurality vote. There really is no geographical representation within the Nation.” 

I confirmed: “Yep. The six members with the most votes serve on the executive committee. And we allow all registered Tankosin people to be members. Not all our members live on Nation land. Some in Riverbend. Quite a few more in Joosemin.” 

Len corrected me: “All Tankosin under 35 years old, right?” 

“Yep, that’s right. Thanks for keeping me on my toes.” 

Len summarized: “So we have three TDGs who have found different ways to function in their communities. I think I speak for both Riverbend and Battenor County in that the new tier that comes with this merger really shouldn’t force its way into what is working well in these local TDGs.” 

Zach paraphrased, “So you guys ain’t gonna boss us around?” 

Len said, “No, that’s not the intent. Rather the three TDGs will be merging to find a common direction for our region. Each local TDG will keep its own local constitution.” 

I said, “So we’re gonna write a new regional constitution?” 

Len said, “We’ll need something to guide this . . . higher tier . . . for its deliberations and decisions.” 

Lenora said, “And writing this new constitution will give us the opportunity to learn how to work together.” 

Zach asked, “How do we select the people to serve on this new tier?” 

Len said, “Well everything is up for negotiations. But from what I understand of how the bigger TDG 

should work, each local TDG will determine its own way to select its representatives to serve on this tier. 

So the Tankosin TDG will select its own people.” 

Zach asked, “Without any interference from Riverbend or Battenor County?” 

Len said, “I would say that is the plan. Tankosin will decide its own representatives.” 

Zach asked, “How many representatives?” 

Lenora summarized, “When Riverbend and Battenor County first started talking, there seemed to be a consensus that Riverbend would send three representatives and the county would send one. Based on population. But that just might all change with Tankosin Nation coming into the merger.” 

Len added, “These kinds of details will be worked out with more negotiations. Right now, we need to know if there is interest from Tankosin.” 

Irena added, “And by bringing in Tankosin, there might be some new ideas worthy of pursuing that we just can’t see yet.” 

“One thing,” Lenora asked, “How far has the Tankosin TDG come into becoming a formal non-profit society?” 

Justine answered, “I spent some time with Mr. Kennedy from the Riverbend TDG and brought his thoughts into our executive committee meetings. Our constitution is evolving. 

Lenora asked, “In what way?” 

Justine said, “Before we apply for non-profit status, we have to solidify our constitution. We’re increasing our upper age limit, but we don’t want to move too quickly. If we let too many older people in too soon, the younger people’ll have no say.” 

I said, “Last year, we raised the maximum age from 30 to 35. Len helped us with that amendment. We haven’t seen any problems with older people trying to take over. We’ve talked about raising it to 40 

soon.” 

Justine added, “I think we’ll have quite a few amendments to make in the next few years. I think we need the freedom to make those amendments without having to go through the government.” 

Len said, “Mr. Kennedy likes this kind of writing challenge. I think he will find words to describe how two incorporated societies and one unincorporated group can create a third incorporated society. That should work for this third tier.” 

I wondered if Len was talking like this 10 years ago. 

I looked at my executive committee members. I sensed no negativity. I said, “I’m speaking only for myself right now, but maybe other members may want to say something. I like this merger idea, and I like that the Tankosin are being considered to join. It will bind us closer. It will be interesting to see what comes of it in a few years. But I see a small loss of Tankosin TDG sovereignty if we officially join with the white culture. If we do go this direction, this merger will need the approval of our members—and that requires a ¾ vote according to our constitution.” 

Len said, “Eli, the other two TDGs also have their supermajority vote to go through. It will take a lot of good work from all three executive committees to make this happen.” 

“Before we get moving on this,” I said, “My executive committee needs to think a little more. Can you guys wait two or three weeks for our decision?” 

I looked at Justine and the others to make sure I was speaking for them. 

Len said, “That sounds fair.” 

Year 9, Week 40

James’ body was found in an abandoned warehouse in Joosemin. Coroner said alcohol, poor nutrition, and outdoor living all contributed to James passing out on a cold night without enough warm clothes or blankets. 

When a young Tankosin person dies, the entire Reservation goes into depression. Many people think about what they should have done. If only . . . if only . . .  if only . . . . 

Johnny Lefthand took me aside as the internment finished: “Eli, you should’ve come to me. Maybe the Tribal Council could’ve worked something out with James.” 

“We’re so poorly-equipped to handle people like my cousin. No one understood how deep he was.” 

“Eli, I should just let you know—for next time. You do have some influence in this community.” 

“How do you mean?” 

“You could have turned around James’ application for Tribal welfare.” 

“Don’t lay this on me.” 

Johnny was startled, “You had influence and you didn’t use it. You’re the leader of this TDG.” 

“James has been an alcoholic since he was 15. A few more days with dollars in his pocket was not going to help where he was going.” 

“But you are his family! There’s nothing wrong with asking the Tribal Council for help.” 

“Don’t you understand that me begging the Tribal Council for James to get a welfare check was going to cause more problems?” 

“Huh?” 

“If I get a reputation for helping people in these matters, I will get more calls to do so. How many times can I come begging to the Council? . . . . And if a TDG executive helps family members with Tribal money, what happens the reputation of the TDG?” 

Johnny was silent for a bit. 

“Eli, you are so young and yet you are so wise. Maybe you handled this situation the best way you could.” 

“And I think the Tribal Council did as well. We just can’t fix everything right now. Maybe there’s some lessons in James’ death.” 

The sad part is about what we didn’t say. Both Johnny and I know why James became an alcoholic. 

When James really needed the help, no one was there for him. Maybe we are doing things better than we were 10 years ago. Maybe not. People in pain don’t make a good circle. 

Year 9: Week 42

Sharilee said, “Eli, I think you should represent us in that merger committee.” 

As much as I like doing this kind of TDG stuff, something inside me said this task was not for me. 

“This merger will require approval from all the executive committees. Just because I’m not at the merger meetings does not mean my experience is not in the picture. 

I continued: “Besides Sharilee, you were there with our original constitution. You are a founder! Maybe you should represent that side of our TDG.”  For some reason, my response made sense to everyone at the meeting. 

Sharilee became our representative. We also sent Zach, his first big TDG challenge. This experience will be with these two for the rest of their TDG careers. 

Year 9: Week 45

“Eli, why’re you combining so slow?” Willie barked at me over the 2-way radio. 

“Something’s not right with my combine,” I said, “I need to reduce the feed.” 

“When I come over, stop and clear your feed, but keep everything rotating. Then I’ll walk around your machine.” 

Wille walked around the combine twice. He climbed up to the cab. 

“Eli, I can’t see or hear anything wrong.” 

“But there’s something wrong, I can feel it. I can’t push this machine too hard.” 

“OK, I’ll trust you on this one. Take it slow. It’s better this machine is working than broken down. George will be here in two days. Keep it running until then.” 

I returned to running farm equipment when my knee got better. But climbing in and out of tractors was hurting me. The good thing was that once I got in the tractor seat, there was no pain. And since we usually worked as a team, there was always someone around to take on those tasks outside the tractor that were too hard for my knee. 

After my first season in the combine, I figured the life lessons I needed to learn and perfect were in the Gleaners, not the tractors. I let younger people take my tractor seat. 

∞

Sky is getting bigger in the belly. It’s a girl! The role of shaping a life is . . . . so . . . . awesome. What a responsibility to have. My baby’s father needs to be there for her in so many ways. And he needs a knee that is working as best it can. Climbing up and down the combine ladder is hard on that knee. My combine circle needs to come to an end. Another circle is starting.  I will always be grateful for my time in the Gleaners. 

I need to keep this combine running for a few more days. My last days. Somehow the circle will pass my Gleaner lessons to my daughter. 

Year 9: Week 48

The entire Tankosin Nation took the morning off. 

Six days ago, George Fukuda was working on one of the old combines. He was guiding two helpers to replace a chain sprocket. George had a heart attack and died. He was 74 years old. 

Not only did George teach many young Tankosin people about mechanics and workmanship and accountability, he took all of us for wherever we were in life, so full of flaws, faults, and foibles. He never bore a grudge if he found someone unteachable and was willing to give that person a second chance. 

The few times George got some verbal abuse, he seemed to understand the internal anger the abuser had. He understood how our history had made us. He just kept coming back to Tankosin Nation, somehow understanding that he was fixing more than farm machinery. 

The Tribal Council asked George’s family if the hearse could carry George’s body around the Reservation. About 1500 people gathered on the Nation roads. The entire school was standing outside when the hearse passed. The farm workers lined up all the old tractors, combines, and grain trucks to show their respect to the man who kept them going all these years. 

George’s circle in Tankosin Nation is still rolling. 

Year 10: Week 1

Johnny Lefthand and Abe Samson requested to attend our executive committee meeting. Abe is one of the Tribal Councillors. 

“It’s time we listened to you young people,” said Johnny, “We’d like the six of you to attend a Council meeting and tell us what is on your minds.” 

They also left us a few copies of the Tankosin Reservation Financial Report. “You guys might find this interesting,” they said. Then they left. 

That request kind of surprised us. 

And we had all sorts of opinions on this matter. We talked and talked and talked. It was almost fun pointing out things that were wrong. We could hold the Tribal Council down for several evenings if each of us spoke our minds. 

Eventually I felt I had to bring some sense of order to our deliberations. 

“When the Riverbend TDG makes their voice public, they get the unanimous consent of the executive committee. I think we should strive for the same.” 

Zach said, “That’ll cut down our long list of suggestions.” 

Justine added, “I think the Council will listen to three or four things better than thirty or forty.” 

Then I remember reading something about brainstorming: “Let’s make a list of all the issues we talked about. Let’s not evaluate any one of them right now. Just get them on a list.” 

Johnny Jr. brought out a portable whiteboard. Sharilee started writing issues down. 

It took us about an hour to put that list together: 51 issues! 

“Here’s a little rule we can use to help us out. There are six of us. Let’s just say that if two of us don’t think we should bring an issue to the Council, that is a sign that we probably aren’t going to reach consensus easily. Let’s just cross it out.” I seemed to have got agreement. 

So we went down the list and had a little discussion on each point. If two voted against an issue, it was crossed off. By 11:30, we had 11 issues remaining: our longest meeting ever. But so much fun, with everyone speaking civilly and honestly. I wished Sky was here. 

“I think we still need to get to three or four,” said Justine. 

“I suggest that we leave these 11 items for our next meeting,” I said. 

∞

Sky asked, “Eli, why were you so late?” 

I said, “We just had the most wonderful meeting. Got so much done. It was almost like a spirit presence was guiding us. Even better than our constitution meetings six years ago. Magic. I wish you’d been there.” 

“But I was. I helped set the culture for you guys to have that meeting.” 

Year 10: Week 3

“The executive committee selected me as its spokesperson for tonight. While I am honored and humbled at this service, I am more impressed that the Tribal Council has asked us here. It takes a lot of courage to accept us and our new way. And to admit that we young people might have something wise to offer shows our Tankosin culture is changing. 

“Before we start, I would like to first clarify our role here tonight. The Tankosin TDG is, we hope, going to replace the electoral system given to us by the white people. It’s been seven years since we started, three of us in that original group are here tonight. We three can all see how we as individuals have grown. We have seen how our institution has grown. While we think we can see a glimpse of the future, we also know we are not ready for Nation governance. So our mission is to continue to evolve, and part of our evolution is being here tonight. Thank you for this opportunity to let us grow. 

“Some of you have met Lenard Pash. He is the advisor for the TDGs of Riverbend and Battenor County. 

He is also our advisor. When he speaks to us, he reminds us that we are not obligated to take his advice. 

The decision-making role in the TDG always belongs to its elected institution. The advisor cannot force anything into the TDG. But what Len has told us over the years has been so important in our evolution. 

There almost seems to be a hidden spirit power when advice is not required to be followed. 

“In the same manner, we are telling the Tribal Council that it is not obligated to act on this TDG’s deliberations, which you are about to hear shortly. We will not hold it against the Tribal Council if what we say tonight goes nowhere. You are the decision makers. You have many other issues to deal with. 

You understand the resources you have at your disposal. 

“It is also important to understand how we six came to our deliberations. We started with 51 issues. And we found total unity with only three of them. So what you are to hear tonight are the voices of six people speaking as one voice. Please consider the source of that kind of power. 

“Since the Tankosin Reservation got its settlement 32 years ago, the Tankosin people have somehow had the wisdom not to squander that money. The wisdom to put that money aside and just use the interest revenue has saved us from economic ruin. As time has passed, we have built economic development projects such as The Farm, The Hog Barn, The Ranch, The Store, and Lumber Camp. All five businesses are keeping Tankosion people employed and giving them a sense of purpose and self-sufficiency. But one of these businesses has been operating at a loss for a long time. This leads to our first issue. 

“When we looked at the financial statements for The Ranch, we saw revenues of about $200,000 last year. One of us did a little research in the cattle market. While cattle prices go up and down, a 400-cow operation, which the Ranch claims to have, should have revenues of about $500,000 a year. We think this discrepancy warrants an investigation by the Tribal Council. 

“Our second issue involves business trips conducted by Tribal Council for the benefit of the Nation. We spent a lot of time on this particular issue. Eventually the consensus from we six was that Tribal Council members do need to travel to learn new things, make contacts, and get some things done with government and business. So we are not against members of the Tribal Council traveling for Nation affairs on Nation funds. But there is considerable distrust within the Nation that these trips seem to be more for recreation than for business. It looks bad on all the Council members when the Council approves of a trip that was not used wisely. 

What we propose is that you establish a budget for each Tribal Council member to spend at his own discretion. Each trip should have a report of what was accomplished by the council member. When the elections come up, voters can decide for themselves whether that member spent his or her Nation allowance wisely for the benefit of the Nation. 

“Our last point of consensus is the Tankosin language. We six young people start off our TDG meetings speaking Tankosin. But as the meeting gets more complex, we find English better to express our ideas. 

“As you know, we have been holding meetings with some of our wiser elders in each season. Many of their speeches are in Tankosin. We can follow these speakers, but we hear that our elders are using a higher level of language than we have. That is a sign we are losing our language. 

“About 90 years ago, we had a couple of white linguists study our language. Our oral historians said these people learned our language very well. But more important, the linguists created a syllabus to put the language in written form, which we are not using fully as we should. 

“As young people, we understand the apathy of not really wanting to learn a language the world does not seem to want. It may be only wishful thinking to tell young people to learn Tankosin better. We could not see a short-term solution. 

“Therefore we recommend that the Tribal Council investigate the possibility of bringing some linguists to study our language, building on what was done 90 years ago. They should study how today’s elders use our language before they pass away. Hopefully, they can create a higher-level syllabus for future Tankosin youth to study. 

“So we have given you three things to consider: 1) Investigate the finances of The Ranch, 2) Rework the rules for travel expenses for members of the Tribal Council, and 3) Find linguists for the preservation of our language. Again, you are not bound to any one of these three recommendations. But please understand that all three came from the consensus of the six young people you see here tonight.” 

Johnny Lefthand stood up and spoke in Tankosin, “Thank you Eli. Thank you the rest of you. We can see a lot of thought went into your advice. Be certain that all three items will be on the agenda of the Tribal Council within the next few meetings.“

For some reason, Justine started chanting a popular prayer in Tankosin. First soft, then a little more confident. Then all twelve of us joined her in unity. Six voices from the present. Six voices from the future. A unique sound I never heard before. But there were more than 12 singers present: six voices from our past also showed up. 

Then I thought about that choir at the funeral of Thelma Delgers. It too was unique. Maybe it had voices from the past. 

Two years ago, we were just a bunch of crazy young people with strange ideas and no idea on how to move them forward. Now we are in a place of local respectability and consideration. Thelma’s death opened the doors for us to progress. 

Some circles do move in mysterious ways. 




Epilogue

The writing of  Circles of a Future Politician happened as American history was passing through the Trump presidency folding into the Biden presidency. These are difficult times for the USA. 

I was spending a lot of time on an internet forum called Medium, trying to promote my  Tiered Democratic Governance idea. There were a lot of anti-Trump voices on this forum, and they continued in that vein after the election in November 2020. But, not to my surprise, some of these voices were starting to turn on Mr. Biden. He just wasn’t doing the right things to get the USA straightened out. They knew more than he did about what he should be doing. While happily churning out more articles giving the Biden presidency their advice, what are these amateur writers really accomplishing? It is very doubtful the Biden presidency is reading Medium, looking for advice to develop its direction and policies. 

Let’s face it. These writers have ZERO influence in the short-term future of their country. I liken this situation to the loudest fans at a football game: the final score will be determined by the players, coaches, and referees. The fans and armchair quarterbacks really have little say in the outcome. 

Let’s bring back Eli Weasel and his friends. My first novel,  Diary of a Future Politician, introduced these characters to us. In this book, they recognized that American democracy was not serving the Tankosin people very well. And their local government had its own shortcomings. Rather than yell from the stands, they started building a new kind of democracy. That was six years ago. They are now starting to see some positive signs of their early work. 

If we leave democracy to the political writers on Medium—or any social media platform, the best we can hope for is that their grandchildren will be writing similar articles two decades from now. I see no effective change with this kind of political participation. 

Yet the amateur political writers on the internet are many. And the early TDG builders are few. 

What about you? Where should you put your spare time and political energy? 

The purpose of my three TDG novels is to motivate average people to effect the change they are so looking for. Have I accomplished my purpose? 


Dedication 

Certain life experiences were necessary to write my TDG book and novels. “Circles of a Future Politician” required a different experience than my other works. 

From 1996 to 2000, I was doing some missionary work on the Eden Valley Reserve, southwest of Calgary, Alberta. As far as my mission went, there were no tangible results for my efforts. Rather it was I who was being transformed. 

I recall long conversations with Darryl Lefthand and Albert Dixon where I heard a different perspective of how the world should work and how all the parts fit together. They said things that I could not grasp yet seemed so right. Other Eden Valley people—Johnny Lefthand, Nancy Lefthand, Wattie Dixon, Gay Rider and some whose names I cannot recall—also contributed to my development. My most memorable event was helping to build a natural healing lodge for an ailing elder. 

Life moved me away from the mission, and I have not had much to do with First Nations since. 

But my Eden Valley experiences are still part of me. I could not have written this book without Eden Valley. 

If I have depicted the First Nations/Native American culture somewhat reasonably, give credit to the Stoney/Nakoda people of Eden Valley. 

If not, I apologize. I hope you still agree that “Circles” helps explain why we need to move away from western democracy. And how we can move away. 

And thanks to Jean Hedley of High River, Alberta for laying out the groundwork for me to take part of this culture. 
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