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For my family






INTRODUCTION: LAND AT THE END

According to Wampanoag legend, Martha’s Vineyard wasn’t always an island. In search of a new homeland for his people, the giant Moshup wandered the Massachusetts coastline. As he began to tire, Moshup’s big toe dragged through the sand, leaving a deep trench. Cold seawater rushed in and eventually grew to become the Vineyard Sound. And so Moshup’s weary foot inadvertently carved off a new home for the Wampanoag people: the island we call Noepe. A still place among the currents.

Over the long years of his rule, Moshup shaped other features of Noepe. To feed his people, the giant waded out into the cold ocean water to snatch whales from the depths. Back onshore, Moshup killed the whales by slamming them against the clay cliffs at the western tip of the island. Their blood stained the clay its distinctive red color. The Wampanoag people called this place Aquinnah—the land under the hill or land at the end.

Although their new life on Noepe was good, Moshup decided to build a bridge back to the mainland, so his people could trade with the mainlanders. While he tossed huge boulders into the sea, a giant crab snuck up and pinched his foot. Roaring in pain, the giant hurled the crab far out to sea, forming the small island we call Nomans. The bridge remained unfinished. To this day, the rocky area known as Devil’s Bridge is treacherous for boats.

After a long, peaceful life, Moshup foresaw the arrival of a new people who would change Wampanoag life forever. He offered to turn the Wampanoag into whales and many accepted, preferring to live at sea rather than face the mysterious newcomers. Bidding farewell to those who remained, Moshup and his wife, Squant, walked into the southern dunes, never to be seen again. On foggy nights, Wampanoags say that Moshup is smoking his great pipe, still watching over us.

Every summer, my tribe reenacts these stories, “The Legends of Moshup,” for a paying audience of summer tourists. Those are some of my earliest memories of the tribe—my moccasined feet squelching through the mud, the embarrassment of wearing a breechcloth, the familiar smell of citronella candles, and the echo of my cousin Adriana’s narration in the summer night. As the performance moved toward its inevitable conclusion and the machine-made fog rolled in, I never wanted it to end, despite my mosquito bites and self-consciousness.

Acting out the familiar scenes, I always imagined a different ending, a Noepe without the invaders Moshup foresaw. In those moments, after a summer spent immersed in tribal community and exploring the same lands the giant shaped, it felt possible. I thought of him like a hero from my favorite cartoons, and I imagined new adventures he might have had. To me, Moshup wasn’t an artifact from the past, but dynamic and alive. The real connection I felt to him, the land, and our ancestors made me believe that one day he might return. And when he did, the island would revert to the way it used to be. But once the performance was over, Moshup was gone again, the illusion was shattered, and we were all left to wonder if those he had turned into whales were better off. As I grew older, I spent less time imagining our tribal legends coming to life and more time dwelling on the sad finality of the story. I know now that Moshup is not coming back.



Today, we, the Aquinnah Wampanoag people, own only a small piece of the smallest town on the island home Moshup created for us, what is now Martha’s Vineyard—one of the most expensive and exclusive vacation destinations in the country. But even as the island became best known for celebrity sightings and presidential vacations, we survived and we resisted. As a kid, I blamed the tourists in the audience for driving Moshup away and changing Wampanoag life as he had predicted, but I was proud that we were still there telling the giant’s story to—as I saw it—the descendants of the very people who tried to exterminate us.

I grew up off-island but spent every summer in Aquinnah at my grandparents’ house. My brother and I spent those hot, sunny days carrying home piles of books from the local library and catching snakes we found under rocks and logs. I can still remember the day my cousin Eddie caught a ring snake, the first I had ever seen. We played stickball in our yard, salty and tan from a day at the beach. We rode our bikes up to the same cliffs Moshup had marked with whale blood, where there were then a half dozen gift stores and restaurants owned by our cousins. My grandfather told us our house used to be part of the Underground Railroad, and I imagined the big stone in the yard was a secret marker, signifying a safe house. We went to tribal summer camp, where my cousins and I learned the Wampanoag language and did Native arts and crafts. Our only worries were slicing a finger on a sharp clamshell while digging for a steamer or having a rainy day at camp.

I always knew how lucky I was to have a place like that, a place my family has lived for countless generations. But what I didn’t know was what it took for me to have it, what fights happened just years before I was born. None of us realized at the time how remarkable it was that a group of Wampanoag kids was learning our language—a language that hadn’t had a fluent speaker in generations. Even the building where we went to tribal camp was just a few years old when I was growing up in the 1990s. Many of my cousins lived nearby, in tribal housing, a few small clusters of affordable housing units on tribal land. I had no idea that just a generation before, none of this existed.

I assumed the tribal government had just naturally extended from Moshup’s time to the present, when my cousins and I made moccasins and played tag outside the tribal administration building. I figured the building had somehow been the same headquarters that my tribe had used for generations and we simply updated the materials over the years. The first time I noticed the plaque commemorating the building’s 1993 construction, I was shocked that I was older than the tribal building. I quickly realized that while I knew we had survived, I had no idea what that survival meant or looked like.

For most of my life, the three markers I had of our history were Moshup, colonization, and the tribe that I knew. I never knew what happened during the hundreds of years in between those moments, coasting along on vague assumptions about our history and what it means to be Indigenous.

It’s hard for me to imagine Martha’s Vineyard without the hordes of tourists. In fact, in the 1960s, my grandmother was one of the first people in Aquinnah to rent out the family house to summer tourists, a now common source of income on the island. And as Martha’s Vineyard transitioned from remote locale to iconic vacation destination, my family’s relationship with it also changed. For the tribe, the beautiful beaches, celebrities, and presidential vacations came with a price. Over the years, limited opportunity and constantly rising property taxes forced many Wampanoags off-island, but even those who managed to stay have been forced to confront the reality of relying on tourism—an industry that threatens to destroy our homeland year after year.

In time, I realized that Moshup’s prophecy was more of a beginning than an end, but not necessarily in the way I had hoped for. Just as the invasion he had predicted was unceasing, taking new form with each passing generation, so too was the choice we faced to stay or go. I was proud of my tribe for refusing to leave our homeland, for choosing to stay, but that choice meant defending a home and a way of life constantly under threat. As Moshup’s prophecy renews itself every summer, we have to fight harder to hold on to our land. I now understand the impossible choice he offered his people: to give up their home and live free as whales or to stay and live with the responsibility of protecting our land forever.

In tribal summer camp, I learned our versions of first contact between Wampanoags and the English and the First Thanksgiving. These stories, stripped of the usual patriotic flourishes, made me grow to resent the standard narrative of America’s founding. I proudly announced to my first-grade class that I did not want to be friends with any “Europeans” since they were the ones responsible for the killing of my ancestors. But the contrast between my tribal experience and what my history textbooks said confused me.

Between learning about the first Thanksgiving and a unit on local Native Americans, Indigenous history—or at least a whitewashed version of it—was a relatively significant part of elementary school. And in the US history classes I took in middle and high school, tribes played a small but noticeable role during our colonial units. As the United States expanded, however, mention of Native people quickly decreased. After the War of 1812, the only mentions were a brief description of a forced removal here, a massacre there.

It was impossible not to grow up with a skewed sense of history. Aside from the Thanksgiving story, my tribal education had provided no alternative to the absence of history that I was taught in school. I was raised to be proud to be Wampanoag, proud to “still be here,” a mantra I heard at countless tribal events, but I never knew what being here meant. Because my history classes taught me that tribes were powerless victims, I didn’t understand what we had done to be proud of.

The only frames I had for understanding Native history were absence and genocide. Piecing together the limited information I had, I figured that my tribe had survived by staying under the radar. We suffered under colonialism, but once the American gaze turned westward, we were able to hang on to whatever pitiful existence was left for us.

Over time, I’ve learned that land is not something that is simply lost forever, but something that Indigenous people across the country have been fighting over—losing, regaining, losing again, and rebuilding—for as long as any of us can remember.



While I was researching my tribe’s history, I came across a document known as Mittark’s Will. Mittark was the leader of Aquinnah in the mid- to late seventeenth century. The will surfaced a few decades after his death, around the time of a proposed sale of Aquinnah to the State of New York. The will reads:


I am Muttaak, sachem of Gay Head and Nashaquitsa as far as Wanemessit. Know this all people. I Muttaak and my chief men and my children and my people, these are our lands. Forever we own them, and our posterity forever shall own them. I Muttaak and we the chief men, and with our children and all our common people present, have agreed that no one shall sell land. But if anyone larcenously sells land, you shall take back your land, because it is forever your possession. But if anyone does not keep this agreement, he shall fall and have nothing more of this land at Gay Head and Nashaquitsa at all forever. I Muttaak and we the chief men, and our posterity, say: And it shall be so forever.



There is some historical debate about the authorship and motivation behind the will, but I think that only speaks to how complexity and controversy have been woven into our land history since at least the colonial period. And either way, I couldn’t help but read Mittark’s words as a warning, still relevant hundreds of years later.

Even as I felt the haunting power of the will, I wondered what it meant for me. I didn’t live in Aquinnah, but I still felt a strong connection to the community. In some ways, it was easier for me to understand the stakes of keeping Indigenous land in the seventeenth century than today. But I wanted to understand more about what protecting the land really means, and how relationships with land impact Indigenous identity and sovereignty. In the last few decades, the tribe has seen monumental changes—to our culture, politics, and community. I wanted to understand what caused those changes and what impact they were having on the tribe today.

To do that, I needed to unpack and overcome the assumptions I had about what it means to be Indigenous. The questions I was asking about our tribe and our history eventually led me to ask deeper questions about Indigenous history and experience more broadly. The more I learned about Wampanoag history, the more I wondered about similarities and differences for other Indigenous communities around the world. Part of the way I understood my own tribal experience was through the lens of what I had been told about what it means to be Native. But I realized that I needed to create my own version of what it means to be Indigenous, and what a relationship with the land on our terms can look like.

Moshup may have given us this island, but we need to decide what to do with it. We can balance the challenge and the excitement of leaving with the joy and responsibility of returning. For years, that binary haunted me. I didn’t want to be confined by this choice. I also wasn’t sure I could live up to the standards set by my anonymous ancestors. Both those who stayed and those who left valued the land in a way I wasn’t sure I ever could, either choosing to stay in the face of an unknown invasion or so saddened by the thought of the land changing that it was easier to leave it forever. My commitment to our land rarely feels that strong, but I have been learning to understand the little ways that it can permeate my life, whether I am on the island or not. And the more I meet other Indigenous people from around the world, the more I realize that I’m far from the only one struggling with these questions.

Seeking to answer the many questions I had about land, community, and identity took me from the beaches of Martha’s Vineyard to the icy Alaskan tundra, the smoky forests of Northern California, the halls of the United Nations, and beyond. Along the way, I met Indigenous people on every step of their own journeys—to justice, to reclaiming land, to understanding who they are, to stronger communities.

Their stories include the complicated position of Freedmen—descendants of people enslaved by tribal members—who are often excluded by their own tribes, tribes deciding whether or not to keep their blood quantum requirements, international Indigenous advocacy, internal tribal tensions in Alaska, and deeply personal reflections from Indigenous people about what their identity means to them. In this way, this book is both a personal investigation into my tribe and an exploration of what it means to be Indigenous.

To begin, I knew I needed to learn more about my own community. I used to assume that my tribe once owned all of Martha’s Vineyard and white greed slowly pushed us deeper and deeper in, until we barely had anything left and nowhere to go. But the reality was much more complicated.
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In May 1602, English colonizer Bartholomew Gosnold landed on what seemed to be an uninhabited island, which he named Martha’s Vineyard. The island’s namesake is still unknown, possibly one of Gosnold’s daughters, or even his mother. One of his sailors, Gabriel Archer, wrote, “The place most pleasant […] full of wood, vines, gooseberry bushes, whortleberries, raspberries, eglantines, etc. Here we had cranes, stearnes, shoulers, geese, and divers other birds.” On the sailors’ second day on the island, they encountered “thirteen savages, armed with bows and arrows without any fear.” The Wampanoag party gave the Englishmen some fish, skins, and tobacco before parting ways. If this was the first contact that Moshup had predicted, it was far milder than I had imagined. But colonization can be like that, innocuous, until suddenly it isn’t.

The year 1602 is etched in my memory, not because of this first contact, but because it was emblazoned on shot glasses, T-shirts, mugs, and magnets in my parents’ gift store on the cliffs in Aquinnah. I always half wondered if that was a typo, since I had learned in school that the Pilgrims were the first settlers of America in 1620. That discrepancy should have been my first clue that our colonial history was not as straightforward as I had imagined. I always assumed that the change had happened suddenly—one day Wampanoag life was good, the next we were oppressed by colonial invaders. Moshup was right, of course, that the invaders would change Wampanoag life forever, but he never specified how quickly the change would come about or what form it would take. Colonialism’s slow poison is no less deadly than the sudden violence I had imagined. My parents eventually decided that 1602 products were too colonial and stopped selling them.

In the 1610s, a devastating plague hit Indigenous populations in the Northeast. From Maine to Massachusetts, tribal communities suffered from death rates between 75 and 90 percent. Many died within days of becoming sick and entire villages were wiped out. Before the plague, which has been called the Great Dying, there were sixty-nine Wampanoag villages with about a thousand people, each spread across what is now Eastern Massachusetts. Aquinnah was one of these communities. By 1618, tens of thousands of Wampanoag people were dead. When the Mayflower arrived two years later, land that had previously been full of Indigenous life was practically a graveyard. As colonization ramped up over the next decades, subsequent disease epidemics followed, continuing to decimate Indigenous communities while settler populations grew.

Although they were impacted by disease, the Aquinnah Wampanoag people remained relatively unaffected by events on the mainland, even throughout the colonial turmoil of the seventeenth century. On the island, there had historically been four separate Wampanoag villages, but most people from the other three were moved into the new Aquinnah Indian District after districts were established at the end of the seventeenth century. Today, Mashpee, on Cape Cod, and Aquinnah are the only federally recognized Wampanoag tribes.

Over the first hundred and fifty years of American history, the colonizers used a mix of theft, violence, trickery, and legal maneuvering to dispossess Indians of their land. Tribes negotiated in good faith only to see settlers openly violating treaty agreements just a few years later. Others were forced off their land to make way for American settlers. Although the removal of the Cherokee—also known as the Trail of Tears—is the most infamous example, dozens of other tribes were forced off their homelands onto foreign lands. This is the history I was taught in school about Native land.

I was confused how my tribe fit into this narrative. We hadn’t been removed from our land, but we also didn’t have very much of it. Perhaps because of this, I always found it hard to place the Wampanoag experience within the broader context of colonialism and Native history that I read about. I knew that we had suffered from colonialism, and that there’s no way to measure who suffered the most. But because our history did not look like the more widely known stories of tribes like the Cherokee or the Lakota, I wondered how Native I really was, and what kind of legacy I could lay claim to.

In 1827, the lighthouse keeper in Aquinnah, a white man, wrote that, “there is no other Tribe of Indians within the Commonwealth that has kept the whole of its land as this Tribe has.” While Indigenous land was quickly seized and settled by new settlers, Aquinnah remained a relative anomaly. And so Aquinnah remained a still place among the currents of the outside world. Today, as real estate prices skyrocket on Martha’s Vineyard, it’s strange to think that the island was once overlooked like that.

But like so many other previously undisturbed Indigenous lands, Aquinnah could not escape the American land-gobbling machine. This unstoppable force was driven, as always, by the promise of riches. Throughout the nineteenth century, a pattern emerged. The discovery of natural resources on Indian land would be quickly followed by American encroachment onto it. The government either turned a blind eye or actively helped settlers violate its own treaties. When gold was discovered in the Black Hills, Americans eagerly poured in, violating the recent Treaty of Laramie, which had declared the Sioux the sole owners of the land. When the Ojibwe refused to leave their timber-rich land, the government tried to legislate their land claims into thin air so that Americans would have unrestricted access to the billions of dollars to be made from Minnesota timber.

Tribal land that was home to valuable animals, oil, or other natural resources faced the same experience. In Aquinnah, whale meat had once provided food for Moshup’s people and whale blood gave the land its defining feature, but it was the whales’ oil that would deliver the irreversible change Moshup had foreseen.

A burgeoning industry before the Revolutionary War, American whaling continued to grow throughout the nineteenth century. Hundreds of ships left from ports like New Bedford and Nantucket, sailing as far as Peru and Japan in search of the fifty-plus-foot sperm whales that provided the oil for lamps and industrial-era machines across America. The spread of the whaling industry across the Cape and Islands region made once far-flung places like Martha’s Vineyard newly relevant, bringing opportunity to Aquinnah Wampanoags. Although the island wouldn’t see the seasonal residences that were popping up on less remote parts of the island for decades, it was suddenly part of the bustling comings and goings of industrial-era whaling.



My middle name, Vanderhoop, is a common name in the tribe, and I assumed it was because of the inexorable colonial influences from the seventeenth century, some white man on one of the first boats to land on our shores. I was wrong.

Drawn by the opportunity of adventure and riches aboard the whaling vessels, the booming industry drew immigrant men and freed slaves alongside opportunistic white men. My great-great-great-grandfather, William Vanderhoop, was one of those immigrants, arriving in the 1850s from the Dutch colony of Suriname. The son of a Dutch trader and a Surinamese woman, William landed in New Bedford, Massachusetts, at a time when the port city was one of the most diverse and exciting cities in the world. Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, published in 1851, was based on the city during those years. Abolitionist Frederick Douglass famously lived in New Bedford in the 1840s, and the city was well known to be friendly to escaped slaves, with a bell sounding whenever a slave catcher came into town, openly violating the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act.

Only in this time and place could the South American–born Black son of a Dutch man fall in love with a half-English, half-Indian woman from an unknown island. My great-great-great-grandmother, Beulah Occooch Salisbury, had left Aquinnah to seek work in New Bedford, like many other Wampanoag men and women. There, William and Beulah met and married before she convinced him to return to Aquinnah with her. Each new piece of information I learned complicated the simple story I had been told about colonization.

Once they were married, William traveled back to the Netherlands to get money from his father to build a house. With this money, William built a small homestead in Aquinnah, where he and Beulah started a family. My mom once pointed out where this land is. It’s less than a half mile up the road from our house. She said a nontribal person owns the land now. Of course, back then, what was considered a small homestead would occupy a piece of land that is worth millions of dollars today, not to mention subdivided into a half dozen individual lots.

Land ownership was simple back then: if you lived on it, it was yours. It’s almost impossible for me to imagine. Land in Aquinnah is so loaded with history and financial implications now that a more informal system seems impossible. The rolling hills and scrubby grass were divided only by the rough stone walls residents constructed to mark boundaries. Many of these stone walls remain across the island, but otherwise, the island would be almost unrecognizable to William Vanderhoop and his contemporaries. There were few tall trees then, and the beaches that draw summer crowds today were used primarily for fishing, a crucial source of supplemental income and food for many families.

A few years after William and Beulah moved to Aquinnah, however, the land situation changed. In 1862, Aquinnah was designated an official Indian district and renamed Gay Head after the colorful clay cliffs Moshup had marked with whale blood. This was the first step toward Massachusetts making our land into an incorporated town, a legal part of the state. To me, Indian district sounded like Indian Territory in what is now Oklahoma, or any of the various other schemes that happened to Indians out west.

After the Civil War, as the country began to rebuild, Aquinnah could no longer hide from the next phase of settler colonialism. While I had learned in school that nineteenth-century American expansion was purely westward, the Antebellum period also saw the consolidation of American land holdings along the East Coast. Land, however, was not the only issue standing in the way of making Aquinnah an official town of the United States. Throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, Aquinnah Wampanoag Indians were under state guardianship and not granted American citizenship. They were not allowed to vote and did not have full control over their land and money, which added another wrinkle to the process of incorporation. This uncertain legal status plagued Indians across the country, many who were trapped in a system that devalued their sovereign rights while also barring them from full rights as American citizens.

While I knew, growing up, that there must have been a complicated history between when Gosnold’s men encountered Wampanoags and when I grew up in Aquinnah, I had never paused to think about what it might have looked like. I had always assumed that Wampanoag identity, and more broadly, Indigenous identity, was forged in those early years of colonization. Somehow, I figured, it settled then, leaving generations of Wampanoags to deal with it. But the truth is that the choices each generation made defined and shaped what it meant to be Wampanoag. And with choices comes disagreement. I underestimated the internal tension these changes caused in the tribe. Assuming that past generations were united is making the same mistake non-Natives make when they assume that all Native communities want the same thing.

On April 30, 1870, the town of Gay Head was officially incorporated and the Wampanoags were given US citizenship, despite strong resistance from many of them. Incorporation would not be the only time the tribe would be forced to sacrifice sovereignty for economic survival.

That August, there was a town meeting to figure out how the town would run. One of the most important questions was what would be done with the land. Being an incorporated town meant that traditionally informal land practices would have to be modified to match contemporary American law. The state also conducted a census of the Gay Head Indians, often resorting to guesswork to list their residence and percentage of Indian blood. I’ve heard from elders that census takers would peer down a dirt road and guess how many people lived at the end of it. From the very beginning, this new legally recognized form of Wampanoag identity was led by the same people trying to exterminate us. The more I learned about other Indigenous communities, the more I saw that pattern repeated—regulating our identity was one of many tactics used to steal our land and violate our rights.

In 1871, the state commissioned an assessment of land titles and determined that there were 227 Indian residents in Gay Head living on about two thousand acres. Today, there are about a hundred Wampanoags in Aquinnah and we own even less land. This land was divided into plots falling into three categories: farming, woodland, or beach. Most residents were allowed to keep the land they lived on. Common land, however, was still shared for planting, hunting, fishing, pasturing, or fruit picking. These lands included the cranberry bogs, clay cliffs, and herring creek. Because this unclaimed land was shared by most residents, they all assumed that it was shared property, belonging to the Gay Head Indians as a collective group. No one told them that incorporation meant this land belonged to the state, that the introduction of private land ownership meant the end of collectively owned land. It would take over a hundred years to get it back.

But the Gay Headers had more pressing concerns. As many had feared, the newly instated property taxes proved impossible for many Wampanoags to pay. Their largely subsistence-based lifestyles left little room for extra money to put toward property taxes. Even if they could afford the taxes, the Wampanoags wondered why they should pay for land their families had been living on for thousands of years. After Gay Head’s incorporation, many quickly sold their land for the payout and to avoid having to pay to live there.

The rapid decline of Wampanoag land ownership after incorporation mirrored the national loss of Indian land during this time, which was the result of the colonizers’ latest scheme. Instead of using war or disease, Americans began to use the nuances of private ownership to separate Indians from their land. Like in Gay Head, many tribes across the country found their homes suddenly part of an incorporated town, subject to taxes they couldn’t possibly afford.

This was all part of a disastrous federal policy known as allotment, which was codified by the 1887 General Allotment Act. Allotment removed Indian land from collective, sovereign ownership and made it privately owned by individual people. Like they did in Gay Head, many immediately sold their land to avoid paying impossibly high taxes or were swindled out of it by opportunistic settlers. Before allotment, tribes lost land to war and theft. Allotment made Indians victims of a rigged capitalist system no one bothered to explain.

By the time the allotment period ended in 1934, Indians had lost about one hundred million acres—roughly the size of the entire state of California—totaling around two-thirds of their preallotment land holdings. And yet, across the country, they adapted, finding ways to live within the white man’s system. In Gay Head, Indians learned how to buy and sell land, often acquiring from family members who couldn’t afford to keep it.

Although many members of my family pursued careers off-island, most held on to their land in Gay Head. When I was young, I knew my family had land on the island, but I didn’t realize how lucky that made us. Not only did the land provide financial security for generations, but it also provided a home for us, and a physical tie to the tribe and the island when we left.

Of course, not all Wampanoags sold land to fellow tribal members. Many ended up selling to white outsiders. Land that had never really been available for purchase was suddenly on the market. And like they did on Indian land across the country, white Americans quickly took advantage. And so the land that had once been our refuge from the outside world, land given to us by Moshup thousands of years ago, land that had been completely occupied by Wampanoag people just a few years prior, slowly began to fade from our control. But like Gosnold’s arrival, this latest version of colonial land grabbing was the beginning of a fight rather than its conclusion.



Life had always been hard in Gay Head, but the additional burden of taxes made it impossible for many to remain. Today, many of my tribal cousins talk about the high property taxes we have to pay. Combined with the high cost of living and lack of affordable housing, this is a major barrier to Wampanoag people living on Martha’s Vineyard. This hardship, as well as the lure of opportunity on the mainland or aboard whaling vessels, led to the departure of many young Wampanoag men.

During the first half of the twentieth century, traditional lifestyles, farming, and stock raising began to disappear from Gay Head. As these practices faded, the collective sense of Indian identity suffered too. The breaking of cultural and community ties was no accident. A group of federal laws known as Termination Policy began in the 1940s with the goal of completely eradicating tribes. Indians, it had been decided, had lived on the periphery of American civilization for long enough. The government’s effort to eliminate Native nations once and for all was bad enough, but it was exacerbated by its unwillingness to present any alternative ways to live. It was the same story on Indian lands across the country—as traditional ways of life were suppressed, new opportunities were slow to fill the gaps, leaving many Indians grasping at any chance to survive.

I don’t know if Moshup ever thought the whales would make their way home, but my family has, generation after generation. And each time we return, we bring something back with us. Keeping, protecting, and honoring the land means more than simply living on it—sometimes that means looking beyond the island’s shores. The island Moshup created for the Wampanoag may have once been a still place among the currents, but Martha’s Vineyard is increasingly influenced by the outside world.

The parts of my family’s story that extend beyond Martha’s Vineyard are also an essential part of the Wampanoag story. As my own life changes and I see my relationship to the island changing with it—I am learning what Moshup already knew: The land is not some abstract, unchanging ideal. It has value as long as we call it home, but what that means is up to us.
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Growing up, Martha’s Vineyard and being Wampanoag went hand in hand. On the island, I was surrounded by tribal family, culture, and community. I knew I was exploring land my family had lived on for generations, filled with endless layers of history and memory. But when I left the island at the end of each summer, that feeling was hard to hold on to.

Back in the Boston suburb where I spent the rest of the year, my Wampanoag identity always seemed more like a fun fact, a distant summer memory, than a core part of who I was. It wasn’t relevant in the way that other parts of my life were, like going to soccer practice or playing computer games with my friends. And so, my sense of being Wampanoag ebbed and flowed.

As I grew older, I spent less and less time on the island each year and I could feel that sense fading. Being Wampanoag in the way I knew it as a kid—going to tribal summer camp, picking cranberries at our annual harvest festival, and learning our language—quickly became a smaller and smaller part of my life. And for years, I felt like that was something I had to accept, that I could choose between the life I was growing into away from the island or recommit to it. But I didn’t want to be forced into that choice. I wanted to find a way to be Wampanoag and live where and how I chose. I just had no idea how to do it. I had no understanding of what Wampanoag identity or culture could look like separated from the island.

Those feelings were grounded in my childhood experiences of the tribe, but they were also rooted in a stereotypical, narrow understanding of what it means to be Native. Based on what I was taught in school and saw on TV, Native identity was inherently tied to a mystical conception of land and our connection to it. But since I didn’t have that kind of connection, I wondered how I could really be Wampanoag. These feelings were heightened by the fact that I don’t look like what most people think of when they think of Native people. My mom’s mother is from Japan and both of my dad’s parents were born in China. I know I look Asian to most people and I always struggled to reconcile that with my experiences with the tribe.

Even when I overcame those stereotypical assumptions, I wasn’t sure what was left. I understood that being Native didn’t mean looking a certain way or being some sort of spiritual caricature, but I wasn’t sure how I could embody it when most of my life took place away from the island.

For a long time, I was always thinking about what my Wampanoag identity was not. It was not, for example, something that involved fluent speaking of our language. It did not involve living on a reservation. It did not involve going to powwows. But in always looking for what it was not, I realized that I had overlooked so many of the things that identity was, the things that actually made up what being Wampanoag meant to me.

My childhood experiences on the island—cool mornings in the cranberry bogs, sticky summer afternoons at camp with my cousins, foggy evenings up at the cliffs—all those moments were part of being Wampanoag. Talking to other Indigenous people also helped me realize that our parents had worked to give my brother and me those experiences, to help us have a foundation on the island and in the tribal community.

During those summers on the island, the stories we grew up on were part of the fabric and magic of Aquinnah. When we drove past the thick trickle of water pouring from the small pipe at Cook’s Spring, I thought about my grandfather and his family taking an oxcart to fill up barrels of water. Standing at the top of the lighthouse with my brother, our baggy sweatshirts like flags in the wind, I imagined my great-grandfather looking out at the same ocean view, a hundred years before. Digging through the coarse red and black sand at Menemsha Pond, I liked to imagine Wampanoag ancestors getting clams in the same place for countless generations. Exploring Aquinnah with my brother and our cousins, I found it easy to see the connection between Moshup and the island that I grew up with.

I don’t think I fully realized it at the time, but the physical connection I felt to the place was intertwined with the emotional connections I was also forging. Family history didn’t feel like something from the past; it felt like it was happening all around me, all the time. From the rusty tools in my grandfather’s barn to landmarks that Moshup had shaped, the stories I was told became part of that world.

My grandfather passed away when I was eight years old, so I never really got to know him. But with the time I’ve spent exploring Aquinnah, learning about our family history, listening to my mother tell his stories, and talking to relatives and customers at the store who remember him, I feel like I do know him. And the more I learn about Aquinnah, the closer I feel to him.

But for my three other grandparents, I didn’t have that. I didn’t get to know them or grow up steeped in their stories and history. I didn’t grow up immersed in their land, community, and culture in China and Japan. For a long time, it was hard not to compare what I had with my Wampanoag identity with those other parts of my family history.

My dad’s father passed away years before I was born, but growing up, we saw both of my grandmothers quite often. My paternal grandmother didn’t speak much English, and I didn’t speak any Cantonese, but I remember calling her every year so my brother and I could wish her happy Chinese new year, before passing the phone back to my dad so they could talk. My brother and I took Chinese lessons twice a week, but we were learning Mandarin. Later, my mom told me they had looked for a Cantonese school, but couldn’t find one near our house. Sometimes I wonder what our relationship would have been like if I spoke Cantonese or if she had lived longer, or both.

My paternal grandmother had picked out Chinese names for my brother and me, and I remember writing out the characters on every piece of paper I could get my hands on. We visited her in her apartment in Boston’s Chinatown and went out to big family dinners. I remember being proud when I learned that gunpowder was discovered by the Chinese. I bragged to my classmates that the Chinese system of counting made much more sense than the English one.

On one of my first days of elementary school, I was playing outside at recess, when an older white student ran up to me and asked how to say something in Chinese. I didn’t know what to say, so I just told him how to say the number one. He ran off, calling out to his friends that he could speak Chinese. That was far from the worst thing that happened to me because of how I looked, but it was one of the first times that I can remember feeling like I was different. Over the years, those little moments added up, until I felt like being Asian was the bad kind of other.

Looking Asian made me stand out to white people for racist jokes and comments. It also encouraged other Asian people to talk to me, which made me feel bad because I had to admit that I couldn’t speak Chinese or Japanese. Sometimes I almost felt relief when Koreans asked me if I was Korean, because I could at least be honest and say sorry, I’m Chinese. It was easier to be something else than inadequate.

On the other hand, being Wampanoag was always a choice because I didn’t look like what people assume a Native person looked like. I chose to learn more about our history, to take language classes, and to write this book. I chose to make Indigenous affairs my beat when I became a journalist. I made other choices too. I moved away to New York and stayed there. I did other things instead of signing up for another language class. I missed general membership meetings. But I keep returning to the tribe. Although I was initially fixated on how questions about identity affected me, I’ve since wondered more about how they are impacting the tribe as a whole. Living away from Aquinnah and having a mixed identity doesn’t make me unique in the tribe; in fact, those who still live there are the minority.

Today, only about a quarter of the tribe lives on Martha’s Vineyard, and an even smaller percentage actually lives in Aquinnah. The rest of us are scattered around the world, with a few clusters in places like New Bedford and Boston. Many, like me, still have close family on the island that we go back and visit. Others stay with cousins or friends. Some rent houses when they visit in the summer. Others make day trips from the Cape for meetings and elections. Many rarely, or never, come back. Several members of the tribal council live off-island and take the ferry over for council meetings. I’ve come to think that as we transitioned from a tribe where practically everyone lived in the same place to one much more spread out, we never took the time to consider what that means.

In an attempt to examine how that transition affected the tribe as a whole, I began to investigate how my family has navigated their relationship with the tribe and the island over the years. The more I learn, the more I realize that our history has been shaped just as much by what happened to us away from the island. My relationship with the tribe and with the island was greatly influenced by my family’s choices to leave it. I misunderstood the link between Indigenous land and Indigenous identity for an absolute relationship with no space for anything else. I’ve also realized that the way I understand Wampanoag identity and heritage cannot be separated from my attempt to reckon with my Chinese and Japanese backgrounds.



My grandfather Charles Vanderhoop Jr. always seemed like the paragon of Gay Head and Wampanoag identity. Charlie, as everyone called him, was born in Gay Head in 1921. He grew up in the house behind the Gay Head Lighthouse, where his father was the first Wampanoag keeper. My great-grandfather, Charles Sr., was stern and proud. He loved being photographed in his keeper’s uniform and enjoyed the prestige that came with the position. For my grandfather, the benefits of his father’s success came with the price of growing up in a long shadow. He spent years trying unsuccessfully to impress his father—the remote town of Gay Head offered little inspiration for a young man looking to prove himself.

Gay Head was one of six towns on Martha’s Vineyard and was by far the most secluded, which it still is today. Even though Gay Head was less than fifty square miles, trips outside of town were rare. My grandfather spent his childhood running over the fields and hills with his cousins and siblings, playing imaginary games in the woods. The family had a large garden and cold cellar to store their food. The five siblings spent long hours preparing barrels of salted fish and canned vegetables. Getting fresh water meant a trip down to Cook’s Spring with a horse and a couple of barrels. As a boy, my grandfather had loved the freedom of Gay Head, but as he grew older, he felt increasingly trapped by the small town. When Charlie was fourteen, his father sent him to live with family friends in Connecticut. When he was eighteen, he joined the merchant marines as a deckhand.

My grandfather joined an accelerated officer training program at the start of World War II. After scoring at an extremely high level in the program’s IQ test, my grandfather was shocked. He had always been told he wasn’t smart enough to succeed; now he had proof that he was. He’d tell the story of his IQ test for the rest of his life. This confidence carried him through the academy and into service in the merchant marines during the war, where he served in the dangerous North Atlantic convoys. He eventually achieved the level of master mariner, the highest level of seafaring qualification.

My grandfather was one of many Native men who served abroad during the war. Around 12 percent of Native Americans served in the US military, the highest rate of any group. Most famously, the Navajo Code Talkers and men from other tribes used their Indigenous languages to send coded messages. And then there was Ira Hayes, an enrolled member of the Gila River Indian Community, who was one of the six men to raise the American flag at Iwo Jima.

These high rates of service changed not just the men themselves, but their communities. Of course, the world was also changing during those years after the war. Cities were growing throughout the US, and many Americans were moving to urban areas. The highway system was rapidly expanding, connecting once distant places. And Native people were leaving their lands more than ever before. In the middle of the twentieth century, less than 10 percent of Natives lived in cities, but by 2000 the number was over 60 percent.

For my grandfather, the story was a little different. After the war, he ended up in Yokohama, Japan, where he met my grandmother, Hatsuko Sugita, in 1950. After they met, my grandfather took a job as a port captain, so he could stay ashore with her. They soon married. As a condition of their marriage, Charlie promised Hatsuko’s father that he would never leave Japan. It was an easy choice. Everything he had ever accomplished had been away from Gay Head, and he loved exploring the world. He felt no urgency to return to the place where he had been told he was nothing.

When my mom first told me this story, I was surprised that my grandfather had intended to stay in Japan. I always figured that was just meant to be temporary. When I thought about my grandfather, I thought about the cliffs, the lighthouse, the tribe, and other elders. And when I thought about the island, he was the first person who came to mind. It’s strange to think that as a young man he was ready to give all that up. Maybe, by idolizing his relationship with the island, I was setting an impossible standard for myself, one that not even he could live up to. I wish I could ask my grandparents about these things, but by the time I was old and curious enough to start asking questions, they had all passed away.

For Hatsuko, marrying my grandfather was a natural step in an already unconventional life. Charlie—the boat captain—had always seemed like the great adventurer, but the more I learn about Hatsuko, the more I admire her.

An independent woman during a time of rapid change in Japan, Hatsuko dreamed of someday opening a hat shop. The first time she wore pants was during World War II, when women were instructed to wear kimono trousers to help them run faster to bomb shelters. Like many Japanese women, she continued wearing Western-style clothes even once the hostilities had ended.

Hatsuko’s grandparents had no sons and planned to adopt their oldest daughter’s husband—my grandmother’s father—as the heir to their large farm outside of Tokyo. When a surprise pregnancy resulted in a baby boy and natural heir, the plan changed and my grandmother’s parents were left to fend for themselves. Hatsuko’s father was a calligrapher, a line of work that did not pay well.

By the time she was a teenager, my grandmother was forced to drop out of school to help provide for her four younger siblings. Thrust into responsibility at a young age, Hatsuko knew that she could not expect anything free or easy in life. By the time she met my grandfather after the war, she was ready for something different from what traditional Japanese society could offer her.

I always knew that my mother had been born in Japan, but I saw that fact as little more than an interesting detail in the intertwined story of my family and Martha’s Vineyard. I never thought that much about the four years the small family spent there before moving back to Martha’s Vineyard. If in some alternate universe my family had stayed in Japan, and I had been born there, too, I wonder if I would have considered myself Wampanoag at all or what kind of relationship I might have had with the tribe and the island.

When I was a kid, I had a picture book called How My Parents Learned to Eat. The book was about the narrator’s grandparents—an American sailor and a Japanese woman—who met in Japan. For their first date they went out to dinner. Each of them, nervous about the meal, practiced how to eat according to the other’s customs. The Japanese woman consulted her uncle for advice on how to eat Western food while the American man practiced with chopsticks. At the end of the book, the narrator revealed that she grew up eating with both chopsticks and forks and knives. I used to flip through those pages, wondering if that was how my grandparents met. I read and reread the book, hoping to understand more about their lives and what it meant to have more than one background. I knew the differences couldn’t have been as simple as eating implements, but the book didn’t offer further answers. When I think about that book now, I realize that even then I was trying to make sense of a mixed identity.

During the war, Hatsuko had worked for a Japanese railroad company to help support the family. Fiercely independent and proud that her earnings had sustained them, my grandmother refused two arranged marriages. By the time she was thirty, she had already accepted that she would never marry, or at least not have a conventional Japanese marriage. But she had never expected to meet anyone like my grandfather. A compulsive storyteller who already had a lifetime of experiences around the world, Charlie represented such a contrast to the rigid constraints my grandmother felt from Japanese tradition that she was immediately drawn to him.

And as long as she stayed in Japan, Hatsuko’s father, who had worried his eldest daughter would never marry, was satisfied. My grandfather loved the new life he had made for himself. The new couple spent their free time collecting Japanese art and enjoying Japanese food that neither of them knew how to cook. My grandmother could enjoy her own culture from an outsider’s perspective, finally free from the overwhelming expectations she felt.

But within five years of their marriage, my grandfather would change his mind. When my mom was born in Yokohama on November 11, 1954, he named her Martha, after the home he missed. He began to realize he didn’t want to spend the rest of his life in Japan. When his mother died back in Gay Head in 1958, Charlie decided it was time to go home.

After the war, Hatsuko had begun watching American television and was fascinated by the strange culture she saw on her favorite show, I Love Lucy. Lucy’s exploits made Hatsuko feel like anything was possible in America. This kind of exposure to foreign culture would never have been possible in the Japan of her childhood. Entertaining visions of a country free of Japanese tradition and expectation, she was excited to start a new life on the other side of the world. Although Japan was increasingly accepting, my grandmother was worried about raising a biracial child there. Enticed by the freedoms she had heard American women enjoyed, she agreed to move to Martha’s Vineyard.

While boxes full of their possessions—including hundreds of pieces of Japanese artwork my grandparents had collected—slowly made their way by boat to the United States, the family of three embarked on the multiday journey to Gay Head—my grandmother’s first time on a plane. As the plane flew over the island, she peered out the window for her first glimpse of her new home. Astounded by how green and undeveloped it was, she thought it looked like a jungle. I had spent so many hours imagining what it must have meant for my grandfather and my mother to come back to Martha’s Vineyard in the 1950s, but I hadn’t thought that much about what it was like for my grandmother to move from Japan to the island.

For Hatsuko, life on the ground was as remote as it had looked from the air. In 1950, the Greater Tokyo Area, where she had spent her entire life, had a population of around thirteen million. In the same year, Gay Head had a population of eighty-eight. Life in tiny, rural Gay Head was nothing like I Love Lucy, and Hatsuko quickly became miserably homesick. She missed her family, the food, and the bustle of Yokohama.

In Gay Head, Hatsuko never really had the freedom she had imagined back in Japan. Handcuffed by her limited English and surrounded by her husband’s close-knit extended family, my grandmother found life in Gay Head nearly unbearable, often sneaking out of the house to cry in private. My grandmother had finally left Japan and its pressures behind, but found herself feeling even more trapped in Gay Head. She soon discovered that she was pregnant, constraining her to even more time alone at home. My uncle, Charles the third, was soon born in Gay Head. The family called him Charlie Boy.

Sympathetic to her plight and curious about Charlie’s foreign wife, his cousins threw her a baby shower a few months after they arrived. Hatsuko was touched by the gesture, but it did little to alleviate her homesickness. Calling Japan was far too expensive in the 1950s, and telegrams were impractical. In fact, Gay Head had only acquired electricity a few years earlier—one of the last towns in the state to do so.

As a reprieve from country life, Charlie had tried taking the family on shopping trips to New Bedford in his boat, but Hatsuko got seasick and stopped going. With nowhere to go and no one to talk to while my grandfather was on his boat, she dedicated herself to raising her children. Home alone, my grandmother had plenty of time to reflect on her life. She was determined that her children would never be as trapped as she felt. She wanted them to go everywhere and do everything they wanted. Instead of feeling bitter and regretful, she took her experiences and turned them into lessons for her children. I never realized how much of my grandmother’s early experiences had influenced the way she raised my mother. Anxious about her daughter’s educational development, Hatsuko asked a doctor for tips on raising a bilingual child. She knew that education, especially in America, was important. He told her that two languages would be too difficult for my mom to learn, so my grandmother forced her to learn English and forget Japanese. For Hatsuko, the decision to sacrifice her own language to give her daughter the best chance to succeed was clear, though it broke her heart. Raising two children mostly by herself, my grandmother had no time to waste dwelling on such losses.

When my mom wanted a swing set, my grandmother spent weeks picking beach plums from the sandy dunes down the road. Turning the plums into jelly, she used the money to grant her daughter’s wish. Decades later, my mother told me these stories, using her own happy memories to cheer me up when I felt sad. As I think now about my grandmother’s life, those sweet stories seem like tiny revolutions.

Fortunately for my grandmother, my grandfather’s return to Gay Head wasn’t exactly what he had hoped for either. Although he appreciated being back home, surrounded by his extended family, making a living in Gay Head had only gotten harder over the years. Just as he had left in search of opportunity before the war, in the early 1960s Charlie departed again with his family. They moved to New Bedford, just a short boat ride away from Gay Head, and where my great-great-great-grandparents William Vanderhoop and Beulah Occooch Salisbury had met about a hundred years earlier. Learning these cyclical waves of coming and going helped me realize how foolish it was to think that leaving was a permanent choice that defined us.

In New Bedford, Charlie bought a boat and started a fishing business that was part of the then-booming industry that had replaced the whaling trade. Hatsuko soon discovered a small community of Japanese women, which helped her to feel more comfortable in America. Even as the family settled into a suburban life, Charlie made sure that Gay Head was still a part of their lives. New Bedford’s proximity allowed for the kind of double life that had been impossible from Japan. My grandfather never wanted to experience the suffocating feeling he felt as a boy in Gay Head, but he wanted his family to stay connected to the island. In the summers, Hatsuko and the two kids spent the summer there while Charlie was away on fishing trips. It’s strange to think now that my grandfather, the person I thought exemplified Gay Head, wasn’t even there most of the time my mom spent on the island.

Gay Head was a difficult place to live, but it was just as hard to leave. New Bedford was a sort of compromise: close enough to conveniently visit the island, but far enough away to make their own way. Decades later, my parents would make a similar choice when they began running the family business on the island, but we kept living off-island while they commuted back and forth. And so I grew up like my mother, going to school off-island, but spending summers back in Aquinnah. This routine gave our relationship with the island the seasonal pattern that, in time, would make me feel like I had more in common with summer tourists than my cousins who lived on the island.

My grandfather wasn’t the only Wampanoag who saw the appeal of New Bedford. In fact, the whole south coast of Massachusetts quickly became home to a mini-diaspora of Gay Headers, most of whom had also left the island for opportunity, whether that was a job, education, or marriage. The mainland could simply offer more than the island could. Some went farther, moving to Boston, New York, and beyond. And though many, like my grandfather, remained tied to the island via family and land, some found that their connection to Aquinnah was increasingly tenuous.

My family was fortunate that they were able to leave the island for better opportunities without sacrificing their land on the island. Sometimes I wonder how my relationship with the tribe and island would be different if my family had sold our land before I was born. In some ways the defining aspect of our relationship with the island isn’t when we left it, but the fact that we were always able to keep land. Many other families ended up selling their land as they left, making it much more difficult to come back and maintain ties.
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