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Amongst Relatives

Prologue

O

ur relationships to others species are deeply impacted
by language. What words do we use to refer to the
multi-formed beings with whom we co-exist and interrelate? Settler communities have inherited the term animal,
a word often used to debase others and allocate them to
an inferior position. Theorist Mel Chen writes that our understanding of animacy “has the capacity to rewrite conditions of intimacy, engendering different communalisms
and revising biopolitical spheres.” The language we use has
powerful effects on the affective and political orientation
that we have towards others. Contemporary rhetorical strategies have incorporated “nonhuman” as a signifier of other
beings. Yet even in these moves to interrupt hierarchical
language, the human remains at the center.
Written for the occasion of an experimental seminar offered
in the Driftless area of southwest Wisconsin in September
2019 as part of the Haus der Kulturen der Welt’s Mississippi: An Anthropocene River, this book engages with both
Indigenous human communities of the region and also, the
region’s more-than-human denizens. Developed through
a series of interviews, this field guide engages ecological
histories of Lakota and Ho-Chunk people: stewards and
caretakers of the land I live on in Minneapolis, Minnesota and the land of the Driftless area. Throughout these interviews, our neighbor species are referred to as relatives.
1

Amongst Relatives

They are known as critical teachers, particularly important
in this moment of climate change and precarious ecosystems. These understandings of kinship unsettle the western
hierarchy of animacy, interrupting destructive inheritances
of capitalism. As Kim TallBear (Sisseton Wahpeton Oyate)
writes, “Indigenous peoples have never forgotten that nonhumans are agential beings engaged in social relations that
profoundly shape human lives.” This relational orientation
found globally in Indigenous communities has been written out of capitalist societies. Anti-relational orientations
in capitalism undergird an extractive system finely tuned
to destroy our surrounding kin—plants, insects, microbes,
predators, entire ecosystems, and human communities
alike.
When I first moved to the Midwest, I lived in the homelands of the Sauk and Meskwaki in eastern Iowa—an area
romanticized in the dominant American imaginary as family farms covering rolling hills. But contemporary agricultural practices and economies have carved different histories
into the landscape. GMO corn is pumped full of pesticides
and fertilizer as it shallowly roots in soil dead of microbial
communities. The farming system is so intent on the capitalist isolation and aggrandizement of one species that the
rippling effects on other species are never considered part
of the equation of profit and loss. Living in an area so barren of biological diversity, whose economic and agricultural infrastructure was so intensely built on ecocide, left me
questioning the ways that we (humankind) understand our
relationship to other species.
Seeking new ways of thinking about ecology, I began collecting eco-narratives from those marginzalized in society, beginning with friends in my own queer community. I
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wanted new language for our relationships with other beings. I accumulated stories whose affect towards other species was not only relational, but also bound up in perceptions of survival. These stories foregrounded cross-species
kinship amidst the dystopic realities of America as a settler
colonial landscape. I hoped for my work to be a route to
thinking with other species as peers, as comrades, and as
teachers.
Amongst Relatives continues this work of documenting
and amplifying voices of those whose relational orientation to other species is inextricably linked to survival. I
recognize the Indigenous knowledge shared in this field
guide resists simplification, essentialization and romanticization. Instead, these interviews present an opportunity
to learn the history of land that settlers occupy and the living, crucial relationships existing upon these unceded territories—territories whose future is ever contentious. These
stories express lived realities connected to a long history
of Indigenous resistance to settler colonial encroachment.
They demonstrate the ways that Indigenous lives are bound
to the survival of their relatives. The first interview in the
field guide documents conversations with Cante Suta Francis Bettelyoun (Oglala Lakota, Oceti Sakowin), caretaker
of the Native American Medicine Garden located on the
University of Minnesota’s campus and educator on soil,
ecosystems and Indigenous lifeways. The second interview
presents conversations with Rhonda Funmaker and Jodee
Smith, Ho-Chunk/Anishinaabe sisters deeply invested in
Indigenous food traditions through catering and cooking
events, foraging and community-based education.
In the past I have been inclined to frame Indigenous lifeways as rooting in resistance to capitalism. However, in
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these interviews I was reminded the root is elsewhere.
Much of Indigenous knowledge contrasts settler culture
and here, we see one root is based in Indigenous ethics of
being a good relative. In our conversations, Bettelyoun uses
the Lakota words “Mitakue Oyasin—Taking care of each
other, taking care of All My Relations,” as a way of defining
what it means to be Lakota. He shares that being a good
relative is essential to being Lakota and that this kinship
model includes land, water, animals, plants, and microbes
as kin. Similarly, Funmaker says “Most elders would say
that we are supposed to watch [nature]—birds, animals,
insects – and learn to live like they do,“ highlighting the
role of multi-formed relatives as teachers.
I come to this work as a settler descendent who has long
held deep relationships to other species—a way of being
in the world that often felt in conflict with how I was educated. From childhood, multi-formed kin have taught me
about embodiment, land and how to survive trauma and
isolation. They have reminded me that I am never alone. I
am not a historian nor a philosopher nor a biologist, but I
am committed to learning from the land I live on, to listen
to those whose homeland I occupy, and to converse with
the more-than-human species who are our co-inhabitants.
I am grateful to Bettelyoun, Funmaker and Smith for their
teachings, their wisdom and the opportunity to listen to, to
sit with and to work with their words. These pages represent fragments of longer conversations, hours of exchange
shortened to fit into one small volume. They are shared
here with the knowledge that these conversations are never
finished and the listening is never done.

4

In the Garden

A

pproaching the research fields of the St. Paul Campus
of University of Minnesota’s College of Agriculture,
one is immediately confronted by contrasts. Most of the
land is covered by fields of monocrop corn and rye grass
spread out in a tedious grid. In the midst of this is nestled
a small plot (about one third of an acre) of wildly flourishing garden, a diverse ecosystem of native plants, trees, microbes, and multi-formed visitors. This is the Native American Medicine Garden.
Historically, the landscape was oak savannah. It remains
unceded Dakota territory. When this land was allotted by
the University of Minnesota for research, the university
confined two creeks into culverts, brought in top soil, and
built the research fields to fine-tune extractive and resource
intensive agriculture. Fungicides, pesticides and fertilizers
are poured, sprayed and dumped into the soil of the other
research plots, trickling into surrounding land and the watershed. In the middle of these research fields embodying
settler colonial agricultural practices, the ecosystem of the
NAMG represents a literal oasis.
My first semester teaching at University of Minnesota, I met
Native American Medicine Garden caretaker Cante Suta
Francis Bettelyoun (Oglala Lakota, Oceti Sakowin) at the
artist talk of Lakota elder Anthony Horse Road. When in-
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troducing Horse Road, Bettelyoun gave one of the most
impactful land acknowledgements I had ever witnessed. In
just ten minutes at a podium in a university lecture hall,
Bettelyoun encouraged profound confrontations with settler colonial history as he acknowledged historical and
contemporary violence to native communities. The impact
of his words stayed with me. When I was introduced to him
after the talk, I learned he was the caretaker of the Native
American Medicine Garden. I was eager to speak with him
more. This field guide provided the perfect opportunity.
This past spring season at the Native American Medicine
Garden, Bettelyoun and I engaged in a series of conversations exploring the discordant histories of settler colonial
agricultural methods and Indigenous lifeways. Since 2005,
Bettelyoun has coordinated the care of the NAMG, part of
the University of Minnesota’s College of Food, Agriculture,
and Natural Resource Sciences (CFANS). Located on the St.
Paul campus, the garden provides a place for educational
engagement, respite and research into soil health. Bettelyoun brings diverse experiences to his work with the garden,
from his university education as a Landscape Designer and
from what he learned working in his Great Grandmother’s
garden and from Oceti Sakowin lifeways—the knowledge
held by his land-based culture. Simply being in the garden
with him brings sensations of interconnection. It feels as
though the land invites you into a conversation on reciprocity. Bettelyoun credits these relational experiences of
garden visitors to the effects of the healthy ecosystem at the
garden, particularly the healthy microbial communities in
the soil.
Bettelyoun’s words demonstrate his keen observations of
all his surrounding relatives. He describes this attention he
gives to others and this way of learning with the Lakota

6

term “akita mani yo—to observe as you go—literally.” He
reminds us of listening, observing, and noticing our relatives in ways that allow not only learning, but for us to be
transformed by the relation.

7
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Interview with
Cante Suta Francis Bettelyoun

I

suppose I think of the work at the Native American Medicine Garden as resistance. I think it has developed into
that, though it didn’t necessarily start with that. It’s more
than that to me. I’ve gotten to help heal this piece of Oceti Sakowin land, my relatives’ land. And I get to educate
about that and I get to help people understand that while I
was helping heal the land—with others, thousands of others—I got to heal too. For me it is more about that in particular—that I am helping in some way do something that is
part of my culture. And that is being a caretaker of mother
earth. And if its resistance and if it is part of activism, I am
cool with that.
[It roots in] Mitakuye Oyasin—taking care of each other.
That doesn’t mean just us. It means taking care of everything around you, all the relatives. That’s who I am. When
I say I am Lakota, that is what Lakota means. It means
presenting yourself in a way that doesn’t harm. but helps.
Making sure that everything is taken care of, that you are
living at the highest energy that you can—unconditional
love, unconditional regard—however you want to frame
it. That’s what Lakota means. I don’t necessarily know if I
could get to that every day, but that is what I am working
on because it takes practice.
9
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You have to practice your culture to understand it and
know it. And know the language and know the land you
exist on and understand why you know that land. Because
it is not my interpretation fully. It has been my relatives’ interpretation. Through the language and the ceremonies and
the songs and the dance, I understand because my relatives
began that understanding. I am just continuing it.
Being Lakota, you are not arrogant. You do not think “I have
all the knowledge.” What I know has everything to do with
my culture. My culture got me here. My people got me
here. All my relatives got me here—not just the humans
but all the others. I hate using the term nonhuman. They are
my relatives. When we talk about them, I will always use
the term relatives. There is no distinction between the two.
Because that is again colonized words.
[Humans] are the neediest. Because we don’t produce our
own food. Not that other relatives don’t or do or whatever.
If you look at plants, they need none of the other mammals
or any of us—they need pollinators, yes. If you look into
those details, our existence is part of them and is part of
their existence. But if we look at it as our human existence
only we don’t see that. We don’t see that that water is a life
force that is in all of us and we need it in all of us to exist.
...........
There are so many relatives that are involved in the garden—the microbes especially. I didn’t just learn about the
microbes from the garden itself, but while I was there I was
pushed to know that there was something else that I wasn’t
identifying. There are places in the area and even back
home that I would go to and walk and—giving another Lakota term—akita mani yo—to observe as you go.
10

I used that. So that started me engaging more fully, observing, and really paying attention to what was happening. Or
what was not happening. The garden exists in the research
fields, juxtaposed to these plots that are toxified every year
and plowed. The colonial system of agriculture. I see it every day that I am there. I started understanding the differences. There is something that is happening in this land that
isn’t happening there. Why?
I understood the tilling and that the organic matter isn’t
there. But if [tilling] is not there, plants can exist rather well.
So I started to research that and to understand that when I
am walking around the woods there is a place in the woods
where the Eagle Nation is and I get to be part of them and
part of their existence. And then I started seeing the mushrooms and the frogs and the salamanders and the reptiles.
That wasn’t a part of the garden and I kept asking why.
So then I got into more of it. The relationship not only with
the land but with me. And then starting to realize my communication with them because of the highly intelligent microbe community and microbe nations is all to do with my
culture. And how we know this land so well. And how we
know the food systems so well. And how we know what to
do so easily. It doesn’t come from just my learning. It comes
from my culture.
My relatives already knew this and passed this along in our
stories and everything else. So if you go into the creation
story and learn about your creation story—it’s there. Every
relative exists for microbes. There’s no getting around it.
I pushed myself in understanding and feeling and really
paying attention—not just to the land base around me and
myself and how I interacted—but how my microbes are
interacting with that.
...........
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Amongst Relatives

I made all these connections while thinking about all the
relatives that show up when the land is getting healthier
and other plants are coming in. All these things are happening at the same time. How? How did that communication
happen? How did the birds know to come to the garden?
How did the pollinators know to come in now? How did
the chipmunks and the ground squirrels and the gopher and
the hawk and all these beings know that this is a good spot,
that this is a healthy place that it is full of nutrients and
everything else? How do then humans come to the garden
and know that it is a safe place to talk about things that they
probably wouldn’t anywhere else? Or to be there and just
feel the safeness and the serenity and all those other things?
How does that happen?
I kept asking: how do other relatives know? How did the
milkweed know to start growing there when all this thistle
was there? And then starting to communicate with the thistle—thank you for what you did, but you are not needed
as much anymore. We got this. And that’s what was happening. People get so caught up in “I need to take care of
the thistle or these invasive species’; but they are there for
a reason to show you and introduce you to a concept that
we have done something to this land base that needs to be
corrected or the medicine to be brought in.
And then, two years ago—one of my relatives was working
in the garden. She saw toads and two different species of
frogs. It was like it was complete. In an environment like
this, they are like the canary in the coal mine. So we know
we are doing really well. Because before then the mushrooms started popping up and all that. That was happening
at the same time that I was learning about the microbes and
everything else. That this communication between the two
existed - how? And in my point of view, it is all microbes.
...........
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Microbes exist everywhere. And our microbes aren’t just
contained in us and the plant microbes aren’t just contained in them. The soil microbes aren’t just there specifically and that is the furthest they go. They spread out all
over this whole world. Actually, throughout the universe
itself. When I started to understand this, it was this amazing
epiphany for me—the communication that we have with
ourselves and with others, everything around us is through
microbes.
For our existence here, for however long it has been, we’ve
been concerned about where we come from. Our religions, our cultures—all explain this through a great spirit, a
creator, a god. How does that exist? It just kind of clicked in
me that it’s microbes. The spirit of everything, the creation
of everything—it could just simply be microbes. This single
celled form of life that we see as simple and yet we are
learning its capabilities are beyond anything we can imagine. Its understanding of life and existence is far beyond
anything that we could even create through computers. Its
intelligence is far beyond anything we can understand.
They have an ability to work in community and not compete but help. And not only help each other, but also help
the rest of the relatives without needing anything else but
simple food. When I was studying plants and how fungi in
particular are beneficial to plants—which most all of them
are if there is the balance—but those in particular that help
feed that plant, are just asking for simple sugar to help them
exist and then they give everything else to this plant. If it
is distressed with water, it will bring water to it. If it is distressed in minerals, it will help bring them. The benefits
are beyond what it takes. And then with the possibility of
some of them existing forever and always existing got me to
thinking about some of the religious terms that are brought
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up or even our cultural terms of creation—not “a creator,”
but “the creation”—is that it has always been here and it
will always be here.
I have studied Jesus. What he said was the meek and mild
will inherit the earth. Who is the meekest and mildest of all
of us? Microbes. They warn us of infection. They warn us of
disease. They warn of us intolerable soil. They are warning
systems as well as those that engage in the healing of those
systems. They do everything. I think microbes are the creator, creation and god. I just simply think that.
..........
When I came into the garden itself, when I stepped foot
on the land again, it was my understanding that I have to
assume that she’s been damaged. My responsibility was to
understand that I need to bring things to her with others to
help her heal and to help that healing come quicker. Or to
give her the medicines that she needed and that started this
communication between her and I. And then it started other communication as other living beings started to be there.
(a truck passes by with vats of chemicals on the back for
spraying the surrounding fields)
The one thing I wish is that people would be out here when
this process happens to understand that this is such intense
abuse. It is so resource intensive—gas, chemicals, the making of the equipment.
Really if you look at most of the things that are happening
—the sprays, the fungicides, the mosquito sprays that go
out. The people putting all these toxins into the system – it
goes through the air, it goes through the water system—
15
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and these trees are effected and we are too. So we develop
cancers. So are they. Because we are eliminating a lot of
the microbe communities through the development everywhere—roads, buildings, farming practices. What we are
not looking at more intensely is how these microbes are
all connected to these communities and help keep them
in balance. If there was enough healthy microbes in your
system and my system and all these other trees and plants
and the soil systems, we wouldn’t have to deal with most of
the things we are dealing with right now. Especially diseases in trees and plants and the soil. We need to understand
that we are destroying the synergetic relationship in these
environments of the microbes and the plants or plants with
each other. This system was healthy before we interceded
in any way.
You get into the water systems with that. You even get into
the air itself. Look at this landscape with the open fields. All
the carbon that was in the soil is now in the air. If people
would understand that and push legislation that every farm
field in what is called America should have coverage crops
on them—we could start reversing climate change.
And that way microbes could be back in the communities.
Microbes can save the world, but we have to understand
what environments they can live in and what environments
they can’t.
The species we are eliminating at the highest rate are themicrobes. And if we lose them, all life on this planet will
cease to exist.
...........
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I recently spoke at a Master Gardening meeting and I was
getting heckled by the audience. The Master Gardeners are
working with our communities on building gardens. I spoke
about settler colonialism and participants were angry that
I was talking about that, asking “What does this have to do
with gardening and coming into communities and helping
the youth?” It has everything to do with it. You are on our
land. It is important for you to know what you and others
have done and continue to do to our people. Working with
us means that you are taking on the messiah complex—that
you have the answers, you have the healing—everything
you have you can give to us to save us.
I was confronted with anger and resistance by the participants and asked “why are you talking about unhealthiness
in your community and the abuses and things? This has
nothing to do with food.” But yet it has everything to do
with food for us. It’s just something that is not talked about.
I was pointing out the violence of settler colonial society.
Your nation is still at war and creates war everywhere it
goes. Why did you all come to this continent? Because
you destroyed your own land. You were destroying mother
earth where you were existing. You were destroying it so
then you came here. Now look at what you are doing.
I had invited a relative from Canada to come to the meeting
—she is of Scottish descent. She came to the meeting and
she was angered by the ignorance of those that were there.
She came from a different lens than I did, but she said: “The
biggest issue is that we are not telling our history and our
responsibility in your history. We need to be standing up.
We need to be creating these curriculums around settler
colonization. Instead of relying on you to do land acknowledgement—we need to be doing the land acknowledgement about what we created and about what we did and
17
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whose land we are on. And why are we doing a master
gardening program that comes into your community and
talks to your people about how you should be doing it. And
not asking first ‘Do you want us here at all?”
Another thing she pointed out is that most of them knew
what this meeting was about. The meeting was held at the
Minneapolis American Indian Center for one. Knowing to
some degree that they are on Dakota land, knowing who
are my close relatives and then coming into this meeting
shocked that I would speak about any of this. Why didn’t
they come prepared? They’ve had their whole lives to learn
this. It’s time that settlers learn their own history and talk
about it and confront it. Because we are the ones pushing
and that is hurting us.
...........
It can be emotionally draining and triggering at times. It
is especially so when the response is anger and resistance
instead of responding “Thank you for sharing that. We need
to correct this. I need to take responsibility for what I have
been doing and for what I have been benefitting from, from
the blood of your relatives—not only humans but the bison,
the plants, the river, all these. Their blood is in this too.”
The grooming of colonialism is an incredible process to
keep people focused or entrenched in unhealthiness.
To normalize it. And this is your own history. What you
learned in school was all lies—most of them—all lies about
us. Because no matter what you read, what you research –
you will never know us as who we are because we are the
only ones that know that. The approach is to take away that
culture. That’s what colonization is. To exterminate it. And
that’s what happens all around the world.
18

Settlers that are here have been through that erasure also.
They just don’t have it right in front of them because they
are not on their land anymore. They are on our land and
that’s why we are screaming “This is what’s happening.”
And if it were to happen that the history of settlers was acknowledged and learned by settlers, I think we could start
really having these healing and reconciling conversations.
Some of us want to have them. But how do you have them
when neither side is really fully aware of what is happening
or taking that responsibility.
Right now, we are trying to teach our history and trying to
present our history to all the settlers. We can’t do that anymore or we shouldn’t have to do that anymore. It should be
all of you doing that on your own and learning that history.
It’s not just that people are receiving benefits from colonization. It’s also that you are part of this system and you may
even be working for Cargill, Monsanto or the University of
Minnesota—places that aren’t acknowledging any of this
history and are actually working towards colonizing other
places around the world so that their ideologies and their
systems will be in place. So what we are talking about is—
we are indigenizing. We are not decolonizing. Your work
is decolonizing. What we are talking about is dismantling
those systems. Of course those that are benefitting most are
going to put up the most resistance. That’s the issue of colonization itself. The biggest issue with them changing is that
they don’t want to. So the grooming into settler colonialism
takes place.
...........
We are existing in this world and we are so paranoid of microbes that anti-bacterials—all these soaps, detergents, and
19
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so on—we are literally destroying the ability of our bodies
to be healthy by destroying the microbes around us. I think
that is a huge part of it.
Humus—organic matter—humans and humility all come
from the same Latin root: hume—of the soil. Most creation
stories are based in us coming from and being created from
the soil. When you look at these research fields right next to
us, you understand all the things that have been taken out
of her, including the minerals.
But thinking further and observing further—the ability of
her holding onto water is very difficult because all those
things have been taken out of her. It would be like taking
your kidneys out, so you are reliant upon dialysis and other
things to exist. We put her into that situation. So we have
taken out the minerals, the microbes, the ability to hold
water, the organic matter is gone. That system, she is now
dependent upon somebody feeding her and giving her water. And that is such a crazy thing because nitrogen fixation
can occur through plants. Clover, vetch, other plants can
pull nitrogen from the atmosphere and bring it into the soil.
Well now that farming practices have taken that away by
not introducing those plants, they actually put nitrogen in
mechanically. Just that alone people should be upset about.
I can show people that if you don’t have this conventional agricultural system, you can have the natural system in
place. When we talk about these environments—the oak
savannahs, the prairies, the woodlands—all those things
existed for us and our food sources were there. And at the
same time, not only was she producing food for all the relatives that were walking on her or in her, she was creating
this balance with her relative the air and the sun and the
rocks and that meant that climate change wasn’t occurring.
Because most of the research now is based on the fact that
20
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too much carbon has been put into the atmosphere and this
climate is changing because of that.
Human intervention is shifting everything. And this environment wasn’t healthy enough to help alleviate or balance that. Now in the Native American Medicine Garden,
we know carbon sequestration is happening. That she is
also now pulling not just carbon in but all the other elements from the air and giving what she needs to the air so
that they can exist cooperatively or synergistically—there
is balance. And we know that is happening. Because once
you have that system, the toads are there, the reptiles are
there, the pollinators are there—everything that used to exist are there now again.
When I started 15 years ago in the garden and started helping bring back the medicine to her, it took maybe two or
three years for me to actually see the changes happening.
Now we haven’t watered at the garden in eight years. It
started because we had a broken water pipe in the research fields in our area so we didn’t have water for two
months in June and July. Water was somewhat accessible
but it would’ve meant buying more hoses. We didn’t have
the money and I didn’t want to do it. So what I saw was
the tomatoes, the squash, the cucumbers—all the annuals
that are more succulent, didn’t need to be watered. And it
got real hot and dry. But we have the compost over it and
plants that are growing around them so when you dig in the
soil below them, it is still moist. It is still moist all throughout it. You can go there anytime of the year and dig in it and
it is still moist. It’s not saturated to where it is choking or
anything like that, but it is enough.
...........
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We know this is healthy soil. It’s nutritious soil, so the plants
growing here give food that is highly nutritious. Most of the
food—even organic food that people are eating—it isn’t
nutritious because it’s not high in minerals. We are lacking
a lot of minerals because it’s not in the soil. If you are using
the practice of tilling and leaving the soil bare, you don’t
have minerals in that soil. It’s effecting people in ways that
they don’t realize. The cancers, the heart diseases, so many
modern diseases are because we don’t have the nutrition
in our food. It’s not just chemicals or things that attack our
body. We don’t have the immune systems built. We didn’t
used to get sick like we are now because of the nutrition
that we used to get. All these things that are happening are
a huge part of not having the minerals in the soil.
We always make sure that she is covered some sort of way
—either with compost or with plants. Once the garden has
the 1,500 - 2,000 plants that we envision, we won’t really
need to use anymore compost. It will just be what people
call dead material—plant material will go back into the soil
and it will build the organic matter.
(walking through the garden)
This is sumac and these are poplars. The birds plant them.
This is a black walnut and this is a red maple. And this is Siberian Elm. There are raspberries. Take all the nettles. These
poplars are four years old. They grow so fast because of the
soil. This is what I am talking about. It’s not anything to do
with me. It’s everything to do with how healthy the soil is.
If you create a healthy environment, you are going to have
healthy plants. That plum tree is 18 years old and still fruiting a ton. It is amazing to be out here when she is in full
flower—to just come out here and sit under her. Through
my culture, I wouldn’t prune this plum. So I had to talk to
23
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her for a long time. For almost a decade. People kept saying
“you need to trim so it can fruit better.” But this is an Indigenous plum from plum thickets. She’s tried to sucker out and
we’ve trimmed that back. I say to people “so you trim every
Indigenous tree out there?”
But I do it for different reasons. Mainly because I want her
healthy enough to defeat all the toxins. Because if you see
the dead tree over there in the corner. That’s a choke cherry. When they were spraying this field one year, she got
some of the drift and it killed her immediately. That’s what
happens. I have some elder berries over there. I don’t know
if they are going to come up, because it’s the same thing.
They spray and they spray.
...........
The other day I was thinking that I am so mad that I have
to be in these conversations. But if I don’t do it, there’s the
threat of being passive or just being a viewer of what is
happening. I couldn’t do that. It’s not in me.
I enjoy making people feel awkward, but I do it in a way
that is not going to be humiliating. I push people to think
about these things. You are on someone else’s land that you
are benefitting from. You are doing things that are harming
the environment. There are ways you can do things that
don’t and are part of the change. You have power. Don’t
act stupid.
I inform people because they can’t say they are ignorant
anymore. Then it is on them.
I’m proud that I am part of this as well as talking about it
and making people feel uncomfortable. But giving them
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tools and different things they can do because that has to
be part of the solution. You can’t just point out this is what
we are doing and not give people anything because what
does that do. It just opens up wounds and bad feelings and
overwhelms people. A lot of people who are talking about
this are not saying what we should do.
There is a rage and anger we carry of how do we stop this?
How do we do better? I really don’t think we have the capability anymore to change this system because people are
so ingrained in this process that they don’t want anything
different.
When I talk about administrators that I have to deal with to
manage this garden—eventually, they are going to be gone
and my culture is still going to be here. And we are still
going to be adamant that we haven’t gotten our land back.
There are things that will never stop.
We need those that are practicing these farming techniques
to remember their ancestral ways. This is my ancestral way.
This is part of it, because our ancestral ways were organic
in their essence. I am here in 2019 and it’s different than
1819. However, I am not different than my relative who
was sitting in this same spot 200 years ago. We still have
that instinct of what to do but also the cultural practices of
how to do it.
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In the Kitchen

I

first met Ho-Chunk/Anishinaabe sisters Rhonda Funmaker
and Jodee Smith across a counter of dough waiting to be
mixed. They were cooking at a retreat center in the Wisconsin woods. Preparing lunch for a small gathering of
artists and writers coming together in the Driftless Area to
engage with histories of land, Indigenous communities and
settler colonialism. I felt called in to cook. It was a small
kitchen for the number of bodies working, but somehow
we all easily navigated the shared space—telling stories,
getting direction from the sisters, and laughing as we went.
Later that day, I walked in the woods and came upon a trove
of golden chanterelles and chicken mushrooms. The forest
floor was in bloom. A foraging comrade and I collected the
fungi, excited to share them with our fellow travelers. The
moment we walked into the dining area, Funmaker and
Smith’s eyes lit up with the distinct delight of fellow foragers. Those mushrooms began conversations between us
on plants, land, culture, conservation, and contamination.
As we cooked and served food together, I learned more
about their kinship with other species, about the hazards
of a changing landscape, and about Ho-Chunk knowledge
systems. When conceiving this field guide, I immediately
thought of them and saw it as an opportunity to connect
their knowledge with a larger conversation around relationships to land.
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Over the years in Baraboo, Funmaker and Smith have directed a number of projects that incorporate local foods
and Indigenous traditions, wild foraging for food and culture throughout. In 2016, they ran the restaurant Invictus.
Serving organic, local farm to table and wild gathered fruits
and vegetables, used for native fusion dishes that blended
traditional Native American ingredients with diverse culinary techniques. The name of the restaurant comes from
the Latin word for “un-conquered” and was chosen to honor Funmaker’s late husband Kenneth Funmaker, Bear clan
leader, silversmith, artist, fluent Ho-Chunk speaker and
educator in the Ho-Chunk community. In addition to the
innovative fare, the restaurant was a vibrant space for live
music and gatherings that, alongside the food, built and
strengthened relationships among Baraboo communities.
Invictus also showcased one-of-a-kind Native Arts.
From the stories shared with me, relationship-building is
central to Funmaker’s work. Funmaker believes food relationships help bind people together to experience the spirit
of the food. Funmaker is often participating at local festivals and events. To each event, she brings traditional ingredients like wild rice, lily roots, lilac tea, or hickory nuts—
many wild foraged throughout Wisconsin. She also brings
prayers to recognize and thank the spirits in the plants, in
the water and in the fire that create each meal. Her knowledge encourages deeper relationships with our surrounding kin—from the plum trees, to the milkweed, to the water. Her words and practices help us all to recognize what
is at stake in a changing landscape and to imagine future
possibilities of living amongst our multi-formed relatives.
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Interview with Rhonda Funmaker

I had the opportunity to sit down with Rhonda Funmaker
and Jodee Smith to discuss foraging and harvesting foods
and traditions. Rhonda Funmaker, Elder and Knowledge
Keeper stated the following:

F

ood is living. It grows. It matures. And then we harvest
it. And in that harvesting, according to our traditions,
food is one thing that we do not have to make an offering
for because, like water or air, we are naturally entitled to it.
That doesn’t mean that we can abuse it, but we do have to
have it to survive. As long as we are respectful of it, it will
continue to grow faithfully for us. In that growth, we also
have to grow. It only stands to reason logically that if you
consume something that is alive, that’s growing - you’re going to continue to grow from it. You are not going to just be
sustained, you are also going to have mental and spiritual
well-being and health from it.
In order to be open for that kind of growth and knowledge, you just have to think before you touch it. The spirit
of that food includes the spirit of the sun, the earth, the
water that comes together to help in harvesting, the fire and
the wood that allows us to cook it for the table—and the
people that are going to receive it, no matter what they are
going through that day, they need to know about that spirit.
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There is unseen knowledge that we are not privy to. So we
just remember those entities and ask them to take care of
everybody who’s going to eat that food.
...........
Foods that are medicine are treated differently. A simple
everyday example would be dandelion greens or the dandelion plant. It is considered medicine. Most weeds that
people try to eradicate are medicines for us—both food
and medicine.
They have some of the most invaluable properties. Somebody was blessed with the knowledge of them and then it
just traveled forward through that family. And then people
using it became known. Our grandparents and great grandparents probably used it regularly and then, over time, lost
it because of modernization. There are so many things to
learn about food and tubers and the things that we get from
the trees, tree bark. We use it all. We probably lost 50% of
our ancestors’ knowledge—but what we have is still viable.
As human beings, we are so far away from our own fire and
the teachings of the fire. The knowledge of the stars. Being
close to the water and its teachings. These all have natural
laws. Some of them we call universal law that apply to food
as nutrition and food as medicine. Water is a medicinal
property too. Fire—we all have to have fire in some form
to survive on a daily basis. They are all elements we need
to survive. But what human beings don’t really see is that
they’re killing their own elements of survival.
We recognize the loss of plant and cultural knowledge
combined with corporate mass production of GMO seeds,
herbicides, predator eradication, and water contamination
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has created a toxic environment for plants and the lives of
all species. Toxicity is not the only cause, the combinations
of overdevelopment, less use of organic methodologies,
the importance of natural balance is our environments are
all factors. Today we have to really look hard within communities where we have been gathering in for generations
because the plants aren’t in the same places anymore.
They are destroyed by the general population—especially
by construction and development. There’s one place that
we go where there is no construction, but the runoff from
the farmers have killed what we used to gather. It’s horrible
because, to us, the plants are living beings that we need a
relationship with to survive and they are leaving.
Plants are leaving faster than we can help them to be reintroduced. I wish that we really had a more academic setting for teaching part of our knowledge on how to recognize when a system is out of balance, how we as people
effect that imbalance, and how we can help to introduce
more of a balanced working relationship.
Our generation is in a position to look forward, not fiscally,
not about the GNP, we need to prepare the next generations to understand that the essence of life and survival of
all species is water, air, earth and fire. All predators, birds
and plants and life forms work together to keep the balance
of the earth. Humans do not do that, but the plant and animal worlds do. They do it without compensation. They do
it because it is the natural thing, the inherently right thing to
do. Not because it is going to give them monetary benefit
or social status. Unfortunately, we are the only species on
the planet that thinks about monetary gain. In our teachings
we do not capitalize on our medicines or medicine way of
life.
..........
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There is always going to be life here in some form because
they have more power than we do. A tree will stand the
harshest winter and then come back in the spring. A fire
will go through and then, after a certain amount of time,
then those plants come back even stronger because that
fire has actually strengthened them, the nutrients and the
soil. It’s a system.
We pay attention to the insects that come back and who
appears first and what that is going to determine for the
year. There are many factors. That’s the whole relationship
with our community. It’s not just with human beings. Our
community encompasses all of life. Most people are not
taught to be mindful of that. Or perhaps some cultures
have lost their teachings.
Our elders would say that we are supposed to watch this
nature—birds, animals, insects—and learn to live like they
do. Learn to be more like them. Not that it’s all good. It’s
harsh. But they have their own system, their own ecosystem
and we’re adverse to that because we don’t actually meld
very well with them. If we could, we would be a lot better
—we’d be more sustainable, we’d be a lot healthier. Hopefully our younger generations that are coming through will
be able to change that type of thinking. I am always hopeful. Every generation I am hopeful. And I’ve seen more of it
happening so that’s really a positive to me.
And even more people are talking about food systems,
changing from how we can profit from this but more how
can we sustain the earth with this.
...........
There are some plants, some berries, some nuts that we
really try to look for in the wild that are the hardest to find
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that are more endangered because of modernization. In the
nut species, for years we looked for butternuts and hickory nuts because they are hardest to find in the wild. We
would literally take a day and drive all over. We would section out areas and we would look and look and look. And
then we would say ok—there is nothing here. I remember
when I was a kid and we would go over here for something
else, and the nuts were there. We were coming back from a
place like that and found a small grove on county property.
And we said: “We have to remember this! We have to mark
this down so we can come back.” It used to be that you
could go anywhere, and you could pick wild apples. Plums
were another one. Plums used to be all over. You could
get them wherever you wanted. You could drive down the
road and say “I’m going to go and get plums today and you
could get plums.” And it’s the same thing. You can hardly
find a plum tree.
For us, milkweed is another example of a species that is
food and medicine. So we go out of our way to collect
them and harvest them every year. And if we don’t, we go
to family and ask: “How much do you have? Can you spare
some?” It is so important to us to the point where we get
aggravated when worried that we are not going to have
enough. And sometimes we don’t. Like with what our family does in going out and doing events, we will always have
milkweed with us. We try to always offer that for people
because I think it is important for people to know that if
they are ever really hungry or they are ever really down
and out feeling and they can’t go to the store and buy kale,
they can go outside and harvest milkweed. We use it for
soups, stir-fries and salads.
...........
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When we give demonstrations and showcase how to do
things like pit cooking, people don’t want to just watch.
They want to get in there. They want to handle the food.
When we did the Kickapoo Valley Reserve’s Traditional
Wisdom Celebration we had people donate a lot of food
for that pit from their own gardens. It was all organic. We
had tons of people chipping in and getting it ready. Of
course, we started with a prayer. I took care of saying a
prayer for handling the food and about having our minds
come together.
People were so responsive. They didn’t just experience the
pit cooking. They were experiencing what it is to cook as
a community. There was a different mindset in the beginning when we first started. You would hear people say, “I
brought this cast iron and this is mine” or “I brought this
and this is mine.” Pretty soon they were saying “where is
our cast iron? Where is our…” It became a community
event. It became an integrated part of just being.
It seems that when you are cooking, it always brings people
closer together and they want to be in there cooking with
you. They want to help. You don’t have to ask; they will
always come. They are drawn to that energy, to that power.
And it’s not ours. It’s from that food—the living food. When
we come face to face with the power of the spirits of that
food and the fire and the water of that prayer of all of those,
we are inviting those spirits to come and be among us naturally to work with us and help us. It creates a vortex. You
become one mind. You are moving in unison. And that’s
what our elders used to tell us.
If we are going to make this a healthier place to live, we
have to do that. Natives and people of culture all over the
world know that. This is our time. Because it is going to
be too late if we don’t. We know that there are a lot of
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old souls with a lot of knowledge. And we know that because they are starting to seek the knowledge keepers and
try to get that knowledge disseminated out to people. We
are trying to work with that. We are part of that intentional
movement. Like we are saying—food is one path. Art is another path. Even resistance is a path; that teaches us that all
life must have a voice. Sometimes we must be their voice
and stand in solidarity to stop exploitation of water, earth,
air and fire. If our water resources die then we all die. My
late husband, Kenneth used to say: “if our language dies
we die.” All these things that we do to survive are really
part of teaching. It’s an opportunity to share our cultural,
universal laws to people. As well as the knowledge of how
to do things with food. These are gifts and I was taught,
they cannot be bought, they have to be earned. How to
respect the seed and the land that it gets planted into, this
is learnable behavior.
It’s like the comment you just made about the medicine
garden, the plants. How they take care of each other. That’s
exactly what we are supposed to be doing. We are taught
to watch those things. Watch the birds. Watch how they interact. All living things. That right there just pulls that whole
statement together. That’s how collectively we can move
forward.
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In a series of interviews with indigenous thinkers from
communities of the
northern Mississippi
River basin, Amongst
Relatives explores the
dissonance of settler
colonial agricultural
methods and indigenous relationships to
land. From soil microbes to milkweed,
this field guide invites
in multi-formed relatives to contend with
the pervasive colonial
past and to inform
visions of potential
futures.

FIELD GUIDES TO THE ANTHROPOCENE DRIFT

The Field Guides are a
series of publications
released in conjunction with Mississippi:
An Anthropocene
River, a research-creation platform exploring the Anthropocene’s
changing spatio-temporal formations in the
vast but patchy region
around the Mississippi:
a constantly shifting
ecosystem, a catchment of cultures, a
dividing line, a water
highway for resources
and goods, a sink for
pollutants, and both
symptom and product
of the radical transformation of the Earth.

