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The Two Spirit Tradition Welcome to Two Spirit Times! 

Tansi, and 
welcome to the 
first installment 
of the Two 
Spirit Times! 

You hold in 
your hands a 
platform for the 
Two Spirit 

community of 
the northeast. It will endeavor to be a 
resource for the Two Spirit community, 
addressing issues and education, 
including discussions and community 
announcements. It will also serve to 
increase knowledge and understanding of 
Two Spirits and Two Spirit issues to both 
the larger American Indian community 
and the larger LGBT community. 

According to the latest census data, 
American Indians are 68—75,000 strong 
in New York City.  Based on conservative 
estimates of percent of LGBT people in 
populations, our Two Spirit community is 
potentially made up of 7,500 people.  It’s 
time we had a voice! 

Volume 1, Issue 1, June 2006 

 On the land we know as North 
America, there were approximately 400 
distinct indigenous Nations. Of that 
number, 155 have  documented multiple 
gender traditions. Two Spirit is a 
contemporary term that refers to those 
traditions where some individuals’ spirits 
are a blending of male and female spirit. 

 The existence of Two Spirit people 
challenges the rigid binary view of the 
world of the North American colonizers 
and missionaries, not just of a binary 
gender system, but a binary system of 
this or that, all together. The Two 
Spirits’ mere existence threatened the 
colonizers' core beliefs; the backlash 
was violent. Sketches, housed at the 
New York City public library, depict Two 
Spirit people being attacked by 
colonizers’ dogs. Word of this brutal 
treatment spread quickly from nation to 
nation. Many nations decided to take 
actions to protect their honored and 
valued Two Spirit people. Some nations 
hid them by asking them to replace their 
dress, a mixture of men and women's 
clothing, with the attire of their biological 
sex. After years of colonization, some of 
those very same nations denied ever 
having a tradition that celebrated and 
honored their Two Spirit people. 

The Two Spirit tradition is primarily a 
question of gender, not sexual 
orientation. Sexual orientation describes 
the relationship a person of one gender 
has with another gendered person. 
Gender  describes an individual's 
expected role within a community. 

Within traditional American Indian 
communities, there was an expectation 
that women farmed/gathered food and 
cooked; men hunted big game. 

Although there was division of labor 
along gender lines, there was no 
gender-role hierarchy. Within the 
American Indian social construct of 
gender, a community could not survive 
without both of the equal halves of a 
who le .  The Amer ican  Ind ian  
commitment to gender equality opened 
the door for the possibility of multiple 
genders, without the idea that a man 
was taking on a lesser gender by 
placing himself in a women's role. 
 
   Gender Roles of Two Spirit People 
People of Two Spirit gender functioned 
as crafts-people, shamans, medicine-
givers, mediators, and/or social 
workers. In many American Indian 
communities, men and women styles of 
speech were distinct; sometimes even 
different dialects were spoken. The 
Two Spirit people knew how to speak 
both in the men and women's ways. 
They were the only ones allowed to go 
between the men's and the women's 
camps.  They brokered marriages, 
divorces, settled arguments, and     
fostered open lines of communication 
between the sexes. 
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As we pulled into the Osage Hills Park, a deer stood at the side of the road.  From the mo-
ment we arrived in the general gathering area, we were greeted with excitement, friendship, 
and an immense sense of Pride. 

We would be camping and I imagined it like my days on the prairies of North Dakota when I 
used to go camping as  a kid.  As we started to make our way up to our “camping spot” I 
quickly realized that although yes, we were in a state park, we were staying in a small cabin 
that any New Yorker would have been happy to call home.  I loved it.  It was a very New 
York moment right in the heart of Oklahoma. 

That night was a talent showcase and coronation of Miss Osage Hills and Miss Two Spirit.  I 
shared a song I wrote called Two Nations, exploring my identity as a Native- Poarch Band of 
Creek Indians/White Two Spirit male in modern society. Others shared poetry and music, 
and there was even a performance by the San Francisco based Brush Arbor Girls. 

The food was delicious and prepared incredibly well by a staff of dedicated volunteers who 
were tirelessly giving to us and preparing all of our meals with love.  There was even a day 

when they served 3 different kinds of delicious fry-bread.  I also got a quick lesson from Ms. Jarrica One Feather herself 
on how to make fry bread Southwest-style. 

The park we were staying in was stunning.  I saw wildlife including water snakes (we were debating if they were water 
moccasins), a hawk, a fox, and a raccoon.  And the nighttime sky was filled with stars that went on forever. 

On the 2nd night, there was an all-nations Powwow. Each of the three members from NE2SS in attendance joined the 
dances as the Powwow songs played.  The morning of our departure there was a pipe ceremony lead by John Hawk.   It 
is hard to describe in words what that experience was like.  I can only liken it to a profound sense of radiant truth. 

          I have already made plans to attend next years gathering which is taking place April 13-15, 2007.  I can’t wait  
 to reconnect  with my new friends and Native brothers and sisters. 

2006 Tulsa Two Spirit Gathering By Roger Kuhn 

Their proficiency in mediation often included their work as communicators between the seen (physical) and un-seen 
(spiritual) worlds. Many of the great visionaries, dreamers, shamans, or medicine givers were Two Spirit people. In 
some traditions, a war party could not be dispatched until their Two Spirit person consulted the spirits of the un-seen 
world and then gave their blessings.  In the Lakota tradition, before any war party’s departure, the party preformed a 
dance with the Two Spirit person at the center of the circle to show their respect and honor. 

It is traditional to present gifts at gatherings to those who exemplify the "spirit" of the 
community or who have done the most for the community. Two Spirit people were 
respected and honored with gifts when they attended gatherings. They did not keep the 
gifts, but passed them on to spread the wealth. In this respect, Two Spirit people were 
similar to modern day social workers. 

When a family was not properly raising their children, the Two Spirit person would 
intervene and assume the responsibly as the primary caretaker. Sometimes, families 
would ask the Two Spirit person for  help rearing their children. This unique role of social 
worker was specific to Two Spirit people, for they had an excess of material wealth as a 
result of the gifts they  received.  

Remembering Our Traditions 
Since the time of colonization many American Indians have forgotten the "old" way. Many converted to a Western 
religion, which did not accept traditional spirituality and community structures. 
 
However, there are groups of elders and activists that have quietly kept the Two Spirit tradition alive. In some nations 
that have revived this tradition, or brought it once again into the light, Two Spirit people are again fulfilling some of the 
roles and regaining the honor and respect of their communities. 

The Two Spirit tradition is a very rich one that deserves a closer examination. The LGBTI activists engaged in achieving 
equality for all should remember that there was a time when people who engaged in same-sex relationships were 
accepted and honored for their special qualities. 

 Two Spirit people are a part of the fabric of this land, and we stand here today as a testament of our collective strength 
and fortitude.  

Dance of the Berdache,  
painted by George Caitlin  

Continued from pg 1  
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made a presentation on behalf of the International 
Committee on Indigenous Health.  They requested 
that our own nations and communities be equipped to 
more adequately respond to the needs of our peoples.  
The same intervention also insisted that UNAIDS and 
other international agencies take a more active role in 
addressing Indigenous peoples' particular needs.  
Finally, in 2000, a Permanent Forum on Indigenous 
Issues was established at the United Nations at a very 
high level. 
 
International AIDS Conference 

At the same time that Indigenous peoples within the 
UN system were pursuing resources for our projects, 
the International AIDS Conferences continued. In 
2000, in Durban, South Africa, a small contingency of 
Indigenous peoples met to form a more organized 
response as a world community. Several poster pres-
entations on Indigenous issues resulted.  But then, by 
2002, in Barcelona, Indigenous peoples were literally 
unseen and unheard despite our efforts to develop 
awareness through the "Barcelona Initiative."  This 
initiative made recommendations designed to ensure 
Indigenous representation and full participation in de-
velopment and planning related to health issues, pol-
icy, and initiatives. The Commission on Human Rights 
had also called on member states, working groups, 
independent experts, special representatives, and 
thematic reporters to give special consideration to the 
issues effecting Indigenous peoples worldwide.  

August 2006 International AIDS Conference  

This year the International AIDS Conference is being 
held in Toronto, Ontario from August 13th through 
18th.  The National Institute of Research Excellence 
for Maori Development and Advancement has brought 
cohesion to the international efforts of Indigenous peo-
ples. Working with other organizations from around 
the world, they built upon our past efforts with a clear 
vision of the future.  A series of meetings worldwide 
gathered input from dozens of Indigenous organiza-
tions and hundreds of activists from our communities.  
These included New York City; Adelaide, Australia; 
Anchorage, Alaska; Tulsa, Oklahoma; Wellington, 
New Zealand; and a special presentation at the UN 
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues.  The docu-
ment that resulted from these consultations between 
our own peoples is being called the Toronto Charter.   

The Toronto Charter is a call to action for people who 
influence and make decisions about the provision of 
HIV/AIDS  services for Indigenous Peoples around the 
world. Formulated by Indigenous Peoples of the world, 
it will support agencies working in HIV/AIDS to de-
velop programs that will make a real difference to In-
digenous Peoples and the communities from which 
they come. 
 
At the United Nations, the Permanent Forum on In-
digenous Issues was asked to endorse the contents of 

The Toronto Charter: An Indigenous Initiative on HIV/AIDS  

Disease and Colonization 

Most Indians are aware that disease was one of the major 
tools of colonization: sometimes inadvertently and some-
times purposefully. (i.e. the infamous story of smallpox- 
infected blankets given to Native peoples as gifts by white 
colonists).  Either way, the results were the same.  Dis-
eases to which our people had no immunity wiped out 
entire villages and nations before any colonists actually 
encountered them.  

Responding in Indian Communities 

Twenty-five years ago, a strange, previously undetected 
disease was found in a small group of gay men in New 
York City.  At first, it seemed as though our own cultural 
and geographical isolation would protect us.  Others be-
lieved our people were immune simply because we were-
n't white gay men.  A few visionary Indians responded, 
though, by designing and implementing prevention and 
treatment services specifically designed for our communi-
ties.  They should be highly commended, and we should 
not forget that New York’s own American Indian Commu-
nity House-- with the personal support of Rosemary Rich-
mond and the hard work of Curtis Harris -- was one of the 
first urban centers to respond.   

Today there is a complex network of agencies and or-
ganizations across the continent addressing the many 
different physical, social, and economic issues created by 
this pandemic.  Considering the minimal resources avail-
able and the misunderstanding of our political and social 
status within the United States and Canada, the job done 
by our own people, working on the ground in our commu-
nities, is nothing less than extraordinary. 

International Human Rights and Indian AIDS 

Community based prevention and treatment is the most 
effective. International advocacy also plays a role. It influ-
ences how policies, guidelines, and funding are directed 
in ways that smaller communities cannot. International 
pressure has, in some cases, forced pharmaceutical com-
panies to distribute medications. In other situations, inter-
national justice mechanisms have forced multinational 
corporations to relax their application of patents. 

Indigenous peoples have been using international human 
rights forums since 1977. Just and fair adjudication of our 
issues has not been found within domestic contexts de-
signed to take 100% of our land base and keep our peo-
ple colonized. Indigenous peoples throughout the world 
have begun to seek support from one another in our mu-
tual struggle.  Domestic efforts in our communities, as 
well as at the national level, are joined by simultaneous 
efforts in international human rights forums. Article 25 of 
the Universal Declaration on Human Rights recognizes 
adequate medical care as a human right of all peoples.  

 Within the United Nations, Indigenous peoples finally 
     began to Address the issue of HIV/AIDS in 1998.  At 
 the Working Group on Indigenous Populations in 
 Geneva, The American Indian Law Alliance 

IN THE NEWS NOW: 

By Kent Lebsock  

Continued on Page 5  
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My grandfather, Edward R. Brown, has died. It was the cancer that finally got him. 

When I was young, sometimes my mom would let me ride my big wheel to Grandpa’s. Down the dirt roads of the res-
ervation next to the highway that rarely had cars on it , I passed small one-story homes, oak trees, and old beat up 
cars that never seemed to move. 

When my Grandpa was young, he lived on a ranch in Descanso, CA. The reservations were large, but far apart. 
Once a year his family would attend “fiestas”. These fiestas were like big barbeques and rodeos. A designated reser-
vation would sponsor it, meaning they’d provide gifts, food and entertainment. I asked Grandpa if they ever danced in 
“traditional” costume-the kind you see at powwows. “That’s a new thing,” he told me. “That’s something we never 
did.” 

It was at one of these fiestas that Grandpa met Eleanor.  After my grandma Eleanor died, Grandpa got quiet. He 
stopped yelling at my cousins and me for wrestling in the living room. He spent most of his time outdoors in his shed, 
building model airplanes. 

He used to speak Tipai with his family. But he didn’t want his children to be marginalized in a white society, so he 
didn’t teach it to them. Grandpa grew up in a time before being Indian was “cool”. He worked long days in the field, 
picking whatever needed picking. Later, he worked for the government as a civil engineer. He rode in the back of 
buses, worked hard, and minded his family. 

Some people ask me if I practice “traditional” ceremony. “Yes,” I tell them. “I try and go to 
church as much as I can.” 

My grandfather went to church every Sunday. He prayed the rosary, a long collection of 
prayers, every day. My people, the Kumeyaay, once lived in the valleys of San Diego living 
off the fish and game provided by the San Diego River. The Missionaries came in and Chris-
tianized us. Sometimes I blame the missionaries for wiping out the “traditional” culture. But 
it’s hard to blame a group of people who aren’t alive anymore. 

To me, our customs and traditions come from my Catholic family. I remember Sunday 
brunches after church, opening presents after Midnight Mass, and Thanksgiving dinner at 
my godmother’s house. Because “Native American” is a living, changing culture, I feel our 
family is defining what it means to be “traditional.”  We are creating new traditions. 

My grandfather didn’t sing Bird. He didn’t speak to us in Tipai. He didn’t dress in feathers 
and war paint. He didn’t drink. He was a Native American, a Tipai Indian who loved God, his 
family, and himself in that order. Some of our family have learned to speak Tipai or sing bird. 
It’s more of a hobby for them, and not so much a way of life. 

Grandpa used to pick up hitchhikers, feed them, and even give them money. "Never know if 
that's Jesus," he would say. If someone's car was stalled on the side of the road, he stopped, 
popped the hood, and fixed it. Many times people would offer money, but he always refused   
anything for his services. 

Sometimes people ask me what it means to be Native. I don’t know. It is something that you feel. You can have a 
card that tells you your status. You can speak the language. You can even dress in war paint and feathers and round 
dance the night away. But, Indians have a different way of looking at the world. They cherish family. They have a 
great willingness to laugh, to love without repayment, and endure pain. 

The day my Grandpa died, I attended a San Diego Padres baseball game in my reservation’s private skybox. It was 
paid for by the casino we own. I had flown in from New York that week as soon as I was told that Grandpa’s cancer 
had spread. I spent as much time as I could just being with him. “Hey Kev,” were the last words he spoke to me. 

I sat in the skybox taking a break from my grandfather dying. I noticed how much my reservation’s casino had given 
to San Diego. “Sponsored by Barona” was plastered all over the stadium. My Grandfather served on a board in the 
1970’s which started the reservation’s first foray into modern economic sovereignty. I have much to thank him for. 
San Diego has much to thank him for. 

I returned to the Rez and ate dinner with my brother’s family. The world was quiet. The air was calm. We got a call 
that Grandpa had died. 

I remember the family that came to say goodbye to him. Indians from all the local reservations came to pay their re-
spects. Most of them introduced themselves to me, “I’m your cousin,” they said. 

        That night, after I drove home, I saw a white owl nested by my brother’s house. It was grandpa’s owl. I didn’t 
 realize that until later, when my godmother told me Grandpa would dream about owls. 

My Grandfather Did Not Sing Bird By Kevin VanWanseele, Vice Chair of NE2SS 

Continued  

Native American Jesus  
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Toronto Charter, Continued 
the Toronto Charter.  The Forum is mandated to address international Indige-
nous issues and coordinate the activities of international organizations relative 
to our peoples.   

Founded in 2001, it is a very unique body within the UN system.  For the first 
time in history, Indigenous peoples from the world’s various regions help se-
lect the Indigenous representative from their respective region. Historically, 
only member states had a right to officially participate as members of a United 
Nations body.  It is a triumph, then, that Indigenous peoples have been able to 
influence the system in this way. 

At this last session of the Permanent Forum we were able to claim yet another 
small victory.  In its final recommendations to the United Nations, the Perma-
nent Forum declared: 

"The Permanent Forum expresses its support for the Toronto Charter Indige-
nous Peoples’ Action Plan on HIV/AIDS, and urges the International AIDS 
Conference, which will be held in August 2006, in Toronto, Canada, to take 
note of its contents and indigenous peoples' rights to health and well-being, 
and requests that an invitation be extended to the Permanent Forum to at-
tend." 

North American Two Spirit Organizations 

The North East Two Spirit Society (NE2SS), along with the American Indian 
Community House and the American Indian Law Alliance, hosted an event 
where representatives from New Zealand and Australian Indigenous commu-
nities presented the principles of the Toronto Charter.  During the Permanent 
Forum at the United Nations here in New York, NE2SS also co-sponsored a 
side event on the Charter and a discussion on HIV/AIDS in Indigenous com-
munities in general. 

The Toronto Charter was carried to the Two Spirit gathering in Tulsa, Okla-
homa by members of NE2SS and presented.  As a result, numerous North 
American two-spirit organizations have added their support. 

As the Charter moves towards the Toronto conference, it is ensured that the 
diversity and traditions of our communities are always acknowledged and re-
spected.  As groups around the world re-affirmed, it is Indigenous -led re-
sponses to the growing threat that will turn the tide. 

I’ve learned when someone dies you take some of their strength. My grandfather wanted me to continue learning what 
life had to teach. He gave me his gift of quiet strength. He gave me his blood. 

 The Kumeyaay way is to wait three days to burn the person’s belongings in a big pit. The night before the burial, the 
family gathered to recite the Rosary and say our goodbyes. I pieced together a video of Grandpa telling what he wanted 
for his children and grandchildren based on footage I shot of him for a documentary. The next day we put him in the 
ground. 

A new tradition during Kumeyaay burials is to sing Bird when an Indian person dies. Grandpa was from the old way. He 
wanted a simple wooden casket and singers to recite the old songs sung in Mexican like they used to do on the ranches. 
He told us that in the old days, people only sung Bird if the man was a Birdsinger. So we didn’t sing Bird. We put him in a 
simple wooden box, sung the old songs, and cried. 

I don’t know what it is like to be a “traditional” Indian. I only know what my relatives have taught me— compassion, open-
ness, dedication to family, and faith. When I think of my grandfather, it is hard not to think about the day when I will pass. 
When that day comes I want to be sure that I have helped all that need help, loved all who needed love, or as Grandpa 
would say: 

“I shall pass through this world but once. Any good that I can do or kindness that I can show another human being, let 
me do it now and not defer it. For, I shall not pass this way again.” 

 Rest in Peace Grandpa. May God Bless You… 
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North East Two Spirit 
Society mission: 

• To educate the LGBT and non-LGBT 
communities regarding 
indigenous and Two Spirit 
histories and traditions  
• To ensure community 
cohesion amongst the 
North East Two Spirit 
people through the 
promotion of health and 
spiritual wellbeing by 
sharing our traditions with 
one another 
• To outreach and build 
alliances and coalitions with 

other community based organizations 
 

• To increase the visibility of the Two 
Spirit community 

• To ensure the Two Spirit community’s 
needs and concerns are being 
addressed. 

JOIN the North East  
Two Spirit Society! 

 

Our social/business meeting is every  

3rd Wednesday at 8pm 
at the LGBT Center in Manhattan: 

208 West 13th Street  btwn 7th & 8th Ave 

 
 
 
 

Mark Your Calendars!!! 
July 19, 2006 

(Aug. Summer Break) 

Sept. 20, 2006 

Oct. 18, 2006 
Nov. 15, 2006 

(Dec. Winter Break) 

Sign up for our mailing list to be informed of upcoming events! 

info@NE2SS.org 

North East Two Spirit Society  

Harlan and Kevin present  the Toronto Charter at 
Tulsa 2006 

Dyani cooking fry bread 
at NE2SS Dinner  

Grass Dance Lessons led by  the  
Thunderbirds American Indian Dancers  

Roger, Kevin and 
friends at Tulsa 

A Two Spirit  
Celebration: 

Honoring the LBGT  
Native American Community 

 
Great performers from  

Native American communities  
celebrate the contributions of 
America's first lesbian, gay,  

bisexual and  
transgender people  

 
Georgie Jessup,  

Maurice Kenny, Joe 
Birdsong, Roger Kuhn 

and others  
 

Reception following     
the event.  

 
Thursday, July 13, 9pm. $15 

Collective Unconscious:  
279 Church St, New York, NY 

1 to Franklin, ACE to Canal,  
NRQW to Canal 


