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 ON A RAINY MID-JULY MORN-
i n g,  1 0  y o u n g  M a s h p e e 
Wampanoag tribal members 
fi shed for lunch by shuffl  ing 
through the water at low 
tide, digging at the silted 
bottom of Popponesset Bay 
with their toes in search 
o f  s o m e t h i n g  h a r d  a n d 
smooth. Boys and girls took 

turns stabbing the muck with a toilet plunger and pulling 
up mollusks. When the day turned cloudless and hot, they 
loaded a bucket with a mix of grime-covered clams and 
mussels and drove a few miles back to the tribal ground. 
Sixteen-year-old Unique Costa, a shy girl with a nurtur-
ing demeanor, rinsed the bounty with a hose and prepared 
them for a boiling pot on the grill, while the others kneeled 
on the benches of a picnic table, pulling bags of potato 
chips and sandwich components from a cooler. Robbie 
Hendricks, the group’s impassioned chaperone who, 
though he’s 29, looks as youthful as his charges, grinned 
at Costa as she scrubbed the shells. “If you’re not native, 
you’d need a permit to get those,” he said. As “Wamp card” 
holders (they are literally a card-carrying people), tribal 
members are allowed to fi sh at nearby coastlines. It’s one 
aboriginal privilege out of a handful of small benefi ts af-
forded by law. But for these kids, fi shing means carrying 

With the Mashpee Wampanoag 
poised to open a casino in the 
state, the tribe’s youngest members 
are faced with a decision: 
Stick around and see how 
much money materializes, 
or pick up and leave for college. 
Either way, their culture will be tested. 
BY JENNIFER S CHWARTZ
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THEIR MENTOR Robbie Hendricks (center) runs programs 
on Cape Cod to guide young members of the Mashpee 
Wampanoag, like Unique Costa (left) and Eric Whatley.  
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out the traditions of their ancestors instead of 
having nothing to do.

Before the tribe was granted federal recogni-
tion in February,  before the town of Middlebor-
ough voted for a casino proposal, before tribal 
chairman Glenn Marshall stepped down in dis-
grace, before the tribe’s financial records were 
scrutinized by the FBI, and before Governor 
Deval Patrick gave Massachusetts gambling a 
thumbs up, the Mashpee Wampanoag were just 
a tribe concerned about day-to-day existence on 
Cape Cod while maintaining their cultural con-
nectedness. Even after all those aforementioned 
events, not much has changed. The majority of 
tribal members think a glittery mythic casino is 
just that – a far-fl ung project that might help al-
leviate their struggle to remain a sovereign clan 
on their original land. 

A new casino could, however, aff ect the Wam-
panoag’s young people in a unique way. This cur-
rent generation of tribal teenagers is the fi rst to 
seriously consider university education in lieu of 
trade schools or the near-obsolete fi shing career. 
The number of enrolled college students is still 
low, in part because affording college is a gar-
gantuan obstacle, but an infl ux of casino money 
– whether it goes to individual tribal members or 
the community as a whole – could make paying 
college bills easier. The new question is whether  

a nearby casino and its jobs might entice them to 
forgo higher education and instead stick close to 
their homeland. Both options could threaten the 
future of their native culture. 

YOU MAY WELL KNOW THAT THE MASHPEE 
Wampanoag were the fi rst people to greet weary 
Pilgrims from the Mayflower. This distinction 
means that they were also the fi rst to gain expo-
sure to foreign diseases and weapons – neither 
of which they could defend against. Many were 
killed off , while tribal reservations in the West-
ern states and territories held onto their bigger 
populations. In 1621, their fi rst recorded leader, 
Massasoit, entered into a treaty with Plymouth 
Colony, and by the mid-1700s, nonnatives were 
encroaching on their land. Although the group 
was officially listed as a US Indian tribe in the 
1822 War Department records, a “bookkeeping 
error” kept them off the list when oversight of 
Indian tribes was transferred to the Bureau of 
Indian Aff airs in 1849. They didn’t regain full fed-
eral recognition until early this year. 

Only two generations ago, almost all mem-
bers of the tribe lived in the town of Mashpee. 
They strategically married to sustain strong 
bloodlines (wedding a first cousin was accept-
able and common) and hunted or fi shed for a liv-
ing. By the 1970s, two signifi cant changes jolted 

their modern-day course. For one, Cape Cod 
was exploding into a vacation destination ac-
companied by rapid development and increasing 
wealth. Also, natives began to intermarry with 
another local minority: Cape Verdeans. The re-
sult? Some people moved to the South Shore or 
farther away, either forced out by unattainable 
real estate or diff used into neighboring commu-
nities.

Just this fall, 18-year-old Victoria Miranda 
moved away, but for a diff erent reason: She left 
her hometown of Dennis, a 30-minute drive from 
Mashpee, to become a freshman at Howard Uni-
versity in Washington, D.C. In addition to being 
an ambitious student, she’s a well-traveled danc-
er, a former Mashpee Wampanoag Pow Wow 
Princess, and a proud tribal member engrossed 
in her culture. Her education is partially funded 
by the tribe’s 2007 scholarship award, which was 
split among four college freshmen. “The elders, 
they stress coming back,” she says, “but I don’t 
want to live on Cape Cod.” 

Miranda represents a small but significant 
slice of tribal youth who are recognizing oppor-
tunity outside of their familial setting, wheth-
er it’s a university far away or even the Native 
American High School Summer Program at Har-
vard Medical School. “My dad said, ‘If you really 
want to make something big of yourself, then 
you can’t do it on the Cape.’ ” Miranda plans to 
attend law school and become a judge. If she re-
turns to work for her people, she “can do so with 
an educated mind.” At Howard, she’s met people 
from Ghana and Alaska. “Everyone has the same 
attitude, that it was time to go,” Miranda says. 
“There is a time and place to be home, and it’s 
not now.” 

Higher education isn’t the only opportunity 
for tribal youth to learn more than their parents 
did. Some of the best new cultural education is 
right in Mashpee. For example, 3-year-old Mae 
Alice Weekanashq Baird is breathing life into a 
previously dead language. She’s the fi rst person 
in seven generations to speak Wampanoag as 
her native tongue. Her mother, Jessie Little Doe 
Baird, is writing the Wampanoag dictionary. 
Since 1993, Baird has collected roughly 10,000 
word stems reclaimed from a dormant language 
that had gone unspoken for more than 100 years. 

Jennifer Schwartz, the Globe Magazine’s summer 
editorial intern, is a senior at Boston University. 
E-mail her at jensch72@gmail.com.

Mashpee
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Her decision in 1996 to pursue an MIT linguistics 
graduate degree, which she fi nished in 2000 – an 
unusual move for a tribal member of her genera-
tion – was fueled by lofty ambitions. “If you want 
to reinvent the wheel and be able to analyze docu-
ments from the 1600s, you need to have the train-
ing.” Her kid-friendly Wampanoag immersion 
class, held in one of the tribal ground’s trailers, 
is a hot ticket. Nonnatives not connected to the 
tribe, though, aren’t allowed in. Baird explains 
that because only a handful of people across the 
Wampanoag nation speak the language, the rest 
might feel ashamed if a non-Wamp picked up 
their vocabulary. Baird hopes that eventually 
more children, like Mae Alice, will be raised in a 
bilingual environment. “She corrects her father’s 
grammar all the time,” Baird adds.

OL D E R  M A S H P E E 
Wampanoag kids 
agree that learn-
ing the language 
of their ancestors 
is very cool.  But 
at Mashpee High 
School, as well as 
other public schools 

that tribal students attend, Wampanoag isn’t of-
fered alongside Spanish and French. US history 
classes – especially those covering Pilgrims and 
the fi rst Thanksgiving – also pose a problem. “I 
hated history,” says 19-year-old tribal member 
Brailyn Frye, “because it was in such conflict 
with what I learned from my parents and grand-
parents.” Unlike on Cape Cod, Native American 
teens living on Western reservations typically 
attend school with other natives and learn their 
language as well as traditional dances. “But our 
young people are diff erent, always battling two 
different cultures and trying to balance them,” 
says Alice Lopez, the tribe’s housing director.

Back in July, just before he stepped down 
as tribal chairman after acknowledging a falsi-
fi ed military record and earlier rape conviction, 
Glenn Marshall said he hoped casino money 
will allow for a native-specific charter school. 
“I don’t think these kids are getting pushed,” he 
said at the time. “We’ve found that Indian kids 
who drop out of the school system here then go 
to night school, get their GED, and go on to col-
lege – they’re now on the dean’s list. So what’s the 
problem? Is it the kid? The system? Is it both?” 
Robbie Hendricks thinks it’s that kids oftentimes 
can’t relate to their teachers and need native role 
models. That’s why he acts as a liaison between 
tribal students and faculty at Mashpee public 
schools. “I ask that they please call me up first 
when there is a racial problem. I try to get them to 
think about how these kids perceive things,” he 
says. Hendricks also leads a popular after-school 
tutoring program. He describes Eric Whatley, a 
14-year-old who failed a year of school, as “the 
poster child of a bad kid” – that is, until the two 
started working together. “I didn’t like some of 
my teachers,” says Whatley, an articulate athlete 
who likes math and throwing the javelin. “Robbie 
gave me a second chance.” 

Hendricks – who graduated from Cape Cod 
Community College – wants to give all the kids a 
chance. Over the summer he dispatched a group 
of teens on a campus tour of University of Massa-
chusetts at Amherst. “They were in awe,” he says. 
“Most of them rarely travel off  the Cape. UMass 
opened their eyes, and made them realize there 
is more than Four C’s,” as the community college 
is known. Still, getting into college won’t be easy. 
Because very few parents attended college, only 
a few understand how to help their kids through 
the application process, let alone effectively 
show them how to apply for scholarships, loans, 
and grants. Lopez, the tribe’s housing director, 
envisions a day when the tribe can fi nance edu-

cation for anyone who seeks it. “We have kids in 
college right now calling up and saying, ‘If I don’t 
make this payment, they are going to kick me 
out.’ And, a lot of times, we can’t help them.”

IN THE MONTHS FOLLOWING FEBRUARY 15, THE 
day the tribe gained federal recognition, hun-
dreds of calls inundated the council’s phone 
lines. Estranged natives claiming to descend 
from Mashpee Wampanoag ancestors wanted a 
spot on the roster. Applications for membership 
were distributed, and if everything checked out, 
a committee asked the applicant, where have you 
been? What have you been up to? And why only 
now are you coming forward (even though the 
answer was obvious)? DNA testing was utilized if 
necessary. As of October 10, there were 1,535 trib-
al members, although that number is expected to 
swell as the application process continues.

“One misconception about being federally 
recognized is that we’re just going to get money,” 
says Lopez. “Not so. It just makes us eligible for 
funds. There are so many damn rules. All I’ve 
been doing for six months is reading volumes 
about federal regulations.” 

As the tribe’s housing director, Lopez, with her 
slicked-back ponytail, shimmery cream eyeliner, 
and white sweatshirt with “Hollywood” stitched 
in pink across the chest, gets a lot of phone calls. 
Her offi  ce phone and her new fuchsia RAZR are 
constantly ringing with tribal members who are 
worried about foreclosures and homelessness. 
The goal, says Lopez, is to get all the members 
who want to live in the town of Mashpee a home 
there without feeling like they’re doomed to pov-
erty. But the median price of a home in Barnsta-
ble County is $350,000. The median household 
income for Native Americans in that county is 
$45,933, according to the 2000 Census. So, while 
the majority of tribal members – 822 of them – do 
live in Barnstable County, others cannot aff ord 

STAY OR GO? From left: Alice Lopez, the Mashpee Wampanoag’s housing director, struggles to fi nd affordable homes for tribal members on the pricey Cape, 
their ancestral home; 9-year-old Steven Costa plays in a cousin’s yard in Mashpee; 17-year-old Kenny DeBarros, shown before a football game at Mashpee 
High School, hopes to attend college. Facing page: Victoria Miranda, 18, left her home in Dennis for college in Washington, D.C.; she wants to become a judge.
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it. “We have people living in tents, doing 
winter rents only, or three families living 
in a single-family home, just so they can be 
here,” Lopez says. 

Unless the allure of the Cape begins 
to fi zzle, the next generation of Mashpee 
Wamps expects to inherit this housing 
problem, which bleeds into all aspects of 
life. (Lopez, for example, drives 45 min-
utes off  the Cape so that she can buy “much 
cheaper” groceries.) If the tribe has re-
mained anchored to their land this long, 
they sure aren’t about to give up now. Fed-
eral funds will begin to mitigate housing 
woes, but not entirely. 

Tribal teens know that if they want to 
raise families there, they’ll need a healthy 
income. Either that, or some hefty funds in-
jected into the housing program. Don’t yet 
point to the casino, though. Lopez grapples 
with immediate concerns. “We’re constant-
ly dealing with ‘Who’s going to be evicted 
today? Who’s been neglected by their land-
lord and has mold growing in their home?’ 
I have no idea about casino profi ts and if we 
might see them,” she says. “This [housing] 
program has to live in today.” 

Joe Kalt, the co-director of the Harvard 
Project on American Indian Economic De-
velopment, predicts that the casino could 
lead to a surprising shift in the Native Amer-
ican lifestyle. “As a tribe gets more integrat-
ed economically, I think the sense of Indian 

identity only gets stronger,” he says. Like the 
majority of Mashpee Wamps, Kalt empha-
sizes the gravitational pull of community. 

There is immense pride in working 
for the tribe, and a “physical craving,” 
says Lopez, to be around family. “Once in 
awhile, someone leaves,” Lopez says. “But 
eventually, they come back.” 

Kalt sees the Mashpee Wampanoag as a 
potential Native American success story. 
“They’ll face a make-or-break choice. If 
the casino ends up making a lot of money 
for them, they have to resist distributing it 
as per capita.” Tribes in the past that have 
avoided individual dividends and instead 
invested the money into community pro-
grams have made striking progress across 
the board. But a quick influx of wealth is 
potentially dangerous for any individual 
or community. 

Victoria Miranda, the college fresh-
man studying in D.C., is aware of that. “I’m 
most concerned that people will forget our 
traditions and get wrapped up in the idea of 
money,” she says. “Not to say it’s going to 
happen, but when money comes into view, 
you tend to lose focus. I’m worried about 
the casino becoming the fi rst priority and 
our culture falling to second. At the end 
of the day, we need to be united. Much of 
the reason settlers were able to take over is 
because internal opposition divided us. It 
could happen again in a diff erent form.” ■

WATER BREAK 
Unique Costa, 16, 
poses in front of 
what locals refer to 
as “Mashpee Pond.”
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STYLISH & COZY 
FOR FALL

Glenmont Acrylic/Poly 
Cardigan Sweater $88 with 

Laurel Burch Silk Scarf $25. 
Just one of the many 

wonderful sweaters 
available at

CambridgeWear , 
Acton, MA (978) 264-0121
www.cambridgewear.net

BRIGHTEN YOUR FALL WARDROBE 
with a spectacular, stylish scarf or stole ~                   
Niamha McKernan wears one 
designed and woven 
by her parents in County Clare.
~Come see many more in 
vivid colors and interesting 
textures and shapes
$40 -$95

Irish Imports Ltd.
1737 Mass. Ave.
Between Harvard 
& Porter Squares
Cambridge
617.354.2511
www.irishimportsltd.com

shop
w

ell.
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