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June 26, 2005
Tribal leader seeks healing in Aquinnah

By ERICH LUENING

CONTRIBUTING WRITER

AQUINNAH - Ask Donald Widdiss why he jumped back into tribal politics
after enjoying a 13-year hiatus, and he'll tell you his mother made him do it.

Widdiss, chairman of the Aquinnah Wampanoag Tribal Council, says he
would have stayed out of politics and made native carvings and jewelry to sell
to tourists on Martha's Vineyard if not for the wishes of his 90-year-old
mother, Gladys.

"The only reason I'm here is because my mother asked me to be here," said
Widdiss, atall and burly man with long, graying hair. "A couple of years ago,
she asked me to get back in. She had always been involved in tribal services
herself."

Now the seasoned tribal politician is back in hisformer position as council
chairman after defeating incumbent Beverly Wright, 132-105, in November.

Widdiss, aU.S. Navy veteran, comes back to atribe caught in the throws of a
legal battle between the town of Aquinnah’s building inspector, the state and
local civic groups over the tribe's assertion that it is not subject to local
enforcement of zoning regulations.

The dispute began in March 2001, when tribal members built awooden shed
and pier, not approved by the town, at the tribe's shellfish hatchery.

The hatchery is on the Cook Lands fronting Menemsha Pond in Aquinnah, one
of four areas transferred from the town to the tribe under the terms of a 1983
settlement agreement that preceded federal recognition of the tribe.

Thetribe's attorney, Douglas L uckerman, plansto file an appeal with the U.S.
Supreme Court by July 1. In February, the state Supreme Judicial Court
decided not to reconsider its earlier ruling that the tribe was exempt from local
and state zoning regulations because it was granted sovereignty through
federal recognitionin 1987.

The legal battle is not the only thing on Widdiss' mind. He wants to heal the
wounds caused by the divisive case and bring trust back to the relationships
between the tribe, the town and the island community.

http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes/triballeader26.htm (1 of 4)6/26/2005 3:44:12 AM

Print-friendly version
=] E-mail this story

=p | Search the archives
E Daily headlines email

Advertisement

ETHAN ALLEN

HYAMMNIS:
1520 Rawe 132
Hyanmis, MA 02601
508-362-0011

NOW OPEM IN PLYMOUTH AT:
45 Hame Depal Drive
Plymouth, MA 02380

508-T4T-1886

Complimentary

Design Service

Our complimentary
design service has
gulded customers

through the
decorating process for
decades. Our talented
design consultants can
help you find the
beautiful, functional
decorating solutlons
you need.

ETHAMNALLEN.COM


http://ads.addesktop.com/ads/ad11049s-map.cgi/SZ=468X60A|728X90A/KW=KEYWORD/V=2.0D/BRC=90209/BCPG29069.50337.55458/
http://www.capecodonline.com/
http://www.capecodonline.com/
http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes/sports/
http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes/biz/
http://www.capecodonline.com/weather.htm
http://www.capeweek.com/
http://www.capecodclassified.com/
https://secure.capecodonline.com/cct_subscribe/subscribe.htm
http://www.capecodonlinerealestate.com/default.asp
http://www.cars.com/capecod
http://www.oncape.com/
http://www.capecodonline.com/archives/7days/
http://www.capecodonline.com/archives/
http://www.capecodonline.com/archives/index.htm
http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes/biz/index.htm
http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes/aboutus/contactus.htm
http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes/misc/corrections.htm
http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes/courtreport.htm
http://www.capeweek.com/
http://www.capecodonline.com/special/forums/
http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes
http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes/lottery.htm
http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes/obit.htm
http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes/edits/index.htm
http://www.capecodonline.com/special/specialprojects/specialprojects.htm
http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes/sports/index.htm
http://www.capecodonline.com/weather.htm
http://www.capecodview.net/
http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes/crossword/index.htm
http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes/features.htm
http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes/food/index.htm
http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes/health/index.htm
http://www.capeweek.com/movies.htm
http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes/outdoor/index.htm
http://www.capecodonlinepersonals.com/
http://www.capecodonline.com/special/photos/photospecial.htm
http://www.capecodonline.com/primetime/index.htm
http://tvlistings4.zap2it.com/tvkit/zipcode.asp?partner_id=11N
http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes/misc/weddings.htm
http://ads.addesktop.com/ads/ad11049s-map.cgi/SZ=120X90A/KW=KEYWORD/V=2.0D/BRC=76857/BCPG29072.50341.55462/
http://www.cars.com/capecod
http://www.capecodclassified.com/
http://www.capecodonline.com/oncape/dining/index.shtml
http://www.capecodworks.com/
http://www.capecodrealestate.com/
https://secure.capecodonline.com/cct_subscribe/subscribe.htm
http://www.capecodonline.com/cgi-bin/print/printstory.cgi
http://www.capecodonline.com/cgi-bin/print/printstory.cgi
http://www.capecodonline.com/cgi-bin/refer.cgi
http://www.capecodonline.com/cgi-bin/refer.cgi
http://www.capecodonline.com/archives/
http://www.capecodonline.com/archives/
http://www.capecodonline.com/special/maillist/index.htm
http://www.capecodonline.com/special/maillist/index.htm
http://ads.addesktop.com/ads/ad11049s-map.cgi/SZ=120X600A|140X600A/KW=KEYWORD/V=2.0D/BRC=68969/BCPG35275.57985.55489/

Tribal leader seeks healing in Aquinnah (June 26, 2005)

Native family roots

Asaboy, Widdiss came to Aquinnah, then called Gay Head, during the
summersto visit his mother's family. He grew up in Wayland. In 1976, after a
stint in the Navy, he moved to Martha's Vineyard.

"l got involved in tribal politics and over the course of the years have done
everything from travel planner to administrator, to eventually tribal chairman,"
he said. "I've done alittle bit of everything."

Widdiss was chairman of the tribe in 1987 when it gained federal recognition.

Widdiss set his own roots on the island. He has two children, ages 33 and 26,
along with a couple of grandchildren. They now al live off-island.

His mother was born in Aquinnah and still lives there. She makes pottery and
the two of them often sell their work together at alocal store above the fabled
clay cliffs.

Love of tribe and land

Widdiss speaksin starts and stops sometimes, but his meaning is always clear.
Hisresponsibility isto the tribe, and the tribe's responsibility is the land.

"Thisiswhere we live. People have to understand that it is our responsibility
to take care of theland," he said. "It doesn't matter who ownsit. Thisis our
territory. Wetake care of it."

Widdiss explainsthat it is this responsibility to the land that makes up alarge
part of the tribe's identity.

The tribe's relationship to the land and its self-identity is at the crux of
relations between the tribe and the town, for good or bad.

Widdiss explained that the relationship began with the town when it was
established in 1870 over the objections of most of the town's residents who at
the time were mainly Wampanoag.

"The state of Massachusetts decided we needed to incorporate atown, so they
incorporated the town of Gay Head, MA, which at the time was run and
controlled by thetribe," said Widdiss. "This was our case actually before the
federal government in terms of our demand for federal recognition.”

In order to make its case for federa recognition, the tribe had to prove a
continuous socia-political government within the tribe.

"We proved to them that we did," he said. The tribe "passed the test in terms of
having our sovereignty recognized.”

Although recognition by the federal government was a momentous occasion
for the tribe, it has sparked friction over the years between the tribe, the town
and now the state.
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In the case now headed to the U.S. Supreme Court, town and state officias
claim that the tribe had signed aland settlement agreement in 1983 that
essentially makes the town zoning board the final authority in tribal land
disputes.

However, Widdiss and tribal lawyers argue that subsequent federal
recognition in 1987 made the tribe akin to a sovereign nation only obligated to
federal law and tribal zoning laws.

"The one entity that has the ultimate say is Congress," said Widdiss. "That
being said, the only instance there can be any uncertainty isin the case of the
tribe having limited itself."

Lawyersfor the town and state argue that the tribe did limit itself in the land
settlement agreement. But lawyers for the tribe feel differently, arguing that
the tribe did not intentionally limit itself in the 1983 agreement.

The case has further divided the tribe and the town of Aquinnah. Widdiss
believesit is hisrole to close the divide between the town and the island
community on the whole.

Woundsto heal

No matter what the court decides, the relationship between the town and the
tribe will have to be at |east cooperative in order for both to have an amicable
existence in Aquinnah. Thisis easier said than done.

"l think that the redlity is that whoever the aggrieved party is, they will still try
to have their way," Widdiss said. "From the town's point of view, if the
Supreme Court grants[in our favor] in this case, there are people in town that
are still going to fight that."

Widdiss blames a small group of wealthy property ownersin Aquinnah who
have fought the tribe's right to sovereignty since the beginning, insisting that
the property owners, many of whom are seasona residents, have the money to
fight the tribe in court.

"These people reached a certain level of accomplishment in life and some take
that seriously. They feel they have some dominion over the tribe. They do
not," he said.

Despite the efforts in court by what he sees as a small minority in the town, he
said town officials and other year-round residents are building a more
cooperative relationship.

"The mgjority of selectmen and residents in the town | feel are in agreement
with the tribe, in saying the tribe is certainly able to manage its own affairs
and its resources and actually help the town out in a number of instances,”" he
said.

He cites the town v

ambulance, for

example, which was donated to the town by the tribe, and the shellfish
hatchery and water-testing facility. He also said the tribe islooking into
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providing a generator to the town.

The road to better relationship with the town may be long and bumpy, but
Widdiss feelsthat it will be traveled.

"We didn't lose the respect of the community all at once," he said. "For
whatever reason, some people in the community don't trust the tribe. Whatever
that reason is | hopeto take it away."

(Published: June 26, 2005)
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