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STANDING UP FOR
NATIVE AMERICANS

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS PHOTO
Ruth Muskrat, a Cherokee woman, presents President Calvin Coolidge in 1923 with a
copy of ‘The Red Man in the United States,’ a study of the social, economic and
religious life of Native Americans. Muskrat argued for Indian self determination, better
access to schools and citizenship for Native peoples.

Ruth Muskrat Bronson, a poet and educator with
Waterbury ties, is ‘one of the most important Native
American civil rights activists’ of the 20th century

BY MARTIN BEGNAL
REPUBLICAN-AMERICAN

WATERBURY — A
young Cherokee woman
stood on the South Lawn of
the White House in Decem-
ber 1923 and told the presi-
dent the “so-called Indian
problem” wasn’t something
for the “White Fathers” to
solve.

Ruth Muskrat Bronson
said Native neonle should
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9% Read the text of Ruth
Muskrat Bronson’s speech to
President Coolidge, Page 7A

determine for themselves
the transition from their
old ways to one of eco-
nomic independence
while preserving their
culture.

Muskrat Bronson, who
would marry a “Connecti-
cut Yankee” from Water-
burv and was buried at

Riverside Cemetery here
when she died in 1982, also
argued before President
Calvin Coolidge that Native
Americans should be grant-
ed citizenship and the U.S.
could encourage and best
help native people by pro-
viding better access to edu-
cation.

Muskrat Bronson was a
poet, educator and one of

See MUSKRAT. Page 7A
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The Committee of 100 on Indian Affairs and Ruth Muskrat met with President Calvin
Coolidge on Dec. 13,1923, on the South Lawn of the White House.

MUSKRAT:

Continued from Page One

the most important Native
American rights activists of
the 20th century.

“Ruth Muskrat Bronson
deserves a prominent place
among the influential and im-
portant Indian leaders of the
20th century,” Gretchen Har-
vey wrote in a biography in
“Notable American Women:
A Biographical Dictionary
Completing the Twentieth
Century.”

“She claimed a legal and
moral high ground from
which she asserted her right
to be both Cherokee and
American.”

Muskrat Bronson was born
in Indian Territory, now Ok-
lahoma, in 1897 to an Irish
American mother and Chero-
kee father, whose family had
been forced west from Geor-
gia along the Trail of Tears
during the Indian Removal,
according to her obituary in
the Wichita Falls Record
News.

She was raised on a farm
and educated in Indian
schools, spent time at the
University of Oklahoma and
the University of Kansas and
during the summer months
worked for the YWCA organ-
izing recreation for Apache
girls in New Mexico, accord-
ing to the biography in “No-
table American Women.”

Her report on this work
earned her an invitation to
the World Christian Youth
Conference in Beijing in 1922
and it is believed she is the
first Native American to rep-
resent the U.S. in China. She
came back with the belief a
new generation of Native
American leaders needed to
be developed.

In 1923, Muskrat Bronson
made this argument to Presi-
dent Coolidge when she was
part of the Committee of One
Hundred, a group of scholars,
activists and policy special-
ists who advised the govern-
ment on issues facing Native
Americans.

“There have been so many
discussions of the so-called
Indian problem,” Muskrat
Bronson said to Coolidge.
“May not we, who are Indian
students of this generation,
who must face the burdens of
that problem, say what it
means to us?”

And then she went on to tell
the president.

“Ours must be the problem
of leading this vigorous and
by no means dying race of
people back to their rightful
heritage of nobility and great-
ness. Ours must be the task of
leading through these diffi-
cult stages of transition into
economic independence, into
a more adequate expression
of their art and awakened
spiritual vigor.”

She argued for citizenship

Married Waterbury man
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Ruth Muskrat Bronson’s simple flush marker in Riverside
Cemetery in Waterbury is missing the date of her death,

June 12,1982.

for all Native Americans,
which Coolidge would sign
into law the following year,
and for more adequate
schools.

Ruth Muskrat was a stu-
dent at Mount Holyoke at the
time and was the first Native
American woman to graduate
from the school in Hadley,
Mass. While a student there
she wrote poetry, including
“Songs of the Spavinaw.” In
1944, she wrote “Indians Are
People, Too,” an educational
text for young people.

Muskrat Bronson taught
for several years in Indian
schools and then spent over a
decade at the Bureau of Indi-
an Affairs coordinating schol-
arships for Native American
students and was a leader in
the newly formed National
Congress of American Indi-
ans.

In 1928, Ruth Muskrat
married John Bronson, a me-
chanical engineer from Wa-
terbury. According to her bi-
ography in “Notable Ameri-
can Women,” Bronson main-
tained a lifelong support of
his wife’s Native American
activism.

“My grandmother had a lot
of firsts,” said Elizabeth
Tidrick, who lives in Santa
Fe, New Mexico. “Not the
least was her marriage to
Grandpa John. He was a Con-
necticut Yankee, and she was
an Indian. That didn’t happen
very often.”

Tidrick said when a friend
of Muskrat Bronson’s, Verna
Nori of Laguna Pueblo, a
young mother, died unex-
pectedly in the late 1930s, her
grandfather said to his wife
as she was leaving to go West,
“don’t come back with that
baby.”

“And of course, she did,”
Tidrick said. The Bronson’s
adopted 21-month-old Do-
lores and lovingly raised her
in Washington. “The funny
thing is, is that my grandfa-
ther adored my mom. She
was the apple of his eye.”

Tidrick said her mother
had an amazing life. She de-
scribed her mother as “super

educated,” having gone to the
same prep school as Presi:
dent Obama’s daughter, “anc
super elegant.” She said the
house in Washington was al-
ways full of intellectuals anc
activists.

“My mom was an example
of what my grandmother
wanted for all Native Ameri-
cans — to educate them anc
pull them out of the poverty
of the reservation.”

Tidrick said through her
work with the BIA, her
grandmother helped so many
Native Americans go to col-
lege and graduate school, in-
cluding Lloyd Henri Kive
New, a Cherokee who found-
ed the American Indian Art
Institute in Sante Fe. Kive
New earned his bachelor’s
and master’s degrees from
the School of Art Institute of
Chicago.

“He wanted to drop out of
school, but my grandmother
got on a plane and flew tc
Chicago and wouldn’t let
him,” Tidrick said. “That’s
just my grandmother walking
her talk, so to speak.”

But by the 1950s, she hac
grown weary of Washingtor
and its politics, and movec
to Arizona to work at the
community level  witk
Apache people, a role she
would remain in for the rest
of her life.

Tidrick and her siblings
would spend two or three
weeks at her grandparents ir
Tuscon every summer. “She
was really strong, but she was
my grandmother ... she was
really kind.”

John Bronson died in 196€
and his cremated remains
were buried at Riverside in ¢
Bronson family plot. Rutk
Muskrat Bronson died ir
June 1982 at the age of 84 anc
her remains were placed nex!
to her husband’s.

“We’re incredibly prouc
that she was our grandmoth-
er,” Tidrick said.

Assistant Managing Editor
Martin Begnal is the presi-
dent of Friends of Riverside
Cemetery.
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