Talk given by Kent Nerburn on 1 May, 2010, in honor of the founders of the Mt.  Kearsarge Indian Museum, Bud and Nancy Thompson, on the occasion of the Museum’s 20th Anniversary.

At breakfast several days ago, Bud said something important.  He said, “If you touch the heart, you touch the person.”  80 years ago, a man named Silverstar – a sachem of the Pequot people -- came to a school in Rhode Island and touched the heart of a young man.  

Mr. Silverstar did not know who he was touching that day.   He was just a visitor in a room full of young school children, sharing something of his life and his belief.  But the young man he touched was named Bud Thompson, and Silverstar’s touch sparked a dream in Bud’s heart and set him on a lifelong journey to touch the hearts and spirit of others. 

Bud traveled many paths in the course of his life – folk singer, traveling troubadour, protector and sustainer of the Shaker traditions and way of life -- but always, he returned to the memory of that man, Silverstar, and his lessons about reverence for the earth and the circle of life.

And when Bud had traveled enough paths to have gathered the skills and the experience, and he had found Nancy, the partner who could give him the support and the guidance he needed, he set about making that dream into a reality.

That dream, that reality, is the Mt.  Kearsarge Indian Museum.  And today, that museum is 20 years old.

There are many ways to create a museum, and there are many hard questions to be asked.  After all, you are taking the creations from the hands of others and placing them in cases and behind walls.  You must work hard to make sure that they do not become simply a cold collection of artifacts, the dry bones of memories and peoples from times past.  

Bud was aware of this, and he did not want this.   His was not so much a collecting as an honoring.   An honoring of the man, Silverstar, and the many peoples who had lived, loved, raised their families and honored their Creator on this American continent before our European footprints were first seen upon the shore.

Because he did not want his museum to be simply a repository of artifacts, he set out to make it an experience. 

He knew that you do not develop reverence for nature inside a room.  So he designed a museum that would not begin and end at the doorway, but continue into nature, flowing naturally into the medicine garden and the grounds that he has so lovingly tended over these 20 years.  And, thanks to Nancy’s wise counsel, he echoed the eternal truth of that most sacred and instructive of native shapes – the circle -- in the journey through the collection on the way to that garden.

He also knew that you do not learn about cultures only by hearing about them and seeing the objects by which they live their lives.   You learn about them by meeting them.  So he arranged events – powwows, visits, speakers.  Native leaders from around the country have come to Mt.  Kearsarge to share their knowledge with visitors and to praise the humble and respectful way that Bud and Nancy have brought the Native experience alive.

Lastly, he knew that it is the children – from now to the seventh generation – in whose hands the future lies.  So he opened the museum and his heart to the children of Warner and the surrounding towns.  He encouraged it to be a place of teaching, not just a place of viewing.  I have been told that there is hardly a school child for miles around who has not gone through this museum.  And if what I saw yesterday while watching a tour of school children pass through is any indication, there is a hardly a school child who has visited that museum who has not been touched in some fundamental way by the experience. 

I know that Bud wonders if he has made a difference.  It’s only natural.  None of us knows which touch we make of a child or a friend or a stranger or an elder will be the touch that changes a life.  What did Silverstar expect that day in that classroom in Rhode Island so many years ago?  Did he know that his visit would result in us standing here 80 years later?  Did he know that every schoolchild for miles around for the last 20 years would have stood, for at least a moment, in the presence of works that came from the hands of his people and other people who lived, loved, raised their children and worshipped their creator on this land long before our ancestors’ arrival? 

Of course he didn’t.  But he knew that we must honor our ancestors and live for the children.  And in the touch he made with Bud, he was passing that knowledge on.

Now, I also know something of the difficult road that Bud has traveled in creating his museum.  I experience it myself as a writer.  We of European heritage have appropriated, stolen, and objectified so much of Native experience that it is hard to gain the trust of Native people when we want to honor and serve and pass along the knowledge that we value so deeply in their cultures, but which so many of our own ancestors, sadly, worked so hard to destroy.   But Bud has gained that trust.  He has received that greatest of all gifts from Native people – he is seen, not as an appropriator, but as an ally.

And why is that?  I think it is because of a special gift Bud has.  To walk through the museum with Bud is not to get an anthropology lesson, but to share his wonder at the genius that other people have had in their hands and hearts.  

He will pick up a piece and hand it to you --- speak with astonishment and reverence about the choice of colors, the intricacy of patterns, the quality of the beading.  He will wonder aloud about the kind of a person who would take the care to decorate a tool, or string quills with perfection and accuracy.     

This is the magic of Bud’s museum.  He does not see objects; he sees the hand and heart of the people behind the objects.  His hand is not touching an artifact; it is touching the hand of another maker.  

I think some of this comes from his time with the Shakers.  But much of it, I believe, comes from his time as a musician – making art, sharing art, passing art along.  He understands what it is to be a creator, and he stands humbly in the presence of the creations of others.  

Put simply, Bud’s museum comes from the heart.  From the heart of Silverstar to the heart of a young man in Rhode Island, and handed, through the care and love with which Bud has chosen the objects and shaped an experience, to the hearts of those who visit the museum and grounds today.

I’d like to read a short piece from my most recent book, The Wolf at Twilight, the follow-up to Neither Wolf nor Dog, the book of mine that Bud so fancies and which caused him to accord me the honor of being here today.

In the book, Dan, the Lakota elder with whom I am traveling, is speaking to me.  I think his words are apt:

When your people first came here, we reached our hands out to each other.  We showed you our ways, and you showed us yours.  We taught you about the animals and the plants and the medicines.  We showed you how to live on this land – how to make clothing and to grow crops and build houses for the weather.  You thanked us and showed us all the amazing things you had created, like guns for hunting and glasses that could make far things look close.  

Those were good times.  They were not always easy times, but our hands were extended to each other in the hope of friendship.  We were living together inside the Creator’s promise.  

But then something changed.  Your hunger for our land became greater than you hunger for our friendship.  What had been a sharing became a struggle for a way of life.

We did not want such a struggle.  We have always believed that the Creator’s knowledge is too great to fit inside one people.  We believe he gave different knowledge to different people, just like he gave different knowledge to different plants and different animals.

We believe that it is our task to be open to the Creator’s knowledge and to honor it wherever it is found.”

This is what Bud and Nancy have done.  They have gone back to that time when our hands were extended to each other in the hope of friendship, when the native knowledge of plants and animals and ways of honoring the creator were looked upon as lessons we could learn, not ways we should disregard or destroy.  

They have listened, and they have learned, and they have devoted their lives to passing this knowledge on.

And though they, or we, cannot know for certain who they have touched, we can rest assured that somewhere, because of the touch of they have made, some young boy or girl, staring out at the night stars, is dreaming of something that he or she had never before thought was possible. 

And in that dream, that child is carrying on the vision, not only of Bud and Nancy, but of Silverstar who touched a boy’s heart and set a dream in motion over 80 years ago today.  

I believe Silverstar’s spirit is here today.  And looking out upon what Bud and Nancy, and all of you here have accomplished, I believe he would be proud.   I think he would recall the words of another great Indian leader, Sitting Bull, who said, come let us put our minds together to see what kind of life we can create for our children.”   And he would say, “Bud and Nancy, that’s what you have done. And you have done it very, very well.”

Thank you, Bud.  Thank you, Nancy.  Thank you for the gift you have given to us all.

