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What does it mean to be Oneida in today’s world? Oneidas share the same origins, the same 

language, culture, teachings and ceremonies, and they share some of the same traditions. But 

after the Revolutionary War, land loss, and relocation, their history and realities started to 

diverge. Now there are three distinct Oneida communities in Oneida, Wisconsin, Oneida of the 

Thames in Canada, and the remaining homelands in Oneida, New York. Since separating, each 

community has maintained and grown their own land base, their own sovereign governments, 

and their own distinct histories and norms but still share and identify as Oneida. 

[1] 

Oneida Nation of Wisconsin has the largest community population of over 16,400 and held fast 

to the cultivation of the corn and food sovereignty. Here they have adapted to their new 

surroundings creating many new businesses that benefit the community which include preschool 

to high school, elderly services and housing, casinos and gas stations, as well as historical 

preservation programs. As relayed from L. Gordon McLester III his conversation with Mohawk 

chief Tom Porter “there are no single millionaires in Oneida.” The community benefits from the 

businesses and care given to the members of Oneida Nation of Wisconsin.[2] In pursuit of 

history, identity, and understanding L. Gordon McLester III, gave this thought: “If you look at 

the spokes of the wheel on a bicycle they all come from different points but they all point to 

creator.” Each one of us comes from a different place a different background but we all 

connected through our beliefs. [3] 
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[4] 

Oneida Nation of the Thames has a small community that deeply cares for one another. This is 

where the majority of today’s fluent Oneida speakers come from and those learning the Oneida 

language in other communities will often travel to Canada to work with fluent speakers. They 

will welcome you into their home and treat you just as they would their own family. They have 

held on to the traditional beliefs of the longhouse and continue to share that knowledge with 

others who seek it. They are responsible for reviving the longhouse traditions and practices that 

had disappeared from Oneida, Wisconsin. Because of their kindness and their roots in the old 

ways, many people have found their way back to those traditions who had lost their way. The 

Oneidas in Canada still have the titles and positions of the hereditary clan system and traditional 

chiefs. They face unique challenges dealing with the Canadian government instead of the United 

States government but have a similar modern history to the other Oneida communities in 

boarding schools, government and church mistreatment, and the struggles of reservation life. 
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[5] 

Oneida Nation of New York has a small community with a large economic presence in upstate 

New York with the Turning Stone Casino. The people have worked hard to hang onto the little 

that they have against overwhelming odds, but it is through their determination that Oneida 

exists in their original homeland at all. Their reservation was once as small as 32 acres but their 

land base has since expanded after repurchasing lands that are a part of their original territory. 
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[6] 
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Although these communities have their differences and at time have been at odds with each 

other, there have been times of great cooperation between them. In 1970 and 1974 all three 

communities came together to file suit of land claims against New York State that were illegally 

taken into possession without Congress’ approval which is federal policy.[7] Since the three 

Oneida communities have grown and developed separately, it is unlikely that the Oneidas will be 

unified as one nation and one government any time soon. Aside from local, state, federal, and 

international obstacles to such a unification, the Oneida people are still reconnecting and 

rebuilding relationships after being separated for two hundred years. Understanding their painful 

history and where they come from is essential to understanding who they are today and where 

they are heading. 



[8] 

At times the road has been difficult and long for the Oneida people and yet there are growing 

communications and connections being made amongst the people in each community. This is 

often done without much government involvement, the people are gathering around longhouse 
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matters, ceremonies, language, art, etc. and sharing knowledge. Although a fractured nation, 

each Oneida community has something to offer that makes the Oneida identity whole: New York 

has the homelands, land being essential to indigenous identity, Canada has the language and 

many of the traditional titles, chiefs and clan mothers are the knowledge keepers, and Wisconsin 

has the majority of the people and consequently has made great strides in reviving traditional 

food sovereignty. Together the Oneida identity is intact and that strength in identity continues to 

grow as the Oneida people continue to travel and meet with each other. 



[9] 

As Oneidas continue to revive their identity as one people, more generations of Oneidas are 

starting to see some form of unity as a real possibility. In 2019, a small group of women from all 

three Oneida communities came together to form a nonprofit called Akwéku Ohshʌ’he 

Yukwayóte, which in Oneida means, “We work together.”[10] They received a small plot of land 

in the original Oneida territory from a Quaker woman that learned of their history and wanted to 

return the land to its original titleholders, the Oneida women. For the first time in 200 years a 
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piece of the Oneida homelands is held by the Oneida women for all the Oneida people. Their 

efforts paint a picture of how the future can move forward, “We don’t have to distinguish where 

we come from, now we can say we are just Oneida(Lisa Latocha).”[11] Having a shared space 

held in common where cultural revitalization and healing can take place is their vision of unity. 

Only time will tell how Oneidas will fare, but today the story of the Oneida Nation has come full 

circle. From their origins in the creation story, to thriving as part of the powerful Iroquois 

Confederacy in their homelands, to being torn apart by colonial warfare and relocation, to 

survival and adapting apart, to starting the process of healing in hopes of rebuilding their nation. 

The Oneida have a long, hard story to tell. But it is one full of resilience and hope. Lisa Latocha 

cannot say it any better, “Home for us.”[12] 

Picture of field at top of page is of actual Oneida Homelands in New York. 
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Special thanks to, L. Gordon McLester III, Bill Gollnick, Lisa Latocha and Portia Kay^nthos 

Skennadore-Wheelock. 

Interview of Bill Gollnick  by L. Gordon McLester III on life in Oneida WI . 

https://youtu.be/e87xeEINi-w 
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