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RESPONSIBLE STEWARDSHIP 
 
Schumacher said "Modern man does not consider himself as part of nature but as 
an outside force destined to dominate and conquer it, he even talks of a battle with 
nature forgetting that if he ever won the battle he would find himself on the losing 
side." 
 
For how long can the fight against nature continue before nature hits back or 
folds? For how long can we exploit our planet, plunder our resources, consume, 
damage and destroy, fill our environment with the by-products and waste 
materials of ‘civilisation’? For how long can we go on inventing new compounds, 
at the rate of thousands per year, chemicals which the world has never before met 
and yet is now challenged by them at an unprecedented level? How long can the 
patience and stamina of the system and the order of things survive? 
 
It is quite clear that a new spirituality is needed in order to bring about a turn-
around in philosophy and lifestyle of large enough proportions to save our species 
from extinction. That necessary new philosophy and spirituality is really an old 
one. It dates back to a time when man lived in balance and harmony with nature, 
took his place in the cycle of things with a natural acceptance and understanding. 
Man walked the earth and shared it with his fellow creatures, revelled in its beauty 
and bounty, suffered the changes with humility and resignation. He left his mark 
but he did not alter the order. He entered the world, lived his days and left the 
world in no worse condition and no better than when he entered it. He was a 
responsible steward for his short life span. 
 
Nowhere is the stark contrast between that ancient and wise spirituality and our 
modern modus operandi thrown into greater silhouette than when the old meet the 
new, when order and harmony meet chaos and greed.  We saw this in imperialism 
in the ancient world and in the more modern British Empire. We saw it most 
unambiguously when the acquisitive and expanding Western European culture 
met the traditional and balanced Native North American civilisation, the 
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‘Cowboys and Indians’ of history. The two could no more co-exist in the 
continent of North America than a grizzly bear and a lion could peacefully co-
habit a cave. The clash had only one possible outcome, that the old should be 
displaced and supplemented by the new. The unspeakable savagery that 
accompanied both sides' endeavours to uphold their causes was merely the 
inevitable consequence, considering the yawning chasm between the civilisations, 
the value both ‘sides’ perceived in success and the loss they would feel in defeat. 
 
At this point I wish to quote from those times, the text of Chief Seathl’s 
Testament, as published by the monks of Mount Saint Bernard Abbey, Coalville, 
Leicester, England. 
 
Introduction 
 
The Red Indians of North America have captured the imaginations of the young - 
and the not so young - for generations.  Their bravery in war, and their savagery 
too, have formed the plot for many thrilling stories.  The names of the Cherokee, 
Iroquois, Sioux and many other tribes are well known.  However the author of the 
address printed here was the chief of a less well-known tribe, the Suquamish, from 
the north west United States; and he is remembered not for his bravery as a 
warrior, but for his attempts, which were largely successful, to live peacefully 
alongside the "Bostons" - the white settlers from the eastern United States. 
 
As a small boy, Chief Seathl had seen Captain Vancouver sail up Puget Sound.  
His imagination was captured by this white man whose orders were promptly 
obeyed by his men, and the ambition to live in peaceful harmony with the white 
man was born.  It was strengthened by the ta-man-a-wis (or vision) that he had as 
a young man, in the form of a white seagull.  The gull was a symbol of peace to 
the Suquamish, and as it was white, it indicated that his mission was to seek peace 
with the white men. 
 
At the age of twenty-two (1808), Seathl became the Chief of the Suquamish and its 
allied tribes.  He must have been a successful chief, for 43 years later, when the 
first permanent settlement was made on the eastern shores of Puget Sound, he was 
still chief.  Soon after the settlement was mad,e he persuaded Dr. David S. 
Maynard to move his trading post there from the southern end of the sound.  
Maynard soon became the first Justice of the Peace of Duwamps, Thurston 
County, Oregon Territory.  He didn't like the name "Duwamps" and it was 
suggested by Arthur Denny, one of the Commissioners, that the settlement be 
named after Seathl, the man who was chiefly responsible for it.  Seathl was at first 
horrified by the idea, but Maynard persuaded him to accept it.  As the Indian 
"Seathl" was hard to pronounce, it was changed to Seattle, which today is the 
largest city of the North West. 
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The Chief's "testament" was an address given to the tribal confederation, 
probably at the time when the first Governor of the new Washington Territory, 
Major Isaac Stevens, was annexing Indian lands - mainly by exterminating the 
Red Man.  The "great chief" in Washington D.C. was President Franklin Pierce 
(1853-57) part of whose Home Policy was to open up the North West.  There is a 
wisdom in Chief Seathl's words which is timeless.  Many of the things he feared 
would come about are with us today, and his words have a great relevance to our 
modern situation. 
 
Today a statue of Chief Seathl stands at the junction of Fifth and Denny Streets in 
Seattle, Washington, and the name of his tribe is perhaps preserved in the 
Skokomish Indian Reservation. 
 
The Great Chief Sends Word 
that he wishes to buy our land. 
The Great Chief also sends words of friendship and goodwill. 
This is kind of him since we know he has little need 
of our friendship in return.  But we will consider your offer. 
For we know that if we do not sell, 
the white man may come with guns and take our land. 
How can you buy or sell the sky, 
the warmth of the land? 
The idea is strange to us. 
If we do not own 
the freshness of the air 
and the sparkle of the water, 
how can you buy them? 
 
Every part of this earth is sacred to my people. 
Every shining pine needle, every sandy shore, every mist 
in the dark woods, every clearing and humming 
insect is holy in the memory and experience of my people. 
The sap which courses through the trees 
carries the memories of the red man. 
 
The white man's dead forget the country of their birth 
when they go to walk among the stars. 
Our dead never forget this beautiful earth, 
for it is the mother of the red man. 
We are part of the earth and it is part of us. 
The perfumed flowers are our sisters; the deer, 
the horse, the great eagle, these are our brothers. 
The rocky crests, the juices in the meadow, the body heat 
of the pony and man - all belong to the same family. 
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So, when the Great Chief in Washington sends word 
that he wishes to buy our land, he asks much of us. 
The Great Chief sends word he will reserve us a place 
so that we can live comfortably to ourselves. 
He will be our father and we will be his children. 
So we will consider your offer to buy our land. 
But it will not be easy for this land is sacred to us. 
This shining water that moves in the 
streams and the rivers is not just 
water but the blood of our ancestors. 
 
If we sell you land, you must 
remember that it is sacred, and you 
must teach your children that it is 
sacred and that each ghostly 
reflection in the clear water of 
the lakes tells of events and 
memories in the life of my people. 
The water's murmur is the voice of my father's father. 
The rivers are our brothers, they  
quench our thirst.  The rivers carry 
our canoes and feed our children. 
If we sell you our land you must 
remember, and teach your children, 
that the rivers are our brothers, 
and yours, and you must henceforth 
give the rivers the kindness  
you would give any brother. 
 
The red man has always retreated before the advancing white 
man, as the mist of the mountain runs before the morning sun. 
But the ashes of our fathers are sacred. 
Their graves are holy ground, and so these hills, these trees, 
this portion of the earth is consecrated to us. 
We know that the white man does not understand our ways. 
One portion of land is the same to him as the next. 
for he is a stranger who comes in the night and takes 
from the land whatever he needs.  The earth is not his brother, 
but his enemy, and when he has conquered it, he moves on. 
He leaves his father's graves behind, and he does not care. 
He kidnaps the earth from his children.  He does not care. 
His father's graves and his children's birthright are 
forgotten.  He treats his mother, the earth, and his brother,  
the sky, as things to be bought, plundered, sold like sheep 
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or bright beads.  His appetite will devour the earth 
and leave behind only a desert. 
I do not know.  Our ways are different from your ways. 
The sight of your cities pains the eye of the red man. 
 
But perhaps it is because the red man is a savage 
and does not understand. 
There is no quiet place in the white man's cities. 
No place to hear the unfurling leaves in the spring 
or hear the rustle of insect's wings. 
But perhaps it is because I am a savage and do not understand. 
The clatter only seems to insult the ears. 
And what is there to life if a man cannot hear the lonely cry 
of the whippoorwill or the arguments of the frogs 
around the pond at night?  I am a red man and do not understand. 
The Indian prefers the soft sound of the wind 
darting over the face of the pond, 
and the smell of the wind itself, 
cleansed with the midday rain, 
or scented with the pinon pine. 
The air is precious to the red man, for all things share 
the same breath - the beast, the tree, the man, they all share 
the same breath.  The white man does not seem to notice 
the air he breathes.  Like a man dying for many days, 
he is numb to the stench.  But if we sell you our land, 
you must remember that the air is precious to us, 
that the air shares its spirit with all the life it supports. 
The wind that gave our grandfather his first breath 
also receives his last sigh.  And the wind must also give  
our children the spirit of life.  And if we sell you our 
land, you must keep it apart and sacred, as a place where even 
the white man can go to taste the wind that is sweetened by 
the meadow's flowers. 
So we will consider your offer to buy our land. 
If we decide to accept, I will make one condition; 
the white man must treat the beasts of this land 
as his brothers. 
 
I am a savage and do not understand any other way. 
I have seen a thousand rotting buffaloes on the prairie, 
left by the white man who shot them from a passing train. 
I am a savage and do not understand how 
the smoking iron horse can be more important 
than the buffalo that we kill only to stay alive. 
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What is man without the beasts?  If all the beasts were gone, 
men would die from a great loneliness of spirit. 
For whatever happens to the beasts, soon happens to man. 
All things are connected. 
 
You must teach your children that the ground beneath their 
feet is the ashes of our grandfathers.  So that they will 
respect the land, tell your children that the land is rich 
with the lives of our kin.  Teach your children what we have 
taught our children, that the earth is our mother. 
 
Whatever befalls the earth, befalls the sons of the earth. 
If men spit upon the ground, they spit upon themselves. 
This we know.  The earth does not belong to man; man belongs 
to the earth.  This we know.  All things are connected like 
the blood which unites one family.  All things are connected. 
Whatever befalls the earth befalls the sons of the earth. 
Man did not weave the web of life; he is merely a strand in it. 
Whatever he does to the web he does to himself. 
 
But we will consider your offer to go to the reservation 
you have for my people.  We will live apart, and in peace. 
It matters little where we spend the rest of our days. 
Our children have seen their fathers humbled in defeat. 
Our warriors have felt shame, and after defeat they turn 
their days in idleness and contaminate their bodies 
with sweet foods and strong drink.  It matters little 
where we spend the rest of our days.  They are not many. 
A few more hours, a few more winters, and none of the 
children of the great tribes that once lived on this  
earth or that roam now in small bands in the woods 
will be left to mourn the graves of a people 
once as powerful and hopeful as yours. 
But why should I mourn the passing of my people? 
Tribes are made of men, nothing more. 
Men come and go, like the waves of the sea. 
Even the white man, whose God walks and talks with him 
as friend to friend, cannot be exempt from common destiny. 
We may be brothers after all; 
we shall see. 
 
One thing we know, 
which the white man may one day discover - 
our God is the same God.  You may think now that you own Him 
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as you wish to own our land; but you cannot. 
He is the God of man, and His compassion is equal 
for the red man and the white.  This earth is precious to Him, 
and to harm the earth is to heap contempt on its Creator. 
The whites too shall pass; perhaps sooner than all other tribes. 
Continue to contaminate your bed, 
and you will one night 
suffocate in your own waste. 
 
But in your perishing you will shine brightly, 
fired by the strength of the God who brought you to this land 
and for some special purpose gave you dominion over 
this land and over the red man.  The destiny is a 
mystery to us, for we do not understand when the 
buffalo are all slaughtered, the wild horses are 
tamed, the secret corners of the forest are heavy with 
the scent of many men, and the view of the hills 
blotted out by talking wires.  Where is the thicket? 
Gone.  Where is the eagle?  Gone.  And what is it to 
say goodbye to the swift pony and the hunt?  The end of 
living and the beginning of survival. 
 
So we will consider your offer to buy our land. 
If we agree it will be to secure the  
reservation you have promised.  There, perhaps, 
we may live out our brief days as we wish. 
When the last red man has vanished from this 
earth, and his memory is only the shadow of a 
cloud moving across the prairie, these shores 
and forests will still hold the spirit of my 
people.  For they love this earth as the 
newborn loves its mother's heartbeat. 
So if we sell you our land, love it as we've 
loved it.  Care for it as we've cared for it. 
Hold in your mind the memory of the land as 
it is when you take it.  And with all your 
strength, with all your mind, with all your 
heart, preserve it for your children, 
and love it ... As God loves us. 
One thing we know.  Our God is the same God. 
This earth is precious to Him. 
 
Even the white man cannot be exempt from 
the common destiny. 
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We may be brothers after all. 
We shall see. 
 
Note to the 1994 Re-Impression 
 
We now think it certain that the text contained in this booklet is not that of any 
speech ever actually given by Chief Seathl.  However, it does seem to contain 
elements from the original speech. 
 
Only a partial version of the original speech was, in fact, ever published.  It 
remains possible that our text contains elements of the unpublished material. 
 
The values upheld in the text we publish are certainly pleaded for in the original 
speech of Chief Seathl as far as we know it.  Above all, the values proposed to the 
people of our times by this text have their undoubted relevance over against the 
difficulties of our age and are acclaimed as dynamic ideals by all who love the 
earth we live in and the natural rhythms of life and seek the fellowship normal 
among brothers and sisters for the whole human family. 
 
Moved by the above convictions we do not hesitate to re-print the text as we first 
published it in 1977.  Since we find its content faithful enough to the values on 
which Chief Seathl based his life, we are so convinced that the doctrine contained 
in our text is his legacy that we dare not even remove from our cover the words: 
Chief Seathl's Testament. 
 
I reproduce the full text with publishers' comment (and permission), for fear of 
misrepresenting the work if I were to edit it in any way. It is quite clear here that 
the values and standards by which the native lived were not accidental, they were 
not chance, they were the result of a philosophy and logic which could not be 
faulted and which had, therefore, stood the test of time. The method was 
sustainable. There are very obvious echoes of Taoist philosophy and life style 
reflected in this text and this is hardly surprising, when one considers that the most 
likely explanation for the North American natives' original arrival on that 
continent was via a land bridge between Alaska and Asia at the Bering Strait, 
millennia previously. 
 
One cannot help noticing, throughout the text of Chief Seathl's Testament, that 
animals are an oft-recurring theme. The reader will have noticed that I am a 
veterinary surgeon, so this topic of animals is very dear to my heart. The Holy 
Bible says: "And God said, let us make man in our image, after our likeness: 
and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, 
and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that 
creepeth upon the earth" (Genesis.1.26). It is here, I believe that a problem arises 
in understanding. Many a brutal act has been committed on animals and many a 
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greedy, unwise or even foolish crime has been perpetuated upon our (and 
animals') environment with the support of this concept of ‘God-given’ dominion. 
Even legally, it is firmly rooted in our system of law that ‘domestic’ animals can 
be our ‘property’ and we can be their ‘owners’, as if they amounted to no more 
than a bicycle or a hair-drier, a wrist-watch or a work of art. Closely following 
from this come the concepts of value, of usefulness, of purpose, of service, of 
disposability and of dispensability of our animals. 
 
We can move easily from the notion of dominion to the idea that we have the right 
to control and to manipulate the wild population of animals, the stocks of fish in 
the sea, the very environment in which animals live and fulfil their role in the 
cycle of nature. We not only consider this our right, and even use excuses such as 
the need to feed the Third World (a product of our exploitation anyway) but we 
also appear to think that we can continue to do so with impunity. We act as if 
ecosystems cannot be forever damaged beyond repair, as if weather systems were 
immutable and all-powerful, above being affected by our deadly business on the 
earth's surface.   
 
We appear to think, as a civilisation that we can rock the boat and not fall 
overboard, that the world's fragile and wonderfully balanced ecosystem can 
forgive us for all we do. The solution to pollution is dilution and at some point it 
approaches zero. Or does it?  Does the world ecology have the power to forgive 
us. Is it within its domain? 
 
Returning to Genesis.1.26, where is the concept of humility? Where is the notion 
of responsibility? Where is that lofty Christian ideal of selflessness and sharing?  
We can read on in following verses:  And God blessed them, and God said unto 
them, Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it: and have 
dominion over the fish of the sea , and over the fowl of the air, and over every 
living thing that moveth upon the earth (28). And God said, Behold, I have 
given you every herb bearing seed, which is upon the face of all the earth, and 
every tree, in which is the fruit of a tree yielding seed; to you it shall be for meat 
(29). And to every beast of the earth, and to every fowl of the air and to every 
thing that creepeth upon the earth, wherein there is life, I have given every 
green herb for meat (30). Those who wrote these words may or may not really 
have meant subdue but it does appear to be a licence to act in our own selfish, 
short-term interests, forgetting the inevitable knock-on consequences. 
 
It also perhaps, provides licence for those who would trap animals for fur for 
profit, causing untold suffering in the process; or for those who would perform 
experiments upon animals, supposedly for the benefit of mankind or other 
domestic species little realising that no benefit derives apart from a commercial 
one but the toll in animal suffering is huge (interestingly, it provides no 
encouragement for those who eat meat (or who farm animals for that purpose), 
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since it appears to put animals and man on an equal footing, sharing the plant food 
that the planet offers). 
 
I make a plea, that this overdeveloped, overpopulated society of ours should take 
corporate heed of the obvious cracks in the plaster of our ecosystem, the 
discernible signs of subsidence in the structure of our climate, the manifest 
incredible pressure on our drinkable and usable water resources world wide.  We 
should learn from the great Chief Seathl, we should learn from ancient cultures 
what they have to teach us about living in harmony with the world. We should 
first practise respect for our fellow creatures that walk this earth with us and who 
share our ecosystem. We should stop talking ‘animal rights’ and start to question 
our ‘right’ to do what we do. We should revisit Genesis and question what was 
really meant in those words and whether anything was lost in translation or 
whether we should perhaps interpret the words less literally, in the light of the 
civilisation that wrote them or translated them. 
 
Let us resolve to treat our animals with the respect they deserve and should have a 
right to expect. Let us not exploit, torture, drive out the creatures of our world, for 
what any person does to animals reflects upon us all. We are all demeaned in spirit 
by any such evil action and suffer a collective loss of soul. Let us pursue a new 
spirituality, which is an old and timeless one too. 
 
One part of Seathl's words echo and re-echo in my brain and I can't help feeling it 
is a worthy end to this essay: 
 
What is man without the beasts? If all the beasts were gone man would die from 
a great loneliness of spirit. For whatever happens to the beasts soon happens to 
man. All things are connected. 
 
Christopher Day – May 1999 
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