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In May 2014, I wrote a Bar Bulletin 
article detailing “how a local, grassroots, 
Native American prisoners’ religious 
rights advocacy movement has ascended 
to national and international heights.”1 
As I explained, that movement was born 
from state transgressions at the Monroe 
Correctional Complex on Easter Sun-
day in 2010, revealing statewide Native 
American religious rights violations; that 
movement was then catalyzed by Wash-
ington’s “virtually unprecedented mea 
culpa and about-face” in 2011.2

Today I write to share news of sev-
eral profound reforms accomplished by 
local Native leaders and the Washington 
State Department of Corrections (DOC), 
which enhance Native offenders’ oppor-
tunity to obtain spiritual rehabilitation. I 
also highlight a current concern about a 
for-profit prison scheme in Washington 
that impedes that opportunity. 

Those reforms were recently the 
subject of remarks made by Brian Cla-
doosby, Swinomish Indian Tribal Com-
munity chairman and National Congress 
of American Indians president, to his fel-
low Washington tribal chairpersons and 
Gov. Jay Inslee. Chairman Cladoosby said 
that “Washington Tribes and the Wash-
ington State Department of Corrections 
have collaborated in ways that epitomize” 
symbiotic tribal-state relations. 

That collaboration also epitomizes 
a shared faith regarding the value of 
religious freedom in rehabilitating Na-
tive offenders and preparing them to 
re-enter society.

Spheres of Influence
Each of Washington’s 12 prisons 

hosts Native “Circles,” comprised of the 
Native inmate population in each prison 
block. In Indian culture, the Circle rep-
resents the continuum of life; without 
beginning or end. In prison, the symbol-

ism of the Circle is apt. It provides hope 
— a sense that there is no ending, even 
for those who may never leave prison; a 
sense that their time “down” is only part 
of their continuum. 

As the DOC recently blogged in 
“Tribal Circle Provides Connections, 
Peace for Native American Offenders:”

[T]ribal circle[s help] keep them 
grounded and motivated them 
to change their behavior while 
incarcerated.
“Getting lost in the fast life is what 
got me here,” said 27-year-old  
DeShawn Little Eagle. “It (the trib-
al circle) means everything to us. 
When we were out there, we got side-
tracked before we came to prison.” 
George Farrell, 32, said tribal circle 
has helped him stop using drugs and 
changed his way of thinking. “It’s 
like being rescued. People find some 
foundation here.”3 
Two local Native-run nonprofits are 

helping rescue Circle members. United In-
dians of All Tribes Foundation, through a 
services contract with the DOC, provides 
the Circles with Native spiritual counsel-
ors. Native community members drive to 
the most remote locales in Washington 
to facilitate Circle religious activities such 
as the sweatlodge ceremony and drum-
ming circle.

Huy, headquartered in Seattle’s 
Wedgwood neighborhood, provides re-
ligious, educational and other support 
for Native offenders near and far. In the 
traditional Coast Salish language of Lush-
ootseed, and consistent with the symbol 
and spirit of the prison Circle, Huy (pro-
nounced “hoyt”) means: “See you again/
we never say goodbye.” 

The Circles are also aided by the 
Washington Tribes. The Muckleshoot, 
Swinomish, Nisqually, Snoqualmie, Still-
aguamish, Tulalip, Squaxin Island, Kalis-
pel and Spokane tribes have collectively 

donated tens of thousands of dollars to 
the Circles, via Huy, in support of their 
religious needs. Amazingly, Muckleshoot 
alone has gifted more than $100,000 di-
rectly to the Circles over the last few years. 

Through this philanthropy, local Na-
tive people are putting their monies where 
their mouths are, in love for those who are 
generally forgotten by the outside world. 

Collaborative Reformation
Local Native leaders are also expend-

ing their political capital, achieving the 
following prison reforms in collaboration 
with the DOC.

DOC policy was rewritten to allow 
Native children to attend prison pow 
wow ceremonies. For Native offenders 
— and really, any faith group — there 
is nothing spiritual about a family-based 
ceremony without children. For the DOC, 
prison security is of paramount concern 
when children are brought behind the 
barbed-wire and chain-link fencing. And 
with increased security come increased 
personnel costs. 

Those concerns were reconciled with 
the Tribes, via Huy, agreeing to absorb 
that higher security expense. As Chair-
man Cladoosby, who is also a Huy board 
advisor, continued in his recent remarks: 
“Tribal children have been allowed to at-
tend prison pow wows to celebrate with 
their moms, dads, aunties and uncles. 
Imagine the love that is shared behind 
those sterile prison walls; the love that 
our relatives so need to feel.”

DOC policy was flexed to allow 
the Tribes to donate traditional Indian 
foods to the Circles for offering dur-
ing pow wow and Change of Seasons 
ceremonies. In short, federal Food and 
Drug Administration and DOC security 
regulations must be heeded. The DOC and 
Tribes made it happen through sheer will. 

The Tribes now donate treaty- 
harvested wild salmon via refrigerated 
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trucking. Neighboring tribal members 
cook frybread offsite and deliver it to 
prisons. Huy helps the Circles buy buffalo 
meat through DOC-approved vendors. The 
Circles then prepare those sacred proteins 
and/or serve them along with that tasty 
frybread to their guests with honor and 
gratitude, before feasting themselves. 

According to Chairman Cladoosby, 
“The DOC has allowed the Tribes, like 
Swinomish, to donate fresh salmon to the 
Circles to be shared at prison pow wows 
... to help nourish and heal our relatives 
with our treaty resource.” 

The DOC forged an innovative 
partnership with the Department of 
Natural Resources (DNR) to furnish 
firewood to the Circles for the sweat-
lodge ceremony. A quick explanation 
about that important ceremony: The 
sweatlodge itself is a dome-shaped struc-
ture, made by tethering together willow or 
other saplings indigenous to our region. 
The structure is then covered with a tarp, 
blankets or canvas to make it lightproof. A 
small pit is dug in the center of the lodge 
as a receptacle for hot rocks. 

Outside the lodge, there is a fire pit 
for heating those rocks. Firewood is need-
ed to blaze those rocks to an extremely 
hot temperature so that when water is 
poured on them from within the lodge, 
steam emits throughout the lodge, allow-
ing purification to those within. 

In DOC facilities, the lodge area typi-
cally exists in a gated greenbelt or garden 
area, within the prison “yard.” Notwith-
standing rather drab industrial prison 
and yard surroundings, the lodge area is 
vibrant and sacred.4 A Native chaplain for 
a California prison Circle explains that 
“when the [offenders] step through the 
gate, they leave the prison and enter sa-
cred ground. This is a safe place, where 
they can feel the earth under bare feet, 
where they can experience the sun and 
rain on their skin. Here they can come 
to face themselves, and maybe heal.”5

As the federal courts appreciate, the 
sweatlodge ceremony “is the anchor and 
the livelihood of a family to prayer,” as 
noted by the U.S. District Court for South 
Dakota.6 In prison, with a Native offender’s 
family being his Circle, sweatlodge is the 
most prevalent Indian religious ceremony 
— especially insofar as it is a unifying 
religious expression despite variability of 
tribal affiliation among Native prisoners.7

In short, without firewood, there can 
be no sweatlodge ceremony. In recogni-

tion of the potentially prohibitive cost 
of Circle firewood statewide, Olympic 
Corrections Center Superintendent John 
Aldana devised an imaginative “pilot” 
DOC-DNR partnership, through which 
Circle members harvest donated timber 
from local forests. 

As he explains, “The procurement of 
firewood is arduous work. The offenders 
who participated on community service 
crews ... take great pride in what this 
work means [spiritually], in not only pro-
viding the firewood but in giving some-
thing back to the community.”8 

Late last year, the DOC implemented 
a policy by which the State will perma-
nently provide sweatlodge firewood to 
the Circles. As Chairman Cladoosby re-
marked, “What a tremendous sharing and 
gifting of our sacred natural resources.”

More Work To Do
Notwithstanding these shared suc-

cesses, state reforms are constantly needed 
to ensure that Native offenders are allowed 
to freely worship, as guaranteed by the 
First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, 
the Religious Land Use and Institutional-
ized Persons Act, 42 U.S.C. §§ 2000cc, et 
seq., and correlating state civil rights law. 

Currently, a DOC-approved vendor, 
AccessSecurePak, which provides secure 
packaging that allows family members 
and friends to send packages to inmates, 
imposes oppressive charges on Native 
prisoners’ religious exercise. The Circles’ 
various ceremonies involve offerings to 
the Creator of plants, herbs and roots 
known as “medicines,” including sage, ce-
dar, red willow, bitterroot, osha root and 
bear berry. Many of these medicines are 
used in the sweatlodge ceremony; they 
are sprinkled on the hot rocks in prayer. 

AccessSecurePak is entitled to mark-
up these medicines, but it does so un-
checked by the DOC, to an outrageous 
degree. For example, a 4-ounce package 
of cedar should cost as little as $1.80; yet, 
AccessSecurePak charges $14.92 for that 
medicine, which amounts to a 700-percent 
markup. The same quantity of sage should 
cost as little as $1.50, but the company im-
poses a 900-percent markup, by pricing it 
at $14.96. What’s more, AccessSecurePak 
also imposes a handling fee for each order.

 AccessSecurePak’s state-sanctioned 
charges illegally operate as a tax on In-
dian religious exercise — a tax so ex-
pensive, relatively speaking, that under 
Supreme Court authority it inhibits the ex-

ercise.9 The DOC’s security interests wane 
in the face of such egregious profiteering.

Local Native leaders brought this situ-
ation to the DOC’s attention last year and 
hope the matter can be resolved soon. A 
helpful analog is the Federal Communi-
cation Commission’s very recent prohibi-
tion against telephone providers impos-
ing excessive rates and egregious fees on 
prisoner calls. Rising national sentiment 
against mass incarceration and for-profit 
imprisonment also counsels against the 
DOC allowing AccessSecurePak to gouge 
Native offenders for sacred medicines 
needed for prayer.

In conclusion, there will always be 
challenges presented when Native offend-
ers worship. As I tell the offenders I work 
with, they, practically speaking, lost the 
right to perfect religious exercise upon 
their convictions. But we cannot lose hope 
that prison conditions can be improved so 
Native offenders might find inner peace 
through traditional Indian religious ways. 
Indeed, local Native and state corrections 
leaders are keeping the faith. 

Gabriel S. Galanda is the founder of Huy 
(www.huycares.org) and chairman of its 
Board of Advisors, and managing partner 
at Galanda Broadman, PLLC. Galanda 
descends from the Nomlaki and Concow 
Tribes, belonging to the Round Valley 
Indian Confederation.
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