
Muckleshoot Messenger August 8, 2019    P5

By Chetanya Robinson
Alicia Oliver came to the 

2019 Muckleshoot Sobriety 
Powwow to mark a mile-
stone. Four days ago, she 
had been sober for a year, 
after struggling with drug 
addiction on the Muckle-
shoot reservation for eight 
years.

For the first time, she 
participated in a ceremony 
at the powwow at the end 
of June, honoring those 
in recovery. People who 
were sober anywhere from 
a few days to 59 years were 
offered a coin, and gathered in a circle on 
the powwow grounds.

“To receive my one-year coin in front 
of the tribe, it’s just healing,” Oliver said.

For most of the day, the air was filled 
with the pounding of drums and singing 
at the Muckleshoot powwow grounds. 
Dancers of all ages faced off in compe-
tition, metallic buttons and sequins on 
their regalia gleaming in the summer 
sun. 

Where the Sobriety Powwow dif-
fers from others is its theme and lack 
of royalty -- “to keep the good feeling 
there,” said Lisa Elkins, who works at the 
Muckleshoot Health and Wellness Cen-
ter, and has helped organize the Sobriety 
Powwow for the past 20 years.

After the dances, the Sobriety Pow-
wow coin ceremony unfolded under a 
clear blue evening sky. Four addiction 
recovery counselors stood in the center 
of the powwow grounds as the emcee 
asked people with the least amount of 
time sober to come forward first. Spec-
tators cheered when the first man came 
forward, sober for three days. He took 
his coin and stood on the grass, begin-
ning the circle.

For the next 20 minutes, people came 
forward, received a coin, and moved 
along the circle, hugging or shaking 
hands with those before them. The 
emcee counted 90 days of sobriety, then 
six months, then nine months. Oliver 
stepped forward with a handful of others 
who had been sober for a year. 

When it came to 34 years, the emcee 
announced he himself had been sober for 
this long. 

Baldo Cordocedo, 89, of the North 
Vancouver Squamish tribe, had travelled 
to the powwow from British Columbia. 
He took his coin honoring 50 years of 
sobriety. 

People hugged and shook hands with 
each other, smiling and laughing. By the 
time 59 years was reached, the group en-
circled the powwow grounds. The group 
danced to Celebration by Kool & The 
Gang, representing having fun without 
drugs or alcohol.  

“It’s just an amazing feeling to see 
that,” Elkins said. “I think it gives them 
a sense of accomplishment to be out 
there in that circle with everyone being 
honored together.”

Oliver’s accomplishment was hard-
won, coming after eight years of being 
in and out of addiction. “At first it wasn’t 
that bad, but my brother was murdered 
on Christmas Eve of 2012, and after that 
is when my addiction got worse,” she 
said. “I gave my kids away,” she said, 
and was in a relationship marred by do-
mestic violence.

One year ago, Oliver came close to 
dying. “I overdosed and I was dead for 
like 15 minutes,” she said. “I woke up, 
and then they hit me with Narcan, so it 
wasn’t the Narcan that saved me, it was I 
think something spiritual.”

It was the beginning of her recov-
ery. When she tried to get sober before, 
Oliver would relapse when life became 
challenging. But with help from tribal 
treatment programs, she learned tools to 
help her get through the cycle of grief, 
which helped her to resist the urge to 
relapse.

Before she was sober, she didn’t like 
to tell people about her addiction strug-
gles, but in treatment, Oliver discovered 
that opening up and talking with others 
helped. “My first thought isn’t to go get 
high anymore, because I’ve learned, 

whatever you’re going 
through to talk about 
it. And that’s what I’ve 
done this time -- reach 
out and talk to people.”

The tribe’s Behavior-
al Health Program uses 
a variety of approaches 
to tackle the opiate 
problem on the reserva-
tion, which is “absolute-
ly huge” in scale, said 
Julia Joyce, a behavioral 
health counselor for the 

tribe.
For the health and safety of active 

drug users, the tribe offers a needle ex-
change, providing clean syringes to users 
so they can avoid illness or death from 
a syringe. Narcan, in nasal spray form, 
is widely distributed, so people can treat 
someone they’re with if they accidentally 
overdose.

For those overcoming addiction, 
the Behavioral Health program offers 
detox, inpatient treatment and medica-
tion-assisted treatment. The tribe is in 
the process of opening a clinic in down-
town Auburn, also available to the wider 
community, which will offer Methadone, 
Suboxone and Vivitrol.

Recovery from addiction often re-
quires addressing deeper issues, Joyce 
said. She pointed to Oliver’s recovery, 
which was helped by working through 
the grief and loss she was experienc-
ing. “And even above the grief and loss, 
there’s the intergenerational trauma, the 
continued trauma that people experi-
ence.” 

Oliver advises people who are work-
ing through their addiction to focus on 
themselves and their mental health above 
anything else. This was what worked for 
her. “All the times that I’ve gotten clean 
were for my kids, for my family, for the 
courts, for everything other than myself,” 
she said. “And this time that I got clean, I 
did it for myself because I didn’t want to 
die being high.”

Behavioral Health offers programs to 
help people experiencing post traumatic 
stress disorder, and a domestic violence 
specialist, to address a problem many 
women as well as some men experience 
in the course of their addiction.

Counselors also run an art group for 
those in recovery, a group for women, a 
Native parenting group, and more. 

“The tribe really, really puts a lot of 
effort into addressing any possible issue 
that could come up, and having a pro-
gram to address it,” Joyce said.

Because addiction can isolate people 
from their culture, Behavioral Health has 
integrated cultural programs into treat-
ment: Drum-making classes, sessions 
about the medicine wheel and how it 
applies to addiction and recovery. 

The Sobriety Powwow, eagerly antic-
ipated by Muckleshoot tribal members, 
people from tribes across the region, and 
even non-natives each year, is a way for 
people to connect to culture, Joyce said.

“Getting up there and standing in 
front of their community and saying ‘I’m 
clean and sober,’ and taking that coin is 
very, very powerful and meaningful,” 
Joyce said. “It speaks a lot about that 
connection with community that gets lost 
when you’re in addiction.”

For the last three months, Oliver has 
been working at the Muckleshoot Family 
Support Center and recently completed 
the tribe’s recovery coach academy. Now, 
she helps others recovering from addic-
tion. 

Being a role model is meaningful for 
her. “People go there to see me and they 
trust me with their problems and what 
they’re going through, and I can be there 
for them,” she said. “Now people look up 
to me, and I never thought I mattered like 
that to anybody.”

Celebrating Sobriety Sobriety Powwow is a healing for 
those recovering from addiction

Baldo Cordocedo, 89 years old and celebrating 50 
years of sobriety.
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