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A C T  O N E  ·  M E M O R Y T H E  F I R S T  L I G H T

N A R R A T I O N  ( S A M P L E )

The words are older than the island's English name. They move from one
mouth to the next in the present tense. What survives is not only the sound
but the decision, repeated, to keep speaking it.

ong before the name Martha's Vineyard, this was
Noepe,  land  amid  the  waters.  A  culture-bearer
guides us through a world that is whole: fishing

grounds and planting ground, the giant Moshup whose
stories  shaped  the  island,  the  Aquinnah  Cliffs  whose
colored  clay  holds  ancient  time  in  its  layers,  a  child
learning to shape the old words again. This is the ground
everything  else  will  stand  on,  and  these  are  the  people
who remained.

Survival, here, was itself an act of imagination. Through
generations  of  pressure  on  Wampanoag  land  and  self-
government,  the people held a future in mind that the
present did not yet permit, and carried it, unbroken, to
federal  recognition in 1987.  The narration stays  out of
the way; the language, heard in a present-day classroom
and on the cliffs, makes the argument.

One present-day  sequence  anchors  the  act.  In  a  bright
community  room, children and adults  work through a
Wôpanâak lesson, repeating words that were silent for the
better part of a century. The camera stays on a single child
shaping a difficult sound until it lands. We do not subtitle
it. The

point is not comprehension but transmission: a language
handed from one mouth to the next in real time.

Act One has belonged to those who remained. It closes
on someone who arrived, and who carried both stories in
a single body. In 1862, Dr. Samuel Birmingham, a New
Bedford physician of African and Wampanoag heritage,
leased  a  tent  in  the  Oak  Bluffs  campground  and  built
what was very likely the first Black-owned cottage on the
island.  The camera  stays  on the  lease  in  his  hands  and
does  not  explain what  those  hands are  about to begin.
The  act  ends  here,  on  a  threshold  rather  than  a
conclusion: one man, two inheritances, a door he has just
opened and not yet walked through.

We do not resolve him. We hold him as a hinge, the place
where two stories meet without dissolving into one. The
Wampanoag did  not  arrive  and do not  return,  because
they  remained;  this  is  their  ground,  and  it  stays  their
ground.  What  is  about  to  grow  around  Birmingham
came, and came for refuge. They braid. They also remain
distinct and sovereign.

I N T E R VI EWS

An Aquinnah Cultural Center
language keeper; a Wampanoag
weaver or artist on inherited craft; a
Native & Indigenous studies scholar
on sovereignty and place.

A R C H IVA L  &  VI S UA L

Historic photographs of Aquinnah
and the cliffs; the 1862 campground
tent-lease in close-up; early cottage
and Smalley family portraits;
present-day footage of a Wôpanâak
class, weaving, and fishing.

WE  H E A R

Spoken Wôpanâak, untranslated,
with partner consent; wind, surf,
and the sound of a classroom.

H U M A N I T I E S  I N Q U I RY  —  Native American and Indigenous studies. Wampanoag presence is treated not as prehistory but as
ongoing sovereignty, and language revitalization as a living intellectual project rather than a rescue. The act's claim: continuity is
itself an achievement, with place-based knowledge as the throughline.


















