
HEROES  
 

The word ñHeroò brings to mind a legendary Native 

warrior, lance lowered, riding fearlessly toward the enemy.  

Today the ñHeroò is no less a warrior, but may be armed only 

with words, a smile, or even a basket of apples.  These 

special people nourish our communities through their giving 

spirits, they are our advocates, and they help build our 

future by acting as models for our young people.  

The ñHeroesò Project was conceived by the late Dr. Alan 

Allery and developed through the National Resource Center 

on Native American Aging at the University of North Dakota 

and the Administration on Aging.  The project is a forum to 

recognize individuals who have impacted the lives of Native 

elders in local communities throughout the continental 

United States, Alaska and Hawaii.  We are proud to share the 

stories of 37 extraordinary individuals who are the recipients 

of the Hero Award.  

 Seven of our Heroes chose not to be recognized 

individually.  They are leaders and followers, tall and short, 

young and old.  Everyone of them saw a need and could not 

look away.  They heeded the voices of their ancestors, drew 

on their inner strength, and stepped forward to help.  Some 

worked with heads high and banners flying.  Others were 

barely noticed but their impact has been great.  We honor 

them all.  

Heroes Awards 2008 ð2009  



 

 

Isaac Akootchook  
is a Hero.  He was born in Arey Island, Alaska, and has been a 

lifelong subsistence hunter, whaler, and fisherman.  Schooled in 

the oral tradition of the Inupiaq culture, language, and life by his 

parents and self - taught in the ways of western society,  he 

encourages his family to work hard and seek knowledge; keep 

going to school, keep learning, and go forward.  Isaac Akootchook 

was part of a group that incorporated the Native City Council of 

Kaktovik and through the years he has represented Kaktovik with 

dignity, honesty and most of all loyalty to his Inupiaq  people.  

In his life, Isaak Akootchook has seen his environment go from 

one extreme to the other:  from a natural environment far 

removed from western society to a modern village with a thriving 

economy.  Native people must live in two worlds with one soul ï 

balancing traditional ways of life with those of the western world.  

Mr. Atkootchook has managed to achieve this balance, serving as 

mentor, leader, and visionary for future generations.  His wisdom, 

faith, and loyalty will live on through his 6 children, 16 grand -  

children, 36 great grandchildren and 4 great great grand children.  

His spirit will continue to nourish the Inupiaq people for many 

generations to come.  Isaac Akootchook is a Hero.  

Nominated by Dr. George P. Charles  



 

 

Rose Ambrose  
is a Hero.  As an Athabascan from Husila she represents not only 

the Tanana Chiefs Conference but Denkkanaaga, the regional 

elder council whose office is in Fairbanks.  She has been a strong 

spokeswoman for her tribe and for elders in general for over 30 

years.  

Rose Ambrose has worked for her tribal organization as a 

community health aid from the time it was officially designated as 

a federally recognized tribe.  She is an Athabascan tradition 

bearer who works tirelessly to pass on her knowledge of 

Athabascan Native ways of knowing and cultural values to the 

next generation.  Rose Ambrose is a Hero.  

Nominated by Dr. George P. Charles  



Ed Ben  
is a Hero.  He is a traditional dancer, drum maker, and great 

father, husband, uncle, and brother.  He influences our young 

people by helping them learn our language and traditions, and 

mentors those who seek his assistance and advice.  Ben is a 

leader in our community and helped write our tribal constitution.  

Many in our community heat their homes with a wood stove.  Ed 

has been hauling wood to elders in Salem, Willamette Valley, 

Wilsonville and Siletz, Oregon, for 15 to 20 years.  All he asks in 

return is that someone help him unload the wood. All of Edôs 3 

sons follow in their fatherôs footsteps.  One was a great hunter 

and fisherman.  He hunted for the elders and those who could not 

hunt on their own helping them to provide food for their families.  

He has crossed over but his kindness will be long remembered.  

Another son helps cut and haul wood to the elders.  Another son 

is a traditional dancer and is passing the tradition on to his family.  

Ed Ben was raised to be an active part of his community.  He 

helps out of the goodness of his heart.  His good work continues 

through his family and in the many hearts and hands warmed by 

his efforts.  Ed Ben is a Hero.  

Nominated by Shirley Walker  

 

 



 

 

Kay Branch  

is a Hero.  She is the sole elder care coordinator in the Alaska 

Native Health Consortium that represents all of the regional 

health organizations; and nationally she works on long term care 

with Dr. Bruce Fink at the Indian Health Service.  She also 

organizes the Joint Alaska Native Elder Advisory Committee 

meetings for the Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium and the 

National Resource Center for American Indian, Alaska Native and 

Natibe Hawaiian Elders.  Branch has also worked as part of the 

state elder services program and represents Alaska Native elders 

at national elder health conferences .  

During her time with the Bristol Bay Native Association in 

Dillingham the Yupôik Elders were so taken with her that they 

gave her a Yupôik name, Arnayagaq (Little Woman).  Kay Branch 

works tirelessly for the Alaska Native elders and speaks for them 

at every opportunity.  Her contributions enrich the lives of Alaska 

Elders and in the words of Dr. Charles, ñI wish that there were 

more people like her.  She should be cloned if it was possible.ò  

Kay Branch is a Hero.  

Nominated by Dr. George P. Charles  



Connie Bremner  
is a Hero.  When Connie became director of the Blackfeet Eagle 

Shield Center in 1994 she immediately realized there was work to 

be done. First she obtained a grant to purchase a delivery vehicle 

with hot and cool cargo space for 124 meals.  Next she received 

funding for an Alzheimerôs demonstration program through which 

she instituted the Safe Return Program. Realizing that the vast 

distances on the Blackfeet land left many elders isolated without 

access to personal care, Bremner developed the first tribal - run 

Personal Care Attendant Program in the nation.  Caregivers 

trained by Bremnerôs staff provide services to approximately 100 

seniors and the attendant jobs have boosted the economy of the 

reservation.  

One of her greatest achievements is the new Eagle Shield Center.  

The building has a large dining room, state of the art kitchen, 5 

spacious offices, and a beautiful Atrium surrounded by 16 one 

bedroom apartments.  When asked how she managed to produce 

such a vibrant, multi - faceted senior program in a community with 

so few material resources, Bremner chuckles, ñYou know, if you 

let the water drip on a rock long enough, it will wear it away.ò  

Connie Bremner kept ñdrippingò on that rock till she brought 

adequate services and independent living to elders on the 

reservation.  Connie Bremner is a Hero.  

 

 



 

 

Sophia Chase  

is a Hero.  She was born in Goose Bay, a village on Iliamna Lake, 

Alaska, and was tragically taken from us in January of 2008.  She 

sat on the board of the Southcentral Foundation for more than 20 

years and represented the Foundation on the Alaska Native Elder 

Health Advisory Committee.  

She worked tirelessly to improve health care in Native villages 

throughout Alaska.  Her advocacy on behalf of the elders will be 

sorely missed.  Continuing her work will be the greatest tribute 

we can pay to her.  Sophia Chase is a Hero.  

Nominated by Dr. George P. Charles  



Gregorita Chavarria   

is a Hero.  Born in August, 1905, she spent her life supporting 

improvements to her community.  Determined to live her own life 

independently, her dream was to prevent institutionalization of 

community members who wished to remain at home in the care 

of loving family.  Toward this end she worked tirelessly to 

establish a Regional Adult Day Care Facility on the reservation at 

Santa Clara Pueblo, New Mexico.  Gregorita passed away in June 

of 2008, but she lived to see the ground breaking for ñGregoritaôs 

Dreamò in the spring of 2008. When the care center opens in 

2009 it will be the only one on tribal land and the only one in the 

state of New Mexico.   

Gregoritaôs loving heart, kind words, and gentle manner touched 

the hearts and souls of all who met her.  Her coherent mind and 

tri - lingual (Tewa, English, Spanish) daily conversations with 

community members encouraged a sense of culture and tradition.  

The memory of her love, given so freely while she lived, will be 

with the community for generations to come.  Gregorita Chavarria 

is a Hero.  

Nominated by Geraldine Mascarenas -Cain,  
Faustina Suazo, and Doris Tenorio  

 

 



 

 

Helen Cummings   

is a Hero.  She has been passionate about helping people 

throughout her entire life.  Besides raising a large family of her 

own, she took in 16 American Indian foster children who needed 

someone to love and care for them.  Helen worked as a nurse for 

the Indian Health Service, then returned to the Leech Lake 

Reservation as part of the WIC and Elderly Nutrition Programs.  

Since retiring she has volunteered endlessly and worked on state 

and national projects related to aging.  Helen speaks the original 

Objibway language fluently and stresses the importance of 

passing on the Ojibway language and culture to young people.  

In Helenôs own words, ñLife is a never ending process of learning.  

You learn every day if you keep an open mind and interest in the 

world around us.  With all this modern technology, there is no end 

to learning.  We must encourage all our children and young 

people to higher education if they are to survive not only in the 

mainstream society, but we must also stress family unity, 

responsibility, respect, honesty, and being trustworthy.  We must 

also return to family caring and sharing, not only to our families, 

but to our friends and neighbors as well.ò  Helen Cummings is a 

Hero.  

Nominated by Mary Snobl and Jackie Dionne   



Dr. Cheryl Easley   

is a Hero.  She is Dean of the College of Health and Social Welfare 

at the University of Alaska Anchorage, President of the American 

Public Health Association, and a member of that organizationôs 

American Indian, Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian Caucus.  Dr. 

Easley has been a firm supporter of the National Resource Center 

for American Indian, Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian Elders 

with numerous in -kind services and funds from its beginning.  

She is the most traveled Dean in the history of UAA.  Braving the 

cold and darkness of winter, she has been to Point Barrow, Nome, 

Kotzebue, Fairbanks, Dillingham, New Stuyahok, Bethel, 

Napaskiak, Juneau, Sitka, Metlakatla, Kodiak, and St. Paul Island 

in the Bering Sea meeting with Alaska Native people.  

Dr. Easley has a deep and abiding belief in giving the best health 

care services to Alaskaôs people.  We thank her for choosing to 

make Alaska her home.  She is a true friend of the Alaska Native, 

American Indian, and Native Hawaiian Elders.  Dr. Cheryl Easley is 

a Hero.  

Nominated by Dr. George P. Charles  

 

 



 

 

Leroy Elliott  
is a Hero.  He is a member of the Manzanita Kumayaay 

Reservation in California and he sits on the board of directors for 

Southern Indian Health Council, Inc.  Most important Elliott is a 

keeper of tribal culture.  He sings the old Native Tribal ñBird 

Songsò which were sung hundreds of years ago.  He honors the 

elders and others in our community by singing at funerals , tribal 

events and even national events.  Singing and dancing tribal 

songs at a Kumeyaay funeral is very difficult:  not sleeping for 24 

hours, as well as the other cultural rules that he follows.  He 

continues through storms and 105 degree weather sustained by 

his incredible spirit.  

Leroy Elliott is an inspiration to all who see him and know him.  

He has nourished the Kumeyaay people.  He teaches young 

people the songs and shares with them the old Tribal stories.  His 

legacy will live on through all who have heard his stories and 

through the young people who have learned his songs.  Leroy 

Elliott is a Hero.  

Nominated by Gilbert Pablo  



Monte Fox   

is a Hero.  Monte began his work on the White Earth Reservation 

in 2000.  He began immediately developing programs and 

services specifically for White Earth elders.  His goal was to 

increase their activity and motivate them to take control of their 

health.  Monte developed a special time at area fitness centers for 

ñelders onlyò exercise and trained his staff to work with this 

group.  Under Monteôs leadership the Diabetes Project holds 

nutrition classes, helps with the elders menu planning and 

provides individual nutrition counseling.  At the Diabetes Camp 

Monte created, elders gather to exercise, eat healthy, play 

ñDiabetes Bingoò and ñHonor the Beatò (both games developed 

specifically with a strong cultural component), share stories and 

become knowledgeable about diabetes.  He has addressed the 

transportation issue on the reservation by adding vans and 

providing transportation for his clients in need.  

Monteôs humble approach and his respect for the cultural mores of 

the White Earth elders have enabled him to reach record numbers 

of people during his tenure.  The elders hold him in very high 

regard.  Monte Fox is a Hero.  

Nominated by Carol Fabre  

 

 


