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ELK CITY PROJECT  pg. 10

(ELK CITY, Okla.) After years 
of speculation, Cheyenne and Arap-
aho Governor Reggie Wassana has 
confirmed the tribe will move for-
ward with plans to build a large-
scale development in Elk City, 
Okla. The project, located at East 
7th and the I-40 exit, will include a 
casino, hotel, family entertainment 
center, RV park, full-service truck 
stop, and convention center.

“This is the biggest project we’ve 
taken on to date,” Gov. Wassana 
said. “We want to do it in phases. 
First will be the hotel and casino, 
which will also feature a restaurant. 
After that, we’ll focus on the travel 
center and convention center, fol-
lowed by the RV park.”

The Cheyenne and Arapaho 
Tribes’ jurisdictional area spans 
from El Reno to Sayre and north 
to Woodward and Enid, covering 
about 13 counties, with the possibil-
ity of expanding to 18 pending ad-

justments and approvals. 
In addition to the Elk City 
project, future develop-
ments are also planned for 
Woodward and El Reno.

Wassana explained that 
while the tribe already 
has architectural render-
ings in hand, final designs 
are still being developed. 
“We know how we want 
the interior to flow, where 
the hotel entrance will 
be, where the restaurant 
and bar will be located, 
and where the gaming ar-
eas will be. Our goal is to 
make it as comfortable and 
convenient for patrons as 
possible,” he said.

Accessibility is a pri-
ority in the design. “We don’t want 
people walking half a mile just to 
get to dinner,” Wassana noted.

The tribe expects to begin 

working with architects within the 
next 30 days. Final design approv-
al could take up to 60 days, after 
which a request for proposals (RFP) 
will be issued for con-

tractors. The goal is to release the 
RFP by the end of 2025, select a 
contractor by early 2026, and break 
ground by April or late spring.EL
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Y Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes announce 
major casino and entertainment project 
in Elk City

By Sheryl Ponce, Elk City News

(OKLAHOMA CITY) 
Opening the door to the 
newly established Family 
Discovery Center inside of 
the First Americans Museum 
(FAM), families are greet-
ed with an interactive one 
of its kind space, stepping 
into a world of pop-up art 
and engaging characters and 
themes centered around first 
nations people and culture.

Immersing in a new and 
interactive environment, 
everyone was welcomed at 
the newly established Fam-
ily Discovery Center, where 
the Cheyenne and Arapaho 
Tribes were the first to wit-
ness the addition, allowing 
the opportunity for its citi-
zens to interact with the ex-
hibit. 

The VIP preview event 
was held September 13 spe-
cifically for the Cheyenne and 
Arapaho Tribes at the First 

Americans Museum in 
Oklahoma City. 

The Family Discov-
ery Center had been 
a project in the works 
for years, as part of the 
initial First Americans 
Museum expansion 
plans. The long-awaited 
project was made possi-
ble through donations, 
with the Cheyenne and 
Arapaho Tribes the top 
donor of the project.

As the leading mil-
lion-dollar donor for the 
project, the Cheyenne 
and Arapaho Tribes had 
pledged $1 million, be-
ginning back in 2022 
right after the museum 
opened in 2021. 

Shoshana Wasser-
man, deputy director 
of First Americans Mu-
seum said the Family 
Discovery Center had 

First Americans Museum opens Family
Discovery Center: Hosts VIP Preview 
Day for Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes

Latoya Lonelodge, Senior Reporter

The first to attend the Family Discovery Center, the Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes were in-
vited to a VIP preview event at First Americans Museum. Pictured l-r: Melissa Stovall, FAM 
Family Discovery Center manager, Kimberly Rodriguez, FAM communications project coordi-
nator, LaRenda Morgan, Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes’ government affairs officer, Gordon Yel-
lowman, Cheyenne Peace Chief,  Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes Gov. Reggie Wassana, Bruce 
Whiteman, Cheyenne District 1 legislator, Shoshana Wasserman, FAM deputy director and 
standing in front, Oklahoma Indian Nation Princesses Parker Blessing and Emily La’Miyah 
Gray. (Photo / Latoya Lonelodge)FAM DISCOVERY CENTER pg. 7
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The Cheyenne Arapaho 
Missing and Murdered In-
digenous Peoples (MMIP) 
Chapter has announced 
the selection of new board 
members for the upcom-
ing 2025-2026 term. Cho-
sen through applications 
and nominations, the new 
members are Cheyenne and 
Arapaho tribal citizens  Ol-
ivia Friday-Loneman, Nico-
lette Casula, Amanda Wil-
liams, and Tracey Hawk.

They will join current 
members  Raven Morgan, 
Reggie Wassana, and LaR-
enda Morgan, completing 
the seven-member board.

Founded in 2022 fol-
lowing the passage of Ida’s 
Law  in Oklahoma, the 
Cheyenne Arapaho MMIP 
Chapter serves as an advo-
cacy, education, and pre-
vention organization. Board 
members serve one-year 
volunteer terms, with the 
option to extend. The chap-
ter is part of the Oklahoma 
State MMIP Coalition and 
partners with Cheyenne and 
Arapaho Tribal programs, 

as well as state and local organizations, to combat the cri-
sis of MMIP in tribal communities.

The chapter provides training and consultation for trib-
al governments, law enforcement agencies, schools, civ-
ic groups, and federal and state entities. Areas of focus 
include MMIP case response, domestic violence, human 
trafficking, victim services, data collection, and commu-
nity awareness. In 2024 alone, the group completed 55 
events, including a national three-day law enforcement 
training in Concho featuring U.S. Attorney Robert Tro-
ester and experts from across the country.

The Cheyenne Arapaho MMIP Chapter also partnered 
with the Oklahoma Commission on the Status of Wom-
en for the “NOT ME” Stop Human Trafficking initiative, 
helping to spread resources and awareness throughout the 
tribal jurisdiction.

Human trafficking, organizers note, often targets vul-
nerable populations including runaways, youth in foster 
care, low-income families, and individuals with histories 
of trauma or abuse. Raising awareness and strengthening 
prevention efforts remain central to the chapter’s mission.

In addition to programming, the chapter recognized the 
service of outgoing board members Roberta Hamilton, 
Kara Lehman, Susan Geary, Norene Starr, Karen Little 
Coyote, Amanda Rivas, and Jennie Whiteman. Their tire-
less volunteerism, the chapter said, “pushed cases forward 
and helped bring missing relatives home.”

The newly appointed members bring diverse skills and 
deep community ties:

Olivia Friday-Loneman, M.Ed., CSE, is an AAS-
ECT-certified educator and specialist in reproductive 
health and education with a focus on historically margin-
alized communities.

Tracey Hawk has served 
the Cheyenne and Arap-
aho Tribes for more than 
a decade and is dedicated 
to advancing awareness of 
MMIP.

Nicolette Casula  is a 
health board member and 
end-of-life care educator 
whose advocacy emphasiz-
es dignity, compassion, and 
cultural tradition.

Amanda Williams, a fed-
eral employee with the Bu-
reau of Indian Affairs, also 
serves on the Oklahoma 
Department of Human Ser-
vices Council on Aging and 
the Red Earth Board, with a 
strong commitment to cul-
tural preservation.

The Cheyenne Arapaho 
MMIP Chapter reaffirmed 
its mission to improve 
community knowledge, 
strengthen prevention, and 
empower tribal youth to 
serve as future advocates.

For inquiries or requests, 
the chapter can be reached 
at cheyennearapahommip@
gmail.com.

Cheyenne Arapaho MMIP Chapter Welcomes 
New Board Members for 2025-2026

Submitted by LaRenda Morgan, Cheyenne and Arapaho MMIP Chairwoman

Olivia Friday
Loneman

Nicolette Casula

Tracey Hawk

Amanda Williams
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Dreaming in Arapaho:
Reclaiming Language and
Culture through the Outdoors

By Brittni Ehrhart-Gemmill, Colorado Outdoors

It was one of those mag-
ical Colorado summer eve-
nings—the perfect kind, 
when the sun illuminates the 
mountains in rays of purple 
hues and you want the mo-
ment to last a lifetime. But 
what I was about to witness 
was more magical than any 
sunset.

Andrea Kurth, Colorado 
Parks and Wildlife’s (CPW) 
Outdoor Equity Grant Pro-
gram manager and I were 
attending a ceremony for the 
Hinóno’éí(Arapaho) Lan-
guage and Culture Camp at 
the YMCA Snow Mountain 
Ranch in Granby. The cere-
mony was the culmination of 
a one-week camp that brings 
youth ages 2 to 19 from both 
the Northern Arapaho Tribe 
in Wyoming and the South-
ern Arapaho Tribe in Okla-
homa together to immerse 
themselves in their ancestral 
language, homelands and the 
outdoors.

The camp, successfully 
hosted by Right Relationship 
Boulder and led by Hinó-
no’éí facilitators, support-
ed 25 youth and five elders 
through the week-long im-
mersion. Working with mul-
tiple partners — including 
the YMCA of the Rockies, 
Rocky Mountain National 
Park, Meow Wolf, and Uni-
versity of Colorado Boulder 
staff  — Right Relationship 
Boulder oversees the coordi-
nation of the camp, currently 
in its fourth year. 

“Years ago, members of 
Right Relationship asked us, 
the Arapaho people, ‘What 
can we do for you?” said 
Noobései Nííbei, Coordi-
nator for the Southern band 
of Arapaho people. “I told 
them, ‘We want to go to our 
homelands.’”

Right Relationship Boul-
der is a community volunteer 
organization fiscally spon-
sored by the nonprofit Medi-

ators Foundation. Volunteers 
are Indigenous and non-Na-
tive people who work with 
individuals, communities, 
local organizations, and gov-
ernments to support Indige-
nous Peoples.

CPW’s Outdoor Equity 
Grant Program (OEGP) cre-
ates more equitable opportu-
nities to explore the outdoors 
in Colorado. Since its cre-
ation in 2021, the OEGP has 
awarded grants to 141 proj-
ects. As part of the OEGP,  
Right Relationship Boulder 
received $50,000 in 2024 
and $60,000 in 2025 from 
CPW to support the Hinó-
no’éí Language and Culture 
Camp, allowing all campers 
to attend for free. Outdoor 
equity grants support com-
munities that have tradition-
ally been excluded from con-
servation and the outdoors 
and are intended to reach 
youth who are racially and 
ethnically diverse, low-in-
come, disabled, LGBTQ+ or 
American Indian. The OEGP 
is funded through the Colo-
rado Lottery.

In addition to Hinóno’éí 
language lessons, campers 
also immersed themselves in 
the outdoors by enjoying a 
ropes course, archery, horse-
back riding, hiking, art class-
es and even roller skating. 

“We want our children to 
be grounded. We want them 
to be grounded right here on 
Mother Earth, right here in 
our ancestral homelands, the 
place that we still call home,” 
said Teresa HisChase, coor-
dinator and teacher for the 
Hinóno’éí Language and 
Culture Camp. “We want 
them to know who they are 
and where they come from. 
And we know that we can’t 
teach them all of our lan-
guage in a week, but we can 
make those connections so 
that they can continue learn-
ing when we leave.”

The youth who attend the 
camp apply to participate by 
submitting an essay and are 
selected from a large pool of 
applicants. “Our kids, as well 
as adults, learn about their 
language, culture, and histo-
ry, right on the ground where 
our ancestors lived and 
are buried,” said Noobései 
Nííbei. “For a lot of kids and 
adults as well, this is the first 
time hearing this informa-
tion. This is not something 
that is taught in Oklahoma 
public schools and is proba-
bly not taught at home. Par-
ents or grandparents don’t 
have this knowledge for a 
variety of sad reasons such 
as being sent to boarding 
schools, being taken away 
from parents and placed in 
non-native foster homes, 
deliberately not spoken to 
in our language to protect 
them.”

Along with staff from 
Right Relationship Boulder, 
CU Boulder, the YMCA, 
the Northern Arapaho Tribe 
and Southern Arapaho Tribe, 
Andrea and I walked down a 
narrow path lined with wild-
flowers to a pavilion. The 
energy in the room was elec-

tric. Campers and those in 
attendance talked in excited 
tones, with many young ones 
running around the pavilion. 
Some wore regalia-signifi-
cant clothing items that hold 
spiritual and cultural mean-
ing-lined with impeccable 
beadwork, feathers and even 
sequins, while many others, 
like myself, wore ribbon 
skirts — each with its own 
adornments and colors. 

Once we found our seats, 
a hushed reverence fell over 
the pavilion as we all looked 
toward the elder, William 
C’Hair, leading the ceremo-
ny. He opened the ceremony 
by inviting us to eat dinner 
together. My mouth instant-
ly watered as the campers 
began handing out multiple 
plates to each of us with 
fry bread covered in meat, 
lettuce and cheese, pozole, 
choke cherry jam, and a huge 
plate of fruit and dessert. 
With these treats, I instantly 
felt at home.

After dinner, the campers 
each gave a brief presenta-
tion, starting with Hinóno’éí 
words learned during camp. 
They highlighted favorite 

Camp Program
(Photo / Brittni Ehrhart-Gemmill)
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ARAPAHO CAMP
continued from pg. 3

Hiitoxsei Sweezy - (Photo by Brittni Ehrhart-Gemmill)

WOMEN’S PRO BASEBALL  pg. 7

moments from the week, and while some 
campers appeared nervous speaking in front 
of the small crowd, many spoke with confi-
dence. 

“Songs are sacred. I even know how to 
create them now, and now I can make songs 
for my family at home. Having this oppor-
tunity to learn about our lifestyle is very 
special to me. I am able to use what I know 
to learn about the earth, animals and our-
selves,” said one of the campers, Hiitoxsei 
Sweezy. 

Towards the end of her presentation, Hii-
toxsei became emotional as she turned to-
wards two elders in the crowd, saying, “I’m 
very grateful to have you two in my life. 
Learning from the elders is so important for 
me. I see both of you as my very own family. 
I really do appreciate both of you.” 

An elder approached and the two em-
braced while many in attendance wiped 
away tears. The feeling was palpable across 
the room and lingered as other campers 
shared their presentations.

Another camper remarked on their expe-
rience by saying, “My favorite thing about 
this camp is getting to know more people 
and learning about my language.” 

While many campers revered the teach-
ers, counselors, and sponsors, the camp’s 
chefs were the most thanked in the campers’ 
presentations.

Kristen Spronz, the YMCA of the Rock-
ies’ Social Responsibility Director, re-
marked, “By the end of the week, I think ev-
eryone’s really tired, but now they’re finally 
really close with each other.” 

Once the presentations were over, the 
campers began a joyful display of dance, 
song and drums. The singing seemed to ra-
diate off the pine trees that lined the pavil-
ion. At a certain point, I stepped outside to 
watch the sunset as the singing, jingles from 
the regalia and the drums danced in my ears. 

I looked at the land, the ancestral home of 
the Hinóno’éí and asked Teresa HisChase, 
Coordinator for the Hinóno’éí Language 
and Culture Camp, why they chose to hold 
the camp here at the YMCA of the Rockies. 
She explained it’s about much more than 
just seeing a beautiful sunset in a postcard 
location. The reason for hosting the camp 
here is a magnificent story, one that is far 
older than any of the campers. 

Teresa said, “The reason why we bring 
them here is because we have a story. And 
that story comes right after our creation 
story, and it tells about how we traveled all 
over and we needed to find where the creator 
intended us to be. And we had a revelation 
after many years, hundreds of years of trav-
eling the North American continent. But that 

story tells that we had a revelation that the 
line on the back of the turtle is the continent, 
and the lines coming out from the lines on 
the back of the turtle are the headwaters, the 
four tributaries. And that all starts right here. 
And so when we found this place, then we 
knew that that was right where the creator 
intended us to be”.

The evening concluded with a gift pre-
sentation. One by one, different members 
from the audience were asked to receive a 
gift, ranging from ribbon skirts to blankets 
to t-shirts. I took photos from the sidelines 
as others received their gifts and was sur-
prised when they asked me to accept a gift. 
The campers presented me with a beautiful 
blanket and a pair of earrings. Receiving the 
gift was a shock to me and I felt instantly in 
awe at the group of campers, elders, and all 
those who make this camp possible.

As the evening wrapped up, campers be-
gan to clean up the pavilion. Excited, loud 
discussions echoed throughout the area, and 
I chatted with Teresa HisChase a bit more. 
While talking to her, many campers and 
their families approached her to say “thank 
you” or to give her a hug. Her warm smile 
greeted everyone, and like a moth to a flame, 
I felt drawn to her light, too. I felt moved 
by our discussion and found myself hold-
ing back tears, but I was determined to stay 
professional and engaged as we continued 
speaking.

“During the week-long camp, our camp-
ers built a vocabulary and then they’re going 
to become emerging speakers, conversation-
al speakers, semi-fluent, and then some-
where along the way, they’re going to start 
dreaming in our language. And that’s one of 
the best feelings: dreaming in your own lan-
guage,” she said.

After Teresa and I spoke, I shared how 
much it meant for me to be here. I told her 
about my Tribe and how proud I felt to be 
Indigenous and to witness such a strong 
reclamation of culture and language. She 
looked at me and said, simply, “We’re still 
here. So remember that and remember how 
strong you are.” We hugged, and I wiped 
away my tears. 

Knowing who you are and where you 
came from is powerful. It can be a forma-
tive understanding, deep in your makeup 
and influential to many aspects of your life. 
For some, like Indigenous communities 
and tribes, that knowledge has been stolen 
through removal, broken treaties, residen-
tial schools and socio-economic disparity. 
Reclaiming culture and language is an im-
portant journey for Indigenous people and 
that is exactly what the Hinóno’éí Language 
and Culture Camp is doing — reclaiming 

Andrea is enjoying time with a group of young campers. (Photo / Jake Beyer, YMCA of 
the Rockies)

Women in baseball have 
long been a part of histo-
ry since the 1860s and now 
with the emergence of the 
Women’s Professional Base-
ball League (WPBL) set to 
launch in 2026, a whole new 
era of women baseball play-
ers are stepping up to the 
plate. And for many women, 
baseball has become a sport 
many grew up loving.

Along with the 600 wom-
en players invited to tryout 
for the WPBL, Lanae Pre-
cious Youngbear Ben, 22, 
Cheyenne and Arapaho de-
scendent was invited to try-
out over a four-day stretch 
of intense drills and perfor-
mance tests, with cuts made 
each day. 

The inaugural summer 
tryouts were held August 
22-25 at the Nationals Youth 
Baseball Academy and Na-
tionals Park in Washington, 
D.C. 

Ben, who was born and 
raised in Shiprock, N.M., 
grew up her whole life 
playing baseball. She start-
ed playing t-ball at the age 
of three and from then on, 
her love for the game grew. 
When she reached the age 
of nine, Ben began playing 
softball.  

“Ever since I started 
baseball, I’ve stayed with 
the same group and grew up 
with the same guys, they’ve 
helped me a lot and then I 
became known as one of the 
only females that continued 
playing baseball competi-
tively,” Ben said. 

Ben grew up playing 
alongside other boys in base-
ball leagues, until she started 
getting serious and competi-
tive at age 14. 

After graduating Kirt-
land Central High School in 
Kirtland, N.M., in 2022, Ben 
furthered her education and 
continued playing college 
softball at Salem Commu-
nity College in New Jersey 
and then transferred to Row-
an College of South Jersey, 
where she studied psycholo-
gy with the hopes of becom-
ing a social worker. 

Growing up on the base-
ball field, what Ben had 
come to love the most about 
baseball was the environ-
ment that it brings with each 
game. 

“I enjoyed being the only 
female that people knew 

around here as ‘oh, this team 
has you know, so-and-so has 
this girl that is also competi-
tively playing baseball,’ and 
having the ability to keep up 
with everybody else around 
the state of New Mexico and 
around Farmington area,” 
Ben said. 

As a versatile player, Ben 
has played multiple positions 
at first and second, she’s also 
pitched and played shortstop 
in the outfield. 

When Ben first heard 
about the tryouts for WPBL 
on a social media post, she 
had received a call for an 
official invite to tryout soon 
after. To make the trip for 
tryouts, Ben had to fundraise 
for her trip. 

Stepping onto the field 
during tryouts, Ben show-
cased her talent over the 
course of the tryout period, 
however was ultimately cut 
on day three of tryouts. Al-
though she was cut, getting 
the opportunity to experi-

ence tryouts firsthand was a 
change overall for Ben.

“I loved it. I loved the 
environment. I loved that 
everybody, every female that 
was there wanted to pursue 
what they loved the most 
about the sport, hoping that 
they were the 150 that would 
be chosen to continue to do 
what they wanted to do, what 
they were originally there 
for,” Ben said. 

Spending her time in 
Washington D.C., Ben got 
to sightsee and experience 
things out of the ordinary for 
many, such as visiting the 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial. 

“I had a grandpa that was 
on there and it kind of felt 
like home,” Ben said. 

Of the 600 players that 
were invited to tryout, Ben 
is believed to have been the 
only Native American. Al-
though, as the only native 
baseball player and Chey-
enne and Arapaho descent on 
the field, her feelings didn’t 

Cheyenne and
Arapaho invited 
for Womens Pro
Baseball League
Tryouts

Latoya Lonelodge, Senior Reporter 

Lanae Precious Youngbear Ben, 22, Cheyenne and 
Arapaho descent at the Women’s Professional Baseball 
League tryouts. (Submitted photo)



PAGE 5Tsistsistas & Hinonoei Cheyenne & Arapaho Tribal Tribune

Paid Advertising
Paid Advertising



PAGE 6 Tsistsistas & HinonoeiCheyenne & Arapaho Tribal Tribune

Paid AdvertisingPaid Advertising



PAGE 7Tsistsistas & Hinonoei Cheyenne & Arapaho Tribal Tribune

FAM DISCOVERY CENTER
continued from pg. 1

Paid Advertising

always been a part of the vision of the muse-
um. Because of the Covid -19 Pandemic that 
occurred right before the museum opened in 
2021, they were unable to complete the Fam-
ily Discovery Center, as they had to divert 
funding that was dedicated to finishing out 
the signature long-term exhibits. 

“We made a decision to include a full-ser-
vice restaurant and all kinds of other things, 
so that’s why it didn’t get completed in 2021. 
Then, that meant we had to raise some addi-
tional money for it,” Wasserman said. 

Wasserman said without the support from 
the Tribes, the museum wouldn’t be where it 
is today. 

“First Americans Museum has always 
been so well supported by the Cheyenne 
Arapaho tribes from 2005, when I first began 
with the museum, all the way to present day, 
there have been moments when the Cheyenne 
Peace Chiefs have come and blessed this site 
and there have been times where we’ve done 
lots of joint programming,” Wasserman said. 

Wasserman is also one of the curators for 
the Family Discovery Center. When tasked 
with creating the center, Wasserman said 
pop-up books were the inspiration, as they 
are instantly engaging and wanted an experi-
ence that would feel like that. 

“We have imagined this place so that 
when you open the doors and you walk in, 
you land in the middle of a giant pop-up book 
and now you become part of a story.”

“We started thinking about what makes 
us different as native people? And then what 
makes us the same as all human beings? And 
what we came to is that really we’re all con-
nected, so that’s the overarching theme of the 
whole place, we are all connected,” Wasser-
man said. 

Looking at values and what’s important to 
native communities, Wasserman said com-
munity, respect, resilience and stewardship 
are all shared human values and those can be 
found inside of the exhibit. 

Walking through the forest-like envi-
ronment of the center, visitors could hear 
life-like sounds of the forest as well as in-
corporated lighting that turned day to night. 
Visitors were also introduced to various ani-
mal characters that talked throughout the for-
est, amplifying the sense of humor that can 
be heard in native communities. 

What makes the Family Discovery Center 
significant compared to the other galleries of 
FAM, Wasserman said are that while the oth-
er galleries are more geared for older young 
people, adults and seniors, with the addition 
of the Family Discovery Center now there’s a 
space specifically geared for the whole fam-
ily.

The exhibit encourages families to get ac-
tive, as visitors get to actively climb through 
tunnels and various entryways throughout 
the two-story space.  

Entering through the second floor, guests 
will be introduced to Reggie Red-tailed 
Hawk, a 10-foot-tall character featured inside 
the Family Discovery Center. Reggie Red-
tailed Hawk was named after Cheyenne and 
Arapaho Tribes Gov. Reggie Wassana. 

“Reggie is a big red-tailed hawk that’s sit-
ting up on top of the nest and as you turn to 
the right, there is a climbing structure, you 
climb along the treetop trail all the way to the 
very top of the space, it’s a two-story space to 
the top of a tree house and so we’re getting 
physical activity involved and the space also 
changes from day to night and through all 
four seasons in the course of an hour,” Was-
serman said. 

With the Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes 
invited for the opening VIP preview day of 
the Family Discovery Center, Cheyenne and 
Arapaho Tribes Gov. Reggie Wassana said 
the day celebrated the Tribes compassion and 
desire to help with the museum and that the 
Family Discovery Center compliments the 
museum well. 

“It allows the kids to participate in some-
thing more than just the museum and what 
the museum has to offer, so the project allows 
the kids to go in there and explore and look 
at nature, it’s supposed to be a pop-up book 
and the kids will really enjoy it … I believe 
it’s going to be a compliment to the museum 
that’ll help the kids experience a little bit of 
nature,” Wassana said.

As a 5,000 square foot gallery space, the 
Family Discovery Center also featured inter-
active exhibits, hands on play and immersive 
story telling. 

Melissa Stovall, Discovery Center manag-
er said it’s a place where when others walk in, 
they’re right inside of a pop-up book. 

“It focuses on the values of respect, com-

munity, stewardship, resil-
ience, which are really im-
portant in our First American 
communities, but just import-
ant for humans in general and 
it’s just a place where you can 
learn and have fun and it’s a 
great addition to our gallery 
space here at FAM,” Stovall 
said. 

With the addition of the 
Family Discovery Center 
to FAM, Communications 
Project Coordinator of FAM, 
Kimberly Rodriguez, who 
was also co-curator said they 
wanted to ensure the space 
was reachable to all and 
welcoming to everyone as it 
finishes out the museum that 
was opened four years prior. 

“Having to put a hold on the Family Dis-
covery Center so that we could make sure the 
galleries over here at the south wing were 
completed and ready to go for visitors to see 
… it’s pretty special, we want people to be 
able to be here,” Rodriguez said. 

Rodriguez said the overall goal is to en-
sure people leave the space, learning some-
thing new. 

“That you leave here not knowing you 
learned something, but realizing, ‘I learned 
that at the Family Discovery Center’ and that 
it’s a safe place where hopefully people feel 
open to asking the questions that perhaps are 
not as easy to ask,” Rodriguez said. 

The Family Discovery Center held a rib-
bon cutting ceremony on September 18 and 
officially opened to the public on September 
20. 

Cheyenne and Arapaho citizens Raven Morgan and her family explore activities inside 
of the Family Discovery Center.  (Photos / Latoya Lonelodge)

Parker Blessing and La’Miyah Gray climb atop the deer 
animal character as part of the pop-up art theme of the 
Family Discovery Center.

stray from her purpose that she shared along-
side other players, and that was the common 
love of playing baseball. 

“Baseball was the main thing that we were 
there for, so that felt like that’s the only thing 
that everyone around me had in common,” 
Ben said. 

And standing up to the challenge of com-
peting alongside others to be a part of the 
Women’s Professional Baseball League with 
her native ancestry, Ben felt a sense of pride. 

“As of being the only Native American 
there, I felt the honor because not only am 
I representing my state, but I’m also repre-
senting my people who I’m born for and what 
tribes I’m a part of,” Ben said. 

Looking forward to trying out again next 
year, Ben has hopes to compete again for a 
spot on the Women’s Pro Baseball League.

“Next year, I definitely will be attending. 
As of right now, I am back home, but I am 
going to be pushing myself and being the best 
that I can in the sport to make it as far as I can 
to represent myself, my family and my tribes 
next year,” Ben said. 

Ben’s motivation for continuing to play 
baseball stems from her deep-rooted love 
for the sport and being a good role model. 
Not only for the girls she coaches but for all 
native girls who second-guess themselves. 
Ben has coached for three years for 10U NM 
Punishers, a travel softball team based out of 

Farmington, N.M. 
“We are a well-known organization in the 

four corners, we focus on fundamental for 
native youth,” Ben said. 

Ben had been a part of the organization 
since 10U, as it had helped her increase her 
skill level confidence. 

“Being a coach in Farmington has also 
taught me to be very resilient, to be dedicated 
and to have resilience, to have the dedication 
and to push myself to the full extent that I 
know that I can,” Ben said. 

Striving to be a good role model, Ben 
wants other girls to recognize their talents 
and never have self-doubt. 

“I just want young females, young adults 
that have any self-doubt about continuing 
sports in high school or young adults that 
have self-doubt, being told no, can also con-
tinue in high school and in college to become 
who they want to be and having a good role 
model that’s able to help them get where they 
want to be in life, in sports and in academ-
ics,” Ben said. 

Six teams will be formed for the WPBL 
and will be announced before the player draft 
that will be held in October. Each team will 
be comprised of approximately 15 players 
with the first season of the WPBL set to begin 
in May 2026.

WOMEN’S PRO BASEBALL
continued from pg. 4
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ELK CITY PROJECT
continued from pg. 1

“This will probably be 
our best and biggest de-
velopment,” Wassana said. 
“We want to provide enter-
tainment that draws people 
from across Oklahoma and 
beyond—travelers off I-40, 
people coming out of New 
Mexico and the Texas Pan-
handle, and even tourists 
heading west on Route 66.”

Wassana noted that inter-
national visitors, particularly 
from Japan and Germany, are 
often fascinated by Native 
American culture. “They’re 
intrigued, and we’d love to 
welcome them, to have them 
stop, eat, enjoy entertain-
ment, and explore Elk City,” 
he said.

Project Highlights
Hotel: 100 guest rooms, 

indoor pool, lobby and re-
ception area, and an in-hotel 
conference center.

Casino: 750–1,000 gam-
ing machines, space for live 
table games, centralized 
cashier and security areas, 
member services, a full bar, 
and a food court with multi-
ple vendors.

Family Entertainment 
Center: arcade, indoor play 
area, party spaces, con-
cessions, and other fami-
ly-friendly amenities.

RV Park: full hook-ups 
(water, sewer, electricity), 

parking spaces, showers, and 
laundry facilities.

Truck Stop: diesel fuel-
ing, truck parking, showers, 
convenience store, and driv-
er’s lounge.

The project site will 
stretch between 7th Street 
and East 3rd on Eastern Av-
enue, just off the I-40 exit. 
The Oklahoma Department 
of Transportation (ODOT) 
has slated improvements to 
the intersection to help traffic 
flow for Wal-Mart and sur-
rounding businesses, as well 
as the new development.

Construction is expected 
to take about 14 months once 
work begins.

“The best thing I’m hop-
ing is that we provide jobs 
and create economic activity 
around the area,” Wassana 
said. “A lot of cities want the 
tribes to invest in their com-
munities, and that’s exactly 
what we intend to do.\

Wassana, who was elect-
ed Governor of the Chey-
enne and Arapaho Tribes, is 
a graduate of Weatherford 
High School and Southwest-
ern Oklahoma State Univer-
sity. A former football player 
at Weatherford, he now leads 
efforts to promote economic 
growth and opportunities for 
the tribe.

We don't pretend to know the 
workings of the Cheyenne and 
Arapaho tribal government. 

And since we don't have a 
vote in the upcoming Cheyenne 
and Arapho tribal elections, all 
we can speak to is what we've 
seen over the past several years 
and from this vantage point what 
we've seen is progress. Plenty of 
it. 

Gov. Reggie Wassana, in our 
opinion, deserves re-election to 
continue serving the Cheyenne 
and Arapaho people. In our opin-
ion, he's provided professional 
and stable leadership that has 
helped the Cheyenne and Arapa-
ho citizens and has helped bring 
people closer together. 

All people. 
Several weeks ago, Wassana 

was speaking at a celebration 
recognizing the Oklahoma Indi-
an Nations Powwow.  The event 
was held at the Filling Station in 
downtown El Reno. This shows 
the kinds of bridges Wassana has 
helped build over the past several 
years while serving as C&A gov-
ernor. 

“When the Cheyenne and 
Arapaho do well, El Reno does 
well,” Wassana told the audi-
ence that included tribal citizens 

as well as El Reno city leaders. 
“And when El Reno does well, 
the Cheyenne and Arapaho do 
well,” he continued. 

In this age of political divi-
siveness, it's refreshing to see a 
leader work as hard as Gov. Was-
sana does to help build bridg-
es that bring people together. 
As he's said many times before, 
everyone fares better when we 
work together. 

Isn't that what a leader is sup-
posed to help do, work so that 
everyone who desires is able to 
do better?

Wassana was the first Chey-
enne and Arapaho leader to gain 
trust status for tribal lands. He's 
led the effort to build modern 
businesses and today the tribe 
employs more than 1,500 people. 
That makes it one of the largest 
employers in western Oklaho-
ma. He's partnered with cities 
and towns in central and western 
Oklahoma for economic devel-
opment projects and he's led ef-
forts to transform the Cheyenne 
and Arapaho Tribe into a major 
agriculture producer in the state.   

Being a leader requires a thick 
skin. Critics are everywhere. 
They never go away and that's 
OK. 

But facts are facts and what 
we've seen from Wassana is 
leadership and the ability to 
work with people.  He's traveled 
many times to Washington, D.C., 
working for the rightful return of 
Fort Reno to the Cheyenne and 
Arapaho. It's a battle he won't 
give up. Wassana has extended 
an offer to allow the research to 
continue at Fort Reno, all while 
using its resources to help create 
jobs. Our economy is desperate 
for good-paying jobs. It boggles 
the mind wondering how our 
elected federal leaders can stand 
in the way of creating jobs, while 
still conducting research at Fort 
Reno. That's not leadership. 

Fighting for justice and prog-
ress is leadership and Wassana 
has demonstrated he's willing to 
stand up for what he believes. 

He has helped build programs 
that provide for the youth as well 
as the elders of the tribe. He's a 
people person. 

The Cheyenne and Arapaho 
people need and deserve con-
sistent, professional and for-
ward-thinking leadership. From 
what we've seen, Reggie Was-
sana has provided all of this and 
deserves re-election.

Editorial: Wassana Deserves 
Re-election

By Ray Dyer, El Reno Tribune
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Marlene Walker-Payne
Marlene Walker-Payne 

(Hawkins), a proud citi-
zen of the Cheyenne and 
Arapaho Tribes and a 
great-great-granddaughter 
of Chief White Antelope, 
passed away on Sept. 1, 
2025, at River Oaks Skilled 
Nursing and Therapy in El 
Reno, Okla., She was 86, 
just 17 days shy of her 87th 
birthday.

Born on Sept. 18, 1938, in 
Fort Defiance, Ariz., Marlene 
was an identical twin to her 
sister, Charlene. Her parents, 
Charles and Marie Hawkins, 
later moved the family to 
Concho, Okla., where her 
younger sisters JoAnn (1948) 
and Mary Katherine (1949) 
were born. In her teens, Mar-
lene’s Cheyenne paternal 
grandmother, Kate, crafted 
a traditional regalia for her 
with beautiful hand-bead-
work. A photograph of Mar-
lene wearing this regalia was 
published on a postcard that 
circulated throughout the 
United States and Europe, a 
testament to her heritage and 
poise. She wore this regalia 
with pride at powwows and 
local parades, often along-
side her sisters and cousins. 
A natural artist, Marlene was 
also known for her many 
paintings and her active in-
volvement in a variety of 
clubs and extracurricular ac-
tivities during high school.

In 1956, Marlene mar-
ried Al Walker, and they 
moved to Southern Califor-
nia. Together they had two 
children, Jeff (born in 1957) 
and Sheryl (born in 1962). 
Marlene studied Business 
Administration at El Reno 
Junior College. Marlene 
dedicated 30 years of her 
career to B.E. Aerospace’s 
In-Flight Entertainment Di-
vision in Irvine, California, 
from 1967 to 1997. During 
her long tenure, she worked 
across various departments, 
including Human Resources, 
Engineering, Marketing, and 
Accounting.

In addition to her love for 
art, Marlene enjoyed reading 
crime and mystery novels, 
playing slot machines at the 
Cheyenne and Arapaho ca-
sino, attending and watch-
ing California Angels base-
ball games, Sooner football 
games, and talking with her 
great-grandchildren on the 
phone.

Marlene is preceded in 
death by her husband Jesse 
Payne, her parents, Charles 
and Marie Hawkins, her twin 
sister Charlene Kitzmiller 
(Hawkins), her younger sis-
ter Mary Katherine King, her 
son Jeff Walker, her daughter 
Sheryl Paul (Walker), her 
son-in-law Robert Paul and 
her brothers-in-law, Ed Wilk-
erson and John Kitzmiller.

She is survived by her 
younger sister JoAnn Wilk-
erson (Hawkins), her daugh-
ter-in-law Judy Walker 
(McClaskey), her nieces, 
Natalia Valenzuela (Kitz-
miller), Michelle Brothers 
(Kitzmiller), April Hilterbran 
(King), Kimberly King, and 
LillyKate King, her neph-
ews, Edward J. Wilkerson 
and Robert Wilkerson, her 
six grandchildren, Dylan 
K. Rogers (Walker), Me-
gan Pitts (Walker), Bran-
don Walker, Matthew Paul, 
Jesse Paul, and Cheyenne 
Lyon (Paul); and her three 
great-grandchildren, Naomi, 
Adelaide, and Mateo. She is 
also survived by many cous-
ins, grand-nieces and neph-
ews, and great-grand-nieces 
and nephews.

A graveside service was 
held Sept. 8 at the Concho 
Indian Cemetery under the 
direction of Huber Benson 
Funeral Home.

Terri L. Welbourne & son Blake A.Welbourne

Ruby Lucille Standingwater
Ruby Lucille Standing-

water, Ho’eene’e (Feather 
Women), age 76 of Ham-
mon, Okla., was born Aug. 
8, 1949, in Clinton, Okla., 
to Woodrow and Helen 
(Whiteman) Standingwater. 
She passed away Aug. 25, 
2025, at the Great Plains Re-
gional Hospital in Elk City, 
Okla.

Ruby was raised in Ham-
mon and attended school 
with the Class of 1968. A 
lifelong Hammonite, she was 
proud of her roots and com-
munity. She was a devoted 
member of the Hammon In-
dian Baptist Church and was 
active in the A.I.M. group.

Ruby enjoyed spending 
time at the casino, bowling, 
gourd dancing, and espe-
cially playing BINGO. She 
loved attending traditional 
dances and driving around to 
feed redbirds. She was also 
involved in the Redmoon 
Gourd Clan, the Redmoon 

Powwow Committee, and 
the Redmoon Service Club, 
where she dedicated much of 
her time and energy.

She was preceded in death 
by her parents, Woodrow and 
Helen Standingwater, her 
son Randall Jenkins, daugh-
ter Karen Standingwater, sis-
ters, Leona Stepp and Sharon 
Byrd, brother Nathan Stand-
ingwater, niece Fern Helen 
Standingwater, nephews, 
Denny Standingwater Jr., 
Darryl Byrd, and Russell Lee 
Standingwater and grandson 
Sylvester Standingwater.

Ruby is survived by her 
son Wilson Standingwater 
of Hammon, sisters, Mar-
gie Pewo of Hammon and 
Emma Lou Brewer of Elk 
City, brothers, Leland Stand-
ingwater of Hammon, and 
Denny Standingwater Sr. and 
wife Dana of Canton, Okla. 
She also leaves behind a host 
of grandchildren, nieces, 
nephews, cousins, and many 

other relatives and friends 
who will cherish her mem-
ory.

Wake services were held 
Aug. 28 at the Hammon 
Emergency Response Center 
in Hammon, Okla. Funeral 
services were held Aug. 29, 
at the same venue, officiated 
by Rev. Mona Bearshield, 
Rev. Gerald Panana, and 
Rev. Jerry Wayne Roman-
Nose, followed by an inter-
ment at the Hammon Men-
nonite Cemetery under the 
direction of Lee Home-Town 
Funeral Home.

Terri Lavon Welbourne, 
age 57, of Weatherford, 
Okla., was born Feb. 2, 1968, 
in Clinton, Okla., to Thurman 
and Georgiann (Prairiechief) 
Welbourne. She passed away 
on Sept. 11, 2025, just days 
after her son Blake, and to-
gether they will be remem-
bered in a joint service.

Terri was raised in Weath-
erford and graduated from 
Weatherford High School in 
1986. She lived in Weath-
erford all her life and was a 
dedicated Licensed Practical 
Nurse who cared deeply for 
those she served. She was a 
proud member of the Native 
American Church.

Terri’s personality lit up 
every room she entered. 
Known for her humor and 
playful spirit, she had a gift 
for making people laugh, of-
ten giving family and friends 

unique nicknames that stuck 
for life. She loved playing 
hand games, spending time 
with her family, and embrac-
ing her self-described role 
as a “glamorous Diva.” Her 
humor, warmth, and larger-
than-life personality will be 
deeply missed.

She was preceded in 
death by her father Thurman 
Welbourne, her son Blake 
Welbourne, paternal grand-
parents, Thomas K. and El-
sie Welbourne and maternal 
grandparents, George and 
Goldie Prairiechief.

Survivors include her 
mother Georgiann Wel-
bourne of Weatherford, her 
sister Stacia Tai Welbourne, 
and Michael Teague of 
Oklahoma City; along with 
numerous cousins, aunts, 
uncles, and extended family 
who loved her dearly.

A traditional wake service 
was held Sept. 16 at the Clin-
ton Emergency Response 
Center in Clinton, Okla. 
Funeral services were held 
Sept. 17, at the same venue, 
with Rev. Gerald Panana of-
ficiating, followed by an in-
terment at the Clinton City 
Cemetery under the direction 
of Lee Hometown Funeral 
Home.

Blake Aaron Welbourne, 
age 35, of Weatherford, 
Okla., was born Feb. 26, 
1990, in Clinton, Okla., to 
Terri Lavon Welbourne, 
and passed away on Sept. 
8, 2025, at Integris Baptist 
Hospital in Oklahoma City.

Blake was raised in 
Weatherford and graduated 
with the Class of 2009 from 
Weatherford High School, 
where he was proud to be a 
Weatherford Eagle. He lived 
in Weatherford nearly his en-
tire life and was a devoted 
member of the Indian Bap-
tist Church and the Native 
American Church.

Throughout his life, Blake 
was known as a gifted ath-

lete. He began playing bas-
ketball as a young child and 
continued competing into 
adulthood in Native Ameri-
can leagues. He also played 
baseball and handball grow-
ing up. He enjoyed working 
in construction and later as a 
security guard at the Lucky 
Star Casino. Blake loved 
spending time with friends, 
was an OU and Thunder fan 
alongside his mother, and 
enjoyed traditional crafts 
such as beading and making 
drumsticks for family and 
friends.

Blake is survived by his 
children Kaira Orange of 
Hammon, Ariana and Au-
bryana Welbourne, both of 

Weatherford. 
Blake was preceded in 

death by his beloved mother 
Terri Welbourne, grandfather 
Thurman Welbourne and 
uncles, Derek and Thomas 
Welbourne.

A traditional wake service 
was held Sept. 16 at the Clin-
ton Emergency Response 
Center in Clinton, Okla. 
Funeral services were held 
Sept. 17, at the same venue, 
with Rev. Gerald Panana of-
ficiating, followed by an in-
terment at the Clinton City 
Cemetery under the direction 
of Lee Hometown Funeral 
Home.
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Warren Cometsevah, Thomas-Fay-
Custer High School

Latoya Lonelodge, Senior Reporter
(THOMAS, Okla.) Ready 

to hit the gridiron with a 
fresh start to a new season, 
Warren Cometsevah, 18, 
has high hopes of seeing his 
team make it to the state fi-
nals in his senior year of high 
school football. 

Standing 5’11, Comet-
sevah plays linebacker and 
inside receiver, tight end for 
Thomas Fay Custer High 
School in Thomas, Okla.

While born in Weather-
ford, Okla., Cometsevah par-
tially grew up in the Thomas 
community when he moved 
there almost six years ago. 

Cometsevah was first in-
troduced to football when 
he was in the fourth grade, 
when his mother signed him 
up for a youth football team 
in Weatherford. 

“It was a different sport, 

I never played because I 
played soccer growing up 
and then my mom put me in 
sports and I just gave it a try, 
it was pretty fun,” Cometse-
vah said. 

What Cometsevah enjoys 
the most about playing foot-
ball is the communication 
and how it made him feel 
like he has a second family. 
To which, Cometsevah said 
family had been his biggest 
motivation for continuing to 
play. 

“My mom, family, my 
friends and God,” Cometse-
vah said. 

In his final year of playing 
high school football, what 
Cometsevah looked forward 
to the most in the season was 
making it to the state play-
offs. 

Previously the team made 

it to the semifinals before 
getting beat out. Cometsevah 
believes his team is doing 
well so far in the season as 
they are 2-0. 

Setting his goals for the 
season, Cometsevah hoped 
to make improvements on 
himself the most. 

“Holding myself account-
able and being a leader,” 
Cometsevah said. 

With an estimated 3.0 
GPA, Cometsevah has pri-
oritized his academics as he 
said, “it’s like second hand 
nature,” when it comes to 
juggling sports and school. 

Cometsevah also takes 
the time to enjoy other hob-
bies outside of football. 

“I like playing volleyball 
for fun, I like hanging out 
with friends, going to church 
and I just like trying new 

things, like different sports,” 
Cometsevah said. 

Working on getting better 
each practice, Cometsevah 
had been working on being 
in the right spots on the field 
and knowing the plays and 
coverage better. 

“We are working on our 
defense, we’re putting in 
new coverage on defense, 
and we’re trying out new 
plays on offense, we got new 
movements and we’re also 
working on our line, our line 
is not that big,” Cometsevah 
said. 

And when it comes to 
getting in game mode to 
improve his overall game, 
Cometsevah said it comes as 
“a natural feeling.”

“What gets me going is 
the fans, the fans when we 
come onto the field,” Comet-
sevah said. 

As a football player, 
Cometsevah believes in hav-
ing the right mentality and 
discipline to be successful.

“You have to have men-
tality, you have to have disci-
pline, you got to give it your 
all and you have to be a lead-
er, hold yourself account-
able,” Cometsevah said.

As a senior, Cometsevah 
felt excited but also bitter-
sweet, as he believed the 
season would be his last time 
playing on the football field. 
However, he hoped he would 
leave a lasting impression 
when the season is over. 

“I want to be remembered 
as the player that when I got 
knocked down, I got back up 
and always had heart,” Com-
etsevah said. 

Overall what football had 
taught Cometsevah the most 
is respect and the feelings he 
felt while playing on the field 
were indescribable. 

“It just gets me excited, 

it’s thrilling for sure and it’s 
definitely a different feel-
ing from any other sport I 
played,” Cometsevah said. 

Warren’s mother is Ange-
la Littleman and his siblings 
include Dakota Littleman, 
Abbygail Littleman, AnnMa-
rie Cometsevah, Addison 
Cloud and Daniel Cloud. 

Warren Cometsevah poses with his sister AnnMarie 
Cometsevah. (Submitted photos)


