The Greek Language in the Native American Culture
By
Dr. George Kostopoulos
Historians and movie makers have written very little about the cultural life of the
so called American Indians portraying them as savages. However, there is another
side to the culture of those people that has been unknown.
About thirty years ago, I received the following letter from my first cousin
Nicholas Karalekas, accompanying a two-page letter, that was handwritten in Greek.
My cousin's letter appears below,

PAGE ONE
Brothers, we are all of one house, we are all children of the Great Spirit. We walk
on the same road, we drink from the same fountain, and now we will burn up on the
same crate.
When first the white people put foot on our land, they were starving; they did not
even have a place to lay their bed, neither to light a fire. They were sick, not able to
do anything. Our fathers have suffered from them, although the Great Spirit protects
its children, to which he has granted his blessings.
Brothers, the white people are the same as sneaky snakes - when they are cold,
they are weak and harmless. When they are warmed up, they strike against their
benefactors.
Many years ago when the earth was not yet born - nor the sun had risen nor set everything was chaos. The Great Spirit created everything. Gave the white people
land beyond the great waters. Filled this land with animals and gave it to its red
children, and for their protection, strength and bravery has bestowed in them.
Brothers, my people are brave and in large number, but the white people are
stronger to the point of defeating us individually. I want you to join us in a war
against them.
PAGE TWO
If we enter into a treaty, we will turn the great waters into river of blood. Brothers,
the white people want to make us enemies of each other, along with disastrous
winds and unfavorable waters.
Brothers, the Great Spirit is against our enemies. Thunderbolts, and the earth will
eat up cities and will drink the great river. The great waters will flood their fields leaving them with no land - and the Great Spirit will save those who will run toward
the mountains lifting them from the earth.
Brothers, let us enter into a treaty among ourselves, and let us fight our enemies to
defend each other, but also for the Great Spirit to love us. It will make all its
children happy.
J. Johnston
Bow. College May 5th 1821.

The above letter was in the hands of a person, named Bob Williams, at that time living
in San Diego, California, who wanted to know what his great great grandfather had
written. I was told by my cousin that the letter was found in their family home in the
American State of Maine.
I submitted the above two-page letter with my
translation to the authorities of the Bowdoin College, located in Brunswick, Maine,
who provided me with the following reply:

Dear Dr. Kostopoulos,
Thanks very much for your intriguing email which made its way to me in Special
Collections & Archives. I appreciate you sending the image of J. Johnston’s letter
on to us, along with your translation. It is fascinating!
I wish I could decode the many mysteries embodied in the document, but I can only
offer a few clues--John Johnston was a Bowdoin student who graduated in the
Class of 1832. I read the date of the letter as May 5, 1831, not 1821, which would
place him at Bowdoin during his junior year. Johnston was 22 years old when he
entered the college in 1828. He went on to have a distinguished career as a
professor at Wesleyan. I paste in below the brief biographical entry for him in the
Bowdoin alumni directory:

We also have a longer biographical sketch in his alumni file if you or his
descendants are interested in receiving a copy. Regrettably, none of the materials
we have on Johnston reveal the story behind the letter. If I had to guess I would
conjecture that it has something to do with an academic assignment. This
possibility is fascinating to me as it brings up larger questions about what was
being taught at Bowdoin about Native Americans at that time.
While the nature of the letter itself is mysterious, I am quite certain about its
attribution to John Johnston. He is the only J. Johnston associated with the College
through 1950 per our alumni directory. I also pulled his biographical file and
matched the signature on one of his letters to the College from the 1850s with that
on the Greek document.
I regret I can’t offer more help in decoding this document. Do let me know if you’d
like a copy of Johnston’s biographical sketch. Also, I would be very curious to know
the whereabouts of the original of the Greek document. Do you know if it is still with
the Williams family? I think the letter is quite extraordinary and the makings of a
first-class research paper for a Bowdoin student, so I do hope the family might
consider having it go to us or another archives long-term.
With all best wishes, and our sincere thanks for bringing the Johnston letter to
our attention,
Kat Stefko
Associate Librarian for Discovery, Digitization, and Special Collections
Director, George J. Mitchell Department of Special Collections & Archives
Bowdoin College Library 3000 College Station
Brunswick, Maine
I offer the above to the world's scholars to further research and investigate the
culture of the native residents of what today is called American continent.

