
Finding My Roots: Uncovering the
Extraordinary Life of George Copway, the
Groundbreaking Native American Writer and
Activist
A Man of Many Firsts

In the annals of American history, the name George Copway stands out as
a beacon of progress and advocacy for his people. Born in 1818 as Kah-
ge-ga-gah-bowh, he became the first Native American to graduate from an
American theological seminary, the first to publish a Native American
memoir, and the first to speak before the British Parliament on behalf of his
people.
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His life was a testament to his unwavering determination to bridge cultural
divides and fight for the rights of his fellow Native Americans. Through his
writings, speeches, and activism, Copway left an enduring legacy that
continues to inspire and challenge us today.

From Humble Beginnings
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Copway's early life was marked by both adversity and opportunity. Born
into the Ojibwe tribe in what is now Michigan, he witnessed firsthand the
struggles faced by his people under the encroaching tide of European
settlers. Despite these challenges, his family instilled in him a deep pride in
his heritage and a desire for a better future.

At a young age, Copway came into contact with missionaries who
recognized his intelligence and encouraged his education. He was
eventually sent to a Methodist boarding school in Ohio, where he excelled
in his studies. It was there that he encountered Christianity and adopted the
name George Copway.
A Voice for His People

After graduating from boarding school, Copway continued his education at
the Methodist Theological Seminary in Cincinnati. His theological training
deepened his understanding of the Bible and provided him with a powerful
platform to advocate for the rights of his people.

Copway's activism found expression through his writings and speeches. In
1847, he published his groundbreaking memoir, "The Life, History and
Travels of Kah-ge-ga-gah-bowh," which became an instant bestseller. The
book offered a rare glimpse into the world of Native Americans and
challenged the prevailing stereotypes and prejudices of the time.

Bridging Two Worlds

Copway saw education as a bridge between Native American traditions and
the modern world. He worked tirelessly to establish schools and promote
literacy among his people. He also served as a translator, helping to
facilitate communication between Native Americans and government
officials.



Copway's reputation as a respected cultural bridge-builder led to his
invitation to speak before the British Parliament in 1850. There, he
eloquently presented the case for indigenous rights and urged the British
government to respect Native American sovereignty. His speech made a
profound impact on British society and helped to raise awareness of the
plight of Native Americans worldwide.
A Lasting Legacy

George Copway's life and work left an indelible mark on American history.
He challenged prevailing narratives, promoted cross-cultural
understanding, and fought tirelessly for the rights of his people.

His legacy continues to inspire contemporary Native American activists and
writers. Copway's unwavering determination to uplift his people and bridge
cultural divides serves as a reminder of the power of voice, education, and
activism.

Rediscovering a Remarkable Life

The recent PBS television series "Finding My Roots" brought renewed
attention to the extraordinary life of George Copway. Through his
groundbreaking research, historian Henry Louis Gates Jr. uncovered
fascinating details about Copway's ancestry and the challenges he faced.

The episode on Copway highlighted the importance of preserving and
celebrating the stories of our ancestors, no matter how humble or
extraordinary. It is through these stories that we gain a deeper
understanding of our history and the struggles and triumphs of those who
came before us.
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