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Many Americans know Ben Chavis, 60, 
from his pioneering work in the Amer-
ican Indian charter school movement, 
where he administered the acclaimed 
American Indian Public Charter School 
in Oakland, California. He took the 
school over in July 2000, and it went 
from the worst school in the county to 
the number one school in California. It 
was also ranked the number one school 
in the United States in 2012 and 2013.

 

Now that he is a retired educator, he 
is focusing on his extensive real estate 
and other business interests, such as 
agribusiness and waste management.
 
Many may not know that Chavis is 
an accomplished business leader and 
investor in his own right, and a self-de-
scribed “Indian capitalist” who is out to 
change the thinking of Native Ameri-
cans and mainstream Americans alike.
 
He has been involved in business for 
close to 30 years. In 1983, he start-
ed his first business called American 
Delivery Systems. Since then, he has 
worked in leasing properties for various 
purposes.
 
“I will lease anything to anybody,” he 
said.
 
“Real estate has been very good to 
me. It is the best investment you can 
make. Most people think it is educa-

tion, but that is the second best invest-
ment you can make in your life. Prop-
erty appreciates in value. All wealthy 
families own property.”
 
He also retired to ranch life out in 
North Carolina within his Lumbee Na-
tive American community. 
 
Chavis was reached for the interview 
on his Robeson County 150-head ranch 
in North Carolina. Robeson is a county 
in the southern part of the state. He 
said he owned 250 cattle at one point. 
He now owns and sells horses and cat-
tle.
 
The wind whistles in the background 
for the interview, and at one point is 
interrupted by a loud moo from a cow. 
Chavis explained that he came out to 
the fields to spray his peaches to get 
rid of insects.
 
In between sprays, he explained his vi-
sion of American Indian empowerment 
through real estate.
 
“We need to buy back the land from 
white Americans and then lease it back 
to them,” he said, pointing out that 
he owns between 500 to 600 acres of 
land.
 
Part of the reason Chavis strikes one 
as a different kind of American Indian 
is his background as a Lumbee Indian. 
The 55,000 members of the Lumbee 
Tribe of North Carolina reside in three 
counties in the state. The Lumbee do 
not reside on reservations like other 
Native Americans. They also own and 
tend their own lands, unlike other Na-
tive American communities.
 
The Lumbee have raised controversy 
because many within the tribe are de-
manding Congress to stop withholding 
all the privileges and benefits normally 
associated with recognition, such as 
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programs and services available to all 
federally-recognized tribes.
 
In 1885, the tribe was recognized as 
Indian by North Carolina. The tribe has 
sought full federal recognition from the 
United States government since 1888. 
In 1956, Congress passed the Lum-
bee Act, which recognized the tribe as 
Indian, but it excluded them from all 
benefits of that recognition.
 
 “The Lumbee were never defeated in 
any battle and never signed a treaty 
to transfer land to the federal govern-
ment.”
 
A bill – the Lumbee Recognition Act--  
was introduced to Congress in 2017 by 
the local Republican congressman and 
is going through the legislative process 
now.
 
Some Lumbee – including Chavis – be-
lieve this recognition is all about quali-
fying for and accessing federal program 
dollars that other Native American 
tribes receive. Chavis has said in the 
past that will only create “welfare” de-
pendency in the normally independent 
Lumbee tribe. The tribe is known for its 
independence and entrepreneurial na-
ture, specifically because they are not 
reservation dependent on Washington, 
D.C.
 
Chavis said that Lumbee politicians 
intend on this “federal recognition” to 
access more money and programs.
 
At present, the Lumbee do not receive 
funding from the Bureau of Indian Af-
fairs (BIA) like other Native American 
communities, a distinction that Chavis 
is quite proud of and hopes to contin-
ue. The BIA is a federal agency within 
the U.S. Department of the Interior. 
It oversees trust lands held for Native 
American communities and administers 
health services to Native Americans. It 

is roughly equivalent to Indigenous and 
Northern Affairs Canada (INAC).
 
For Chavis, his impoverished back-
ground was the greatest teacher and 
motivator in his life.

“The best influence in my life has been 
poverty. I grew up in a home with no 
indoor plumbing and no electricity. 
I was born out of wedlock and was 
raised by my grandparents,” he said.
 
His family, he said, were sharecroppers 
in the region who tended land owned 
by Black Americans. Sharecropping 
refers to an agricultural arrangement 
where the landowner allows the tenant 
to use their land in exchange for a per-
centage of the crops.
 
Chavis interrupted the interview to 
point out not many people know Black 
Americans in the South owned lands 
and sharecropped it to others, includ-
ing Native Americans.
 
He said his grandparents used their 
poverty to teach their kids their life 
philosophy which was, “You can only go 
up.” His grandparents rejected a vic-
timhood mentality and taught them the 
values of hard work, sacrifice and dis-
cipline. His grandparents were such an 
influence on his life that Chavis named 
his children after them.
 
From a young age, Chavis and his 
siblings were taught to work, or what 
Chavis called lessons in “Business 101.” 
At the age of only seven, he recalled 
selling produce – such as watermelons 
– on the side of the road.
 
“Poor people have to get involved in 
business,” he said, and remembered 
picking up bottles on the side of the 
road to earn money.
 
“I guess that would be considered child 
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abuse today,” he said, with a laugh.
 
Chavis believes that children nowadays 
are denied these early work opportuni-
ties, which he said “retard” their de-
velopment. Early business experience, 
he said, teaches skills such as orga-
nization and math. He said one of his 
friends pays one of his children through 
college, something he said he had to 
fund on his own.
 
“I love my friend but I think he’s crazy,” 
he said.  He also said that he is baf-
fled why more American Indians don’t 
attend college and university. “Indians 
don’t have a damn excuse. They can 
always get funding to go to school,” 
he said, pointing to many federal and 
state programs that fund Native Ameri-
can college students.
 
Chavis attended an all-Indian school 
and defended the value of segregat-
ed schooling in achieving results and 
focusing on students. He felt that 
segregated colleges held to higher 
standards. He also complained that 
affirmative action in post-secondary 
institutions are lowering standards 
and bringing in students from minority 
backgrounds – including from his own 
Native American community – who 
are not prepared and end up dropping 
out. He said that segregated education 
facilities in the olden days – like his-
toric Black colleges – were tougher to 
get into and produced better outcomes 
than integrated schools today.
 
Chavis believes that these lowered ex-
pectations are the result of well-mean-
ing white liberals, but he asserted that 
these liberals are damaging minority 
communities, not building them up to 
be strong.
 
In terms of barriers facing Native 
American entrepreneurs, Chavis said 
that the reservation system itself is the 

problem.
 
“Reservations destroy capitalism. Res-
ervations are communist. They don’t 
promote a capitalist philosophy,” he 
said. Businesses held by Native Amer-
icans, he said, are also often through 
the tribe and not the individual.
 
Chavis pointed out that statistically Na-
tive American individuals do better off 
the reservation.
 

“If you look at the at Indians on versus 
off the reservation, those living off the 
reservation live longer, have higher lev-
els of education, and more often em-
ployed,” he pointed out. Perhaps most 
controversially, Chavis said he favours, 
“getting rid of reservations.”
 
He said he felt that way because he be-
lieved that American Indians can stand 
on their own two feet. He said that 
those who believe that if that happens 
Indians would “lose all of their lands,” 
and are not “showing confidence in 
American Indians.”
 
“What the liberals are really saying is 
we Indians are too dumb to control our 
own destiny.”
 
Chavis said that he did an analysis at 
one point where he determined that if 
the government eliminated the BIA and 
distributed that funding to all Native 
American families, it would be roughly 
$18,000 per family. He also said that 
Native American individuals must be 
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able to own their own private prop-
erty. Building casinos, he said, is not 
a sustainable vision of prosperity for 
Native American communities. His own 
community does not have casinos, but 
owns banks and other ventures.
 
Reservations do not prepare the next 
generation of Native American children 
to live in a free market economy, he 
said. He said he has prepared his own 
six children by having them do jobs 
earlier in life and he has instilled in 
them a capitalist ethic of competition. 
All his children, he said, are leading 
successful career-oriented lives. Na-
tive American entrepreneurs need to 
prepare their own children to help the 
community, he said. He also instilled a 
sense of Native American identity and 
pride in all his children.
 
The biggest obstacles for Native Amer-
ican entrepreneurs and business lead-
ers, he said, was: “themselves.” The 
wardship and control of the govern-

ment over their lives is their biggest 
barrier, he said, because they do not 
allow Native Americans to control their 
own destiny, so the BIA must go. He 
said Native Americans can compete 
with other Americans. They must be-
lieve they are smart and competent 
enough. Lastly, they must not stop 
fearing they will be assimilated into the 
mainstream.
 
“As American Indians, we will still be 
here 1000 years after Columbus ar-
rived in the Americas. We are survi-
vors, even after all of the failing efforts 
of the BIA and United States federal 
government to destroy us with their 
good intentions.”
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