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Tlie wealtli of reservations
For Montana's Indians, riches are in relations



2 Introduction Summer 2002

Blackfeet Reservation

Flathead Reservation

Rocky Boy's 
R eservation II

F ort Belknap 
R esevation

Fort Peck R eservation

C row  R eservation

N o rth ern  C heyenne 
Reservation

Mitakuya oyasin
Cherokee saying"we are all related

To 55-year-old M ary Agnes 
BlackCrow, who lives on th e  Fort 
B elknap  R eservation , fam ily 

m eans raising  five of h er seven grandchil
dren , a generation after she raised four 
children of h er own.

Tb Javon Montes, a  young m other from 
Rocky Boy’s Reservation, family means 
having th e  m eans and  ex tra  support she 
needs to ra ise  h e r 4-year-old tw ins, 
Stephon and Jerem iah, while attending  
th e  U niversity o f M ontana full tim e as an 
English major.

To Evelyn Old E lk  of th e  Crow 
Reservation, who a t  89 years old has 87 
grandchildren , 103 great-grandchildren  
and  29 great-great-grandchildren, family 
is h er life.

Fam ily on M ontana’s seven reserva
tions is as im portan t as th e  land, or more. 
I t  is the  foundation of th e  tribe  and the 
h ea rt of th e  people.

Native Americans generally define fam 
ily in broad term s. Extended families often 
live together. Adults who form close bonds 
w ith a fam ily a re  “adopted” by the family 
an d  tre a te d  a s  close k in . S h arin g  is 
expected in an Indian family. Individual 
accom plishm ents are  successes for the 
whole family and the tribe.

The sp iritual center of N ative America 
also resides in  the family. Since churches 
were not p a rt of the Indian  culture, many 
M ontana Indian families today re ta in  cer

em onial sw eat lodges a t  th e ir  hom es 
w here friends and  extended family mem
bers g a th e r to pray. O lder family members 
pray and sing  in  the perfect darkness of 
the sw eat lodge, w hile the young quietly 
soak up trad itions and language, which 
they will pass on to ano ther generation 
when they have families of th e ir  own.

Indian  families survive today in spite  of 
th e  social ills th a t  have th reatened  to 
destroy them . For decades families were 
torn a p a rt as governm ent agents tried to 
assim ilate Indian children into a white 
world by removing them  from th e ir  fam i
lies and  placing them  in fa r off boarding 
schools. Disease, alcoholism and an  ever- 
dwindling land base take  th e ir  toll. Indian 
families suffer the consequences of these 
social ills, yet most cling desperately to 
one fam iliar constant, the  fam ily bond.

The Adam s fam ily of th e  F lathead  
Reservation — more th an  40 strong — 
gathers each m onth to celebrate successes, 
tell stories, and  to discuss in a very delib
e ra te  way the hardsh ips th a t family mem
bers face. Louis Adams, th e  patriarch, 
ga thers the family on h is land a t  th e  foot 
of th e  Mission M ountains and  w ith chil
dren , grandchildren, au n ts  and  uncles qui
etly gathered, encourages discussion of 
th e  good and bad tim es th a t  affect the 
family. The fam ily m eetings and th e  k in
ship they foster have come to define w hat 
i t  m eans to be th e  Adams family.

Surnam es help identify w hite families, 
bu t for some natives, such as George 
Kicking Woman, it’s  the  ceremonial name 
bestowed la te r  in life th a t carries w ith it 
m eaning. Kicking Woman knows th a t  
Indian  family nam es sometimes reflect 
confusion, ra th e r  th an  kinship. A 90-year- 
old Blackfeet, his fam ily nam e w as altered 
in transla tion  w hen a governm ent agent 
m isunderstood — or ignored — Kicking 
Woman’s paren ts a s  he recorded their 
son’s b irth . Now Kicking Woman is 
revered on his reservation as the  elder 
who bestows nam es of honor for his peo
ple.

Geri Sm all’s N orthern Cheyenne tribe 
filed on foot to th e ir homeland in M ontana 
in 1878 a fte r being transp lan ted  to pres
ent-day Oklahoma by the federal govern
ment. The tribe eventually secured a per
m anen t hom e in  M ontana and today 
Small is the first woman president of her 
tribe. She says th a t family is her biggest 
support and the strength  she draw s from 
how she was raised and th e  support she 
gets today help h er do her job.

These are  the stories of only a  handful 
of M ontana’s 66,300 Indian peoples. They 
provide b u t a brief snapshot of th e ir lives, 
bu t we hope they offer some insights into 
the ties th e  bond th e  sta te ’s American 
Ind ian  fam ilies. A fter a ll, m itakuya 
oyasin.

—  Jared  M iller and  Courtney Lowery
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L iv in g

b y  tb e

needl
Diabetes is epidemic among 

Indians striking 
at twice the rate 

it does to white people.
For the Duprees on the 

Fort Peck Reservation, the 
disease has been part ol their 

family dynamic for 
generations

Sam m i Ray D upree stopped 
giving h e rse lf  in su lin  shots 
a t  school a f te r  a c lassm ate  
accused h e r  of shooting up  crank.

Like tw o o thers in  h e r  family, 14- 
year-o ld  S am m i is  an  in su lin - 
dependen t d iabetic  and  m u st inject 
h e rse lf  w ith  insu lin  tw ice a day. 
T h a t m eans giving h e rse lf  a sho t 
betw een classes a t  th e  ju n io r high 
school she  a tten d s  in  P op lar on the 
F o rt Peck R eservation  in  n o rth e a s t
e rn  M ontana.

S am m i h as  p e rm issio n  from  
teach ers  to  give h erse lf in su lin  in 
th e  re la tive  privacy of a bathroom  
s ta ll, b u t in  Poplar, w hich h a s  a 
severe problem  w ith  m etham pheta- 
m ine use, hypoderm ic needles have 
a  bad connotation.

So w hen Sam m i’s c lassm ate  saw  
h e r capp ing  a needle as she  w alked 
ou t o f  a s ta ll, th e  g irl assum ed  th e  
w orst. Sam m i is sensitive  about 
h e r  condition to begin w ith , and 
a fte r  being  falsely accused, she’d 
had  enough.

“E ver since th en ,” Sam m i says, “I 
never did i t  a t  school anym ore. I 
ju s t  w ait u n til I g e t hom e.”

Sam m i and  h e r fam ily a re  s tru g 
gling  to  live w ith  Type I d iabetes, a 
form  o f th e  d isease  uncom m on in

R osebud  D u p ree  in je c ts  h e r  b e lly  w ith  o n e  o f  th e  tw o  d a ily  d o ses  o f in su lin  th a t h e r  b o d y  re q u ire s  to  fu n c tio n . W hen 
R osebud  w as f irs t d iag n o sed  at th e  te n d e r  age  o f  6 h e r  o ld e r  s is te rs  had  to  le a m  h o w  to  g ive th e  in jec tio n s. N ow , says 
R o sebud , s h e 's  even  tau g h t som e o f  h e r  c lose  fr ien d s  how  to  g iv e  th e  sho t.

S t o r y  By: P a u l  Q u e n e a u U n iv e r s i ty  o f  M o n ta n a  S c h o o l  o f  J o u r n a l i s m P h o t o g r a p h s  By: A m b e r  D T I o o g e
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W ith a d iab e tic  h u sb a n d , tw o  d iab e tic  d au g h te rs , a live-in  g ran d so n  w ith  op tic  nerve  p ro b lem s a n d  p e rso n al s trugg les w ith  a seven-year b a ttle  a g a in s t b reast cancer, 
G ail C h a rb o n eau  a lw ay s  h a s  h e r  fam ily  a n d  th e ir  w e ll-b e in g  on h e r  m in d .

A m erican Ind ians. Type II, w hich u su a l
ly develops firs t in adulthood, is epidem 
ic am ong In d ian s, affecting m ore th a n  12 
percent, twice th e  ra te  o f occurrence in 
th e  w hite  population. The incidence a t 
F o rt Peck m irro rs th e  n a tio n a l ra te  a t  12 
percent.

Sam m i, a s is te r  and  h e r  fa th e r  all live 
w ith th is  life-th rea ten ing  disease. I t’s 
been  both a p h ysica l an d  em otional 
strugg le , m ade even m ore difficult w hen 
th e  g ir ls ’ m o th e r co n trac ted  cancer, 
w hich is th e  second leading cause of 
dea th  in  A m erican In d ian  women.

A m erican Ind ian  fam ilies a re  hard  hit 
by disease. In d ians in M ontana  have a 
life expectancy of 10 y ea rs  less th an  
w hite  A m ericans nationw ide. And th e  
federal governm ent spends h a lf  as much 
p er trib a l m em ber as i t  does for health  
p ro g ram s for o th e r  A m ericans. 
F u rtherm ore , in  m any In d ian  fam ilies, 
like th e  D uprees, w hile h ea lth  concerns 
are  pressing , th e  w ays in w hich they 
cope are  com plicated.

Sam m i says she h a te s  liv ing w ith  her 
d iabetes, h a te s  th e  w ay i t  m akes h e r  dif
fe ren t from h er c lassm ates a n d  hates

ta lk in g  about it.
T he youngest of five s is te rs , she  

sh a re s  th e  illness w ith  h e r  19-year-old 
s is te r, R osebud, an d  h e r  51-year-old 
father, Raym ond D upree. All th ree  have 
Type I d iabetes, w hich m eans th e ir  bod
ies produce no insu lin .

Insulin is a protein 
made by the pancreas 
th a t allows sugar from 
the bloodstream to be 
transferred to the cells 
for use as energy. For 
Type I diabetics, in order 
to keep blood sugar from 
getting too high — a  con
dition th a t can lead to a 
coma and eventually  
death if not treated — 
insulin m ust be injected 
into the bloodstream.

Type I used  to be 
called  ju v en ile -o n se t 
diabetes since i t  u sually  ap p ears  during  
adolescence. Rosebud developed diabetes 
w hen  she  w as 6. H er m other, G ail 
C harboneau, rem em bers Rosebud ask ing  
one n ig h t for g lass a fte r  g lass  of te a  w ith

sugar. G ail didn’t  know a t  th e  tim e th a t 
excessive th irs t, along w ith frequent u ri
nation, a re  w arn ing  signs of diabetes.

Yet while she didn’t  recognize the symp
toms of diabetes, Gail certainly knew the 
treatm ent, having learned to give insulin 

shots to h er grandm oth
er when she was 14, as 
well as living with a 
diabetic husband.

When Rosebud first 
became sick, Gail car
ried her into the emer
gency room a t  the 
Poplar hospital a t  2 
a.m., but the clerk a t  
the front desk didn’t 
understand the serious
ness of h er condition 
and told Gail to come 
back a t  8 a.m. Realizing 
th a t her child was in 
danger, Gail ignored the 

clerk and stormed past h er to the  doctor on 
duty. The physician took one look a t 
Rosebud and tested her blood sugar. Normal 
blood sugar content is from 70 to 120 mil
ligrams per deciliter. Rosebud’s level was

907. I t  wasn’t  long before she lapsed into a 
coma and had  to be flown to  Billings for 
treatm ent. She survived, but from that 
point on, she and h er family were saddled 
w ith the lifelong responsibility of caring for 
a diabetic.

D iabetes can kill, bu t i t  can also be 
controlled by insu lin , d ie t an d  exercise. 
However, w h a t Gail C harboneau faced 
five years ago w as no t so easily  con
quered.

G ail w as diagnosed w ith  b rea s t cancer 
and because of the severity  of h e r  condi
tion she  needed experim ental trea tm en t 
th e  In d ian  H ea lth  Service would not 
cover.

Doctors w arned  th a t  G ail would die 
w ithou t th e  stem -cell tre a tm en t, b u t the 
$80,000 price was fa r  beyond th e  family’s 
reach. They searched for program s or 
g ran ts  th a t  m igh t provide th e  money 
Gail would need to  have a sho t a t  sur
vival.

Even a s  she grew  sicker, Gail tried 
every th ing  to ea rn  th e  money. One day 
as  she  dug  echinacea roots to sell, her 
s is te r  cam e run n in g  to te ll h e r  th a t  her 
m other, M yrna C harboneau , had  found a

"I yiou/dn ’t want m y kids 
to go through the same 

things 1 went through. I ’d  
prohahly try to talk to 
them, hut I  don ’t know 
until that time comes. " 
R osebud  D u p ree  o n  hoa^jlhe' 1 

m ig h t help  h e r  ow n ch ild ren  if 

they  a re  d iagn o sed  w ith d iabetes
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T h e  D u p re e  s is te rs , from  left, R aylene, Sam m i Ray, S h y an n , Billie R ay and  R o seb u d  g a th e r  fo r a p h o to  o p p o r tu n ity  in  th e  y o u n g est, S am m i Ray's 
room . T h e  g ir ls  go t th e  g igg les a f te r  R aylene, sq u eezed  on  to  th e  s id e  o f  th e  b ed , b re a k in g  th e  sp r in g s  a n d  co lla p s in g  th e  b a ck s id e  of S am m i's  new  
bed . D esp ite  th e  su rp rise , th e  f iv e  seem ed  h a p p y  ju s t  to  b e  together.

Fam ily  m em bers, fro m  left, B illie  Ray, B renden , R o seb u d , Sam m i R ay a n d  Brady, g a th e r  a ro u n d  
th e ir  m o th e r 's  tab le  fo r d in n er. E ven th o u g h  S am m i R ay is  th e  o n ly  c h ild  s t i ll  l iv in g  w ith  G ail 
C h arb o n n eau , G a il's  h o m e  is  a lw ay s  f illed  w ith  fam ily . Billy R ay say s i t 's  a p lace  w h e re  the 
D u p re e  c h ild ren  can ge t to g e th e r to v is it a n d  reso lve  p ro b lem s th ey  have.

way.
A fter hearing  pleadings from M yrna, 

th e  fam ily says a doctor a t  th e  Indian  
H ealth  Service in W ashington, D.C., was 
ab le to red irect money se t aside in a d is
a s te r  fund to pay' for Gail’s trea tm en t.

“I w as ju s t  happy, because th is  th ing  
w as hanging  over my head and  if  I didn’t  
have it, you know, I w as gonna d ie  and  
w h a t’d happen to my girls?” Gail says. 
“T h a t w as the best th in g  I ever h eard .”

W ithin 24 hours, Gail and M yrna w ere 
on th e ir  way to  Billings for th e  trea tm en t 
Gail needed. B ut h e r  s tay  would be long 
an d  the trea tm en t difficult so Gail sen t 
h e r  d au g h te rs  to live w ith  th e ir  eldest 
s is te r  in C alifornia, sp littin g  up th e  fam 
ily. M yrna, a n u rse , knew  G ail would 
need her, so she w en t along, though it 
m ean t giving up h er job.

Again, money seem ed a barrier. Faced 
w ith no income and se ttin g  up  a second 
household 300 m iles from hom e, again 
M yrna found a way. She sold h e r  m iner
al righ ts on land th a t  she  owned a t  Fort 
Peck, land th a t  had  been deeded to h er 
fam ily du ring  the a llo tm en t of th e  re se r
vation.

Gail and  M yrna moved to Billings to 
begin th e  tre a tm e n t. B u t paperw ork  
from th e  Ind ian  H ealth  Service d idn’t  
a rriv e  so they spen t th e  f irs t m onth w ait
ing.

At C hristm as, G ail’s  d au g h te rs  came 
to  v isit, bu t h er doctor w arned th a t  she 
shou ldn’t  leave th e  hospital.

She rem em bers h is w ords exactly: “He 
said , 'You know, you’re  a w alking dead 
w om an,’ because I had no im m une sys
tem .”

B ut Gail w en t anyw ay and  while she 
w as w ith them , she  sneezed, and her 
nose s ta rte d  bleeding and  w ouldn’t  stop. 
H er fam ily ru shed  h e r  back to th e  hospi
ta l and she w as given pills to help her 
blood clot.

Even with all th a t, Gail says th e  most 
difficult p a rt o f h er trea tm en t, which last
ed a  year, was being aw ay from her family.

Eager to get back to  Poplar, she was 
relieved to h e a r  th a t  som e final s tages of 
h e r  tre a tm e n t could be com pleted on the 
reservation . So she moved hom e, then 
found i t  w asn’t  so. They re tu rn ed  to 
B illings and  com pleted th e  regim en, then 
w ent back to P oplar so she  could resum e 
tak in g  care of h er children.

A fter spending h er life caring  for o th 
e rs , cancer had forced G ail to ca re  for 
herself. But she’s now been cancer-free 
for th ree  y ea rs  and  h a s  gone back to wor
ry ing  about th e  o ther po ten tia lly  deadly 
disease th a t  affects h e r  family.

J u s t  a s  G ail now u n d erstan d s in ti
m ately  th e  physical havoc cancer can 
w reak, she knew already  th e  dam age 
d iabetes can do. She an d  h e r sisters  
w atched th e ir  g ran d m o th er suffer from 
th e  disease.

Gail’s s is te r  J e a n n e tte  C harboneau  
lived w ith h e r  g ran d m o th er for a tim e 
an d  rem em bers th e  w ay d iabetes slowly 
a te  aw ay a t h er body.

“They cu t f irs t h er foot off, then  th is  
p a r t off,” J e a n n e tte  says as she  points to 
h e r  calf. “T hen  she  got th is  o ther one 
(foot) cu t off. And she  lost h er sigh t, and 
a fte r she  lost h e r s ig h t she ju s t  decided 
to kind of give up. S he  wouldn’t  ea t. After 
two w eeks, she  starved . She said  she  had 
a long life. She w as 89.”

D iabetes is a full-tim e d isease th a t 
cannot be ignored.

P au line  Boxer w orks for Fort Peck 
D iabetes O u treach  an d  a f te r  hav in g  
watched h er own m other d ie  from the 
disease, and  then  g e tting  i t  herself, she 
h as devoted h er life to educating  o ther 
Ind ian s how to live w ith  it. She says she 
knew th e  d isease only as a nam e growing 
up, bu t never th o u g h t abou t its  im plica
tions or th a t  she  m ight som eday get it.

“W hen I found ou t I w as a d iabetic, it 
about blew m y m ind,” she says. “I  said ‘I 
don’t  w an t to  be a  d iabetic,’ because I 
seen w h a t m y m other w ent th rough. My 
m other w as a Type II diabetic; she  ended 
up on dialysis, she  ended up g e ttin g  her 
fingers chopped off, she  w en t blind, she 
lost h e r  h earing , and  th en  she  ju s t  h ad  a 
h e a r t a ttack . I don’t  w an t to  see anybody 
go through th a t.”

P au line  know s m any people a re  in 
denial about d iabetes bu t she  knows too 
well th e  consequences.

“I look a ro u n d  an d  I see  people 
younger th a n  I  am  th a t  a re  completely 
blind because they  don’t  w an t to do any

th in g  w ith  th e ir  d iab e tes ,” 58-year-old 
P au line  says. “They don’t  w a n t to  tak e  
any  kind of education. They don’t  w an t to 
com m it to  th e  program  an d  lis ten  to  the 
n u tritio n is t. They don’t  w an t to come in 
an d  see th e  foot doctor. They don’t  w an t 
to g e t th e ir  eyes checked. They th ink  
they  have d iabetes an d  n o th in g  else is

gonna h ap p en  to  th em . B u t th a t ’s  not 
tru e . P eop le  a re  lo sing  th e ir  lim bs 
because of d iabetes, people a re  going 
blind because of d iabetes. People are  
hav ing  h e a r t  a tta c k s , people a re  ending 
up  on  dialysis. I t’s a sad  th in g  to see 
m ost o f  our In d ian  people w ith  d iabetes.” 

A lth o u g h  th e  D upree  fam ily  deals
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G ail C h arb o n eau  p eers ou t o f  th e  t in y  T ribal Express office w h ere  she  and  h e r  d a u g h te r  R osebud 
w o rk . G ail is  th e  m an ag er o f  th ree  gas s ta tio n s  a lo n g  M o n tan a 's  H i-L ine. H e r s is te r  Jeannette  
say s G ail co n tin u ed  to w o rk  ev en  th ro u g h  h e r  b a ttle  w ith  cancer and  o ften  w o rk s d o u b le  sh ifts. 
G a il says s h e  ju s t ap p rec ia tes  th e  chance to  k eep  a close eye on  h e r  daughter.

w ith  th e  less common Type I diabetes, 
th e  h ea lth  risk s are  still form idable.

U n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  r isk s , G a il’s 
d au g h te r Billie Ray D upree, 24, is d e te r
m ined to lim it h er chances of g e tting  d ia
betes as m uch as she  can  w ith  a s tric t 
w orkout schedule. She ru n s  on a tread 
mill five days a week, and  h er goal is to 
ru n  seven m iles in 35 m inu tes.

She hopes to avoid th e  kind of health  
problem s th a t  h e r  fa ther, Raymond, has 
had to deal w ith.

Raymond, 51, w as told five years ago 
he would be blind w ith in  a year, b u t has 
m anaged to keep his vision so far.

Rosebud, now 19, has gone into a  high- 
blood-sugar-induced coma m ore tim es 
th a n  Gail cares to count an d  has already 
been re fe rred  for d ia ly s is  tre a tm e n t, 
though  she  has m anaged to avoid i t  by 
tak in g  b e tte r  care  of herself. I f  diabetics 
le t th e ir  blood su g ar fluc tuate  too much, 
i t  can  even tually  lead  to  k idney failure. 
D ialysis c leans a person’s blood of toxins 
w hen th e ir  kidneys begin to  fail.

Rosebud sounds resigned to th e  proba
ble progression of h e r  d isease and  even
tu a l dialysis.

“I f  I need it, I ’ll probably ju s t  go ahead 
and  do it,” Rosebud says, b u t also says 
she  accepts w h a t m ight happen.

“Fm ju s t  no t afra id  of dying," she  says.
Rosebud is also on a lis t to receive a 

pancreas tra n sp la n t. The pancreas pro
duces insu lin  and  is usually  tra n sp la n t
ed in concert w ith  a kidney. B ut because 
o f  th e  pow erfu l im m u n o su p p ressan t 
drugs a person m u st tak e  to keep the 
body from attack in g  th e  foreign organ, 
15 percen t of p a tien ts  who receive a  new 
pancreas die w ith in  five years.

J e a n n e tte  say s  R osebud’s outlook 
changed a fte r she  cam e o u t of one of her 
m ore recent com as and  th a t  since then 
sh e ’s been tak in g  b e tte r care of herself.

“Rosebud cam e out of th a t  coma differ
en t,” Je a n n e tte  says. “H er whole per
spective was more positive.”

G ail an d  h er s is te r  J e a n n e tte  are 
pleased w ith w hat they  see as progress 
on some fronts, b u t s till w orry about 
Rosebud, who has been living by herself 
for four m onths.

“She’s got h er phone sh u t off now,” 
Gail says. “God, if  somebody doesn’t  hear 
her, you know? W hat if  one of these  days 
we go over there , she’s in a coma? I ju s t  
w an t to move h e r back to th e  house; I’m 
not com fortable.”

And even if  Rosebud is better, Gail 
th in k s she  has a w ay to go before she is 
doing all she  m u st to get healthy.

“She w on’t  even go over th e re  (to  th e  
hosp ita l) by h erse lf,” G ail says. “S he’s 
s till like a  child. S he’ll come over to  th e  
house an d  s i t  th e re , ‘Mom, I’m sick .’ I 
say  ‘You w a n t to  go th e  h o sp ita l? ’ She 
goes, ‘Yeah.’ She w on’t  go over th e re  by 
herself, so she  w a its  a round  for me to 
tak e  her. She gets d eh y d ra ted . She was 
w earing  a size 9 p a n t, and  sh e ’s down to 
like a 5 now. I t  j u s t  ta k e s  a toll on h e r.” 

B oth  R osebud an d  S am m i say 
Raymond was a poor role model w ith his 
denial of h is disease.

“Probably  w here I lea rned  to be 
asham ed of my diabetes is from my dad,” 
Sam m i says. “H e don’t  talk  about i t  a t  all.” 

G ail agrees.
“I t  probably comes from th e ir  dad,” 

she says. “You know w hen I firs t m et 
him , I heard  he w as d iabetic, bu t I’d 
never really  seen any of his medicine 
un til 8 m onths la te r  w hen he got sick. 
He’s done insulin  shots since he w as 15. 
I m ean he kep t i t  from me, he wouldn’t  
even tell me he w as diabetic. I knew  he 
was. H e’s real p riva te . He won’t  tell any
body and if  he  got sick, he ju s t  got sick.” 

Raymond declined to speak about his

illness for th is  story. G ail says a fte r 
Raymond developed diabetes when he was 
15, he would have to walk to the health 
clinic every day to  get his insulin  shot. He 
has hated  going to clinics ever since.

“H e still to  th is  day won’t  go up and 
get h is  own m edicine,” Gail says.

G ail says Raym ond’s fear of getting  
help  and  his denial of th e  d isease have 
had th e ir  effect on Rosebud and Sam m i. 
She say s  because R aym ond doesn’t  
alw ays e a t enough, he  frequently  goes 
into seizures from low blood su g ar and  
h as  to  be held down to have Kool-Aid 
poured in h is  m outh.

“I t  scars th e  girls th e  m ost seeing 
th e ir  dad  like th a t,"  Gail says. “They 
never w an t to  be like th a t.”

Rosebud says if she  has children , she 
hopes th ings will be different, bu t isn’t 
su re  they  w ill be.

“I w ouldn’t  w an t m y k id s  to  go 
th ro u g h  th e  sam e th in g s  I w ent 
th rough ,” she  says. “I’d probably try  to 
ta lk  to them , bu t I don’t  know u n til th a t 
tim e  comes.”

Sam m i s till strugg les to come to term s 
w ith  h e r  illness.

“I don’t  like it a t  a ll,” Sam m i says. “I 
h a te  living w ith it. I t  really  sucks.”

And G ail, dealing  w ith two daughters 
a n d  a husband  w ith  d iabetes, ju s t  tries 
to tak e  it as i t  comes.

“You have to deal w ith  i t  one day a t  a 
tim e,” G ail says. “Living by th e  needle 
isn ’t  easy.”

D eterm in ed , s tro n g -w illed  and  energetic , B illie Ray D u p ree  w o rk s ou t d a ily  to  care  fo r h e r  body 
a n d  k eep  fit, in  lig h t o f h e r  genetic  d isp o sitio n  to w ard  d ev e lo p in g  d iab e tes .
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T h e  w all ab o v e  th e  k itch en  tab le  h o ld s  te n  rosaries, a  few  crosses and  a crucifix . Next to  th e  rosaries is  a card  M ary A gnes 
B lackC row 's g ra n d d a u g h te rT a lita  gave to  h e r o n  St. Patrick’s  Day, in  w h ich  sh e  ad d resses  M ary A gnes as "m o m " a n d  th an k s  
h e r  fo r h e r  love a n d  c a rin g  n ature .

Reversing a cyclecarry ing  a tradition
M a ry  A g n e s  B la c k C ro w , like m a n y  I n d ia n  g r a n d p a r e n t s ,  ra ises  five o f  k e r  seven  g ra n d e  k ild  re n .  
R e m e m b e r in g  a  ro c k y  c k i ld k o o d  o f  k e r  ow n , k e r  life  k a s  k e e n  d e v o te d  t o  a new  b e g in n in g  two 

g e n e r a t io n s  la ter.

An old cardboard w all was the closest 
th ing  to  privacy M ary Agnes 
BlackCrow ever saw growing up  on 

M ontana’s Fort Belknap Reservation. I t  was 
a m akeshift divider in a one-bedroom house 
th a t was shared a t  tim es by as m any as 20 
people.

Mary Agnes rem em bers th a t a t  first her 
p a ren ts  w en t ou t occasionally in  the  
evenings. They w ent dancing w ith friends as 
an escape from the ir six children. B ut even
tu a lly  th e  evenings ou t w ere frequent. 
Dancing w ith friends tu rn ed  into drinking, 
and  soon strangers came home w ith them  
from the bar. On cold n ights M ary Agnes 
says h er paren ts and  th e ir friends huddled

around the only h ea te r in the  house — w here 
th e  children slept — and drank.

“It was a terrib le  letdown,” M ary Agnes 
says wistfully. “My brother and I, we were 
used to having them  there  all the  tim e and 
ju s t  being paren ts .”

Before h e r  paren ts’ lives w ere aw ash in 
alcohol, M ary A gnes rem em bers coming 
home from school to the sweet smell of raisin  
pies in  th e  wood stove. H er mother, a cook a t  
th e  school in  H ays, wore p re tty  dresses and  a 
flowered apron. They ate  hearty  m eat and 
potato d inners w ith garden vegetables and 
freshly baked desserts. M ary Agnes rem em 
bers learn ing  how to cook for the first tim e — 
fried eggs th a t  she  collected from the chick

ens th a t  th e  family tended. She rem em bers 
chopping wood w ith h er father, and w hen he 
bought h er a  new doll.

“I had  i t  about a  week, and I lost it,” M ary 
Agnes says. “Boy, th a t  w as very heartb reak
ing. H e bought it brand  new, righ t from the 
store, and we hard ly  ever got th ings like 
th a t.”

B ut w hen M ary Agnes’ p aren ts  tu rn ed  to 
th e  bottle, th e  happy m em ories began to  van
ish.

At 6 years old, th e  little  girl took quilts, 
draped them  over th e  headboard of th e  bed 
w here she and h e r five siblings slept, and 
tigh tly  tucked th e  comforters into th e  frame. 
She called i t  th e ir  little  house — a  place

I f  w a s  a  te r r ib le  

le td o w n . M y  b ro  th e r  

a n d  / ,  w e w e re  u s e d  

to  h a v in g  th e m  th e r e  

a l l  th e  t im e  a n d  j u s t  

b e in q  p a r e n ts .

99
M a n - A g n e s  B lack C ro w , o n  
h o w  sh e  f e lt  w h en  h e r  p a r 
e n ts  s ta r te d  d r in k in g  fre 
q u e n tly .

S t o r y  By: JGNN RUDDY U n iv e r s i ty  o f  M o n ta n a  S c h o o l  o f  J o u r n a l i s m P h o t o g r a p h s  B y: ERIN BERZEL
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w here she learned to sh e lte r h er younger 
bro thers and  sisters  from th e  ugliness out
side . A q u a lity  she  carried  w ith  h er 
through life.

“I had  a terrib le  resen tm en t tow ard my 
m om  for aw hile,” M ary Agnes says, 
“because I  alw ays looked up  to  h e r  to take 
care of us.”

Instead  i t  w as M ary Agnes, s till a child 
herself, who got up  early  to  cook for her 
younger bro thers and  sisters  and  take 
care of th e  six nieces and  nephews her 
m o ther ra ised . She ta u g h t h e rse lf  to 
change th e ir  d irty  diapers and get them 
dressed for th e  day. By th e  seventh grade, 
she w as sewing m ost of h er own clothing.

Ibday, a t  55 years old, M ary Agnes cred
its  th e  hardships in h e r  childhood for the 
woman she is now. And it’s why she  is ra is
ing five of h er seven grandchildren, to pro
tect them  from th e  sam e uncerta in ties she 
faced as she w atched h e r  paren ts lose 
them selves to drink.

“It was ju s t  a th ing  th a t you had to  take 
care of your family long ago,” M ary Agnes 
says.

She is m aking certain  th a t th e  newest 
generation of BlackCrows is taken  care of.

An Assiniboine tradition  th a t dictates 
grandparen ts raise th e  eldest grandchild 
is  s till in  practice today in bo th  the 
Assiniboine and Gros Ventre tribes living 
on F o rt Belknap Reservation in northcen- 
tr a l  M ontana. M ary A gnes, h a lf  
Assiniboine and h a lf Gros Ventre, and  her 
hu sband , Joseph , a full-blooded Gros 
Ventre, not only raise th e ir eldest grand
child, bu t have willingly taken in four 
more of the ir seven grandchildren. The 
BlackCrows live in Hays, 35 miles south of 
H arlem , w ith Ashley, 15, Bridgette, 13, 
Cameron. 12, Thom e, 9, and  Talita, 8.

According to the 2000 Census, 27 per
cen t o f non-traditional families a t Fort 
Belknap are  composed of g randparen ts 65 
years and older raising  th e ir  grandchil
dren. There are many younger g randpar
en ts  among th e  5,000 enrolled m em bers 
who, like M ary Agnes and  Joseph, also 
rea r grandchildren, w hether by custom  or 
necessity, bu t whose households don’t  
show up in th is census category.

Mary  Agnes w akes up surround
ed by framed pictures of her 
children on h er bedroom walls. 

The first th ing  she does each day is pray. 
F irst, always, she  thanks God for her 
grandchildren. Then she gives thanks for 
h er own life, so th a t she can help the 
youngest BlackCrows grow. Then it’s rush, 
rush , rush  to get the youngsters up and 
ou t th e  door in tim e for school. B ut th is 
m orning is a  weekend fam ily day a t  the  
BlackCrow household, and Mary Agnes 
moves more slowly.

The morning light peeks through a thin 
curtained window as Ashley BlackCrow 
flips pancakes over a hot grill. The tall, 
slender 15-year-old stacks one pancake 
a fte r  the  o ther on a  growing pile and offers 
h e r  grandm other a sam ple. M ary Agnes 
takes a bite, decides i t  is too soft and sends 
Ashley back to the b a tte r w ith a few tips.

A shley’s father, C larence Andrew 
BlackCrow, recently divorced, is living 
w ith his paren ts un til he  gets his life in 
order. He does construction work, which 
requires some travel, bu t Clarence says he 
tries to see Ashley every day. Clarence was 
young and single when h is daughter was 
bom , so M ary Agnes and Joseph took 
Ashley in a t  6 m onths of age. In 1989, the 
couple legally adopted her. By sum m er
tim e th is  year, M ary 
Agnes and Joseph hope to 
be the legal guard ians of 
five of their seven grand
children, four of whom 
already call them  Mom 
and Dad.

“They don’t  have no 
fu ture w ith th e ir folks,”
M ary Agnes says. “They 
keep asking me, ‘When 
are  you going to adopt 
us?"

M ary Agnes says her 
children w eren’t  m arried 
w hen they had  the ir kids, which is one 
reason she raises the grandchildren.

“T heir paren ts  sp lit up and  they proba
bly would have been in foster homes if  I 
w asn’t  the caring grandm a,” she says.

By now th e  smell of b reakfast wafts 
th rough th e  house. B ut Cam eron and 
Thom e BlackCrow don’t  seem to notice. 
The tw o grandchildren  a re  more con

cerned w ith the video games they’re  play
ing and who is going to win.

Cameron, the  qu ieter of the  two, has 
small dark  eyes and a  serious expression 
m ost of th e  time. W hen asked w hat he 
w ants to be w hen he grows up, he answ ers 
proudly, a s  though he has pu t a lot of 
thought into it.

“F irs t, I w an t to go to  the Army,” 
Cameron says, “and after th a t I w an t to 

become an astronaut.” 
Joseph  Florence 

BlackCrow III, Cameron 
and  B ridgette’s father, 
spent three years in the 
Arm y until 1990. He 
lives in a tra ile r next to 
th e  house, bu t M ary 
Agnes says his children 
are  safer living w ith her 
because he struggles 
w ith an  alcohol addic
tion.

“My grandm a’s taken 
care of me ever since I 

was 3 days old,” Cam eron says. And he 
likes i t  th a t way.

T hom e and T alita  BlackCrow have 
been living a t  the ir grandm other’s since 
th e ir father, G erard Francis BlackCrow, 
was sen t to prison four years ago. The 
youngest son in th e  BlackCrow family, 
G erard was convicted of assau lting  a  man 
in Poison and was sentenced to five years

in  prison, followed by 15 years of proba
tion.

M ary Agnes blam es alcohol for the 
problem s in h er children’s lives. Gerard 
w as drinking w hen he got into the fight, 
she says, and Joseph dropped out of the 
Army because of his addiction.

“I t (alcohol) has slowed up my boys’ 
lives,” says M ary Agnes, who has higher 
expectations for h er grandchildren. She 
knows w h a t alcohol did to h er paren ts and 
to h er own fam ily and  she’s  determined 
the cycle won’t  repea t itself in  a th ird  gen
eration.

“My husband  d rank  while I  was raising 
my kids, and  they seen him,” she says, and 
it affected h er own children in a  way she 
hopes i t  won’t  touch h er children’s chil
dren. Joseph has been sober for 15 years.

“We don’t  d rink  now,” she says. “We try 
not to le t them  (the grandchildren) be 
around alcohol so m uch, and  I  tell them 
w hat happens when they (their parents) 
do drink.

“They’re  safer w ith  me w ith all this 
alcohol going around.”

Growing up, Mary Agnes wanted 
to be a nurse. The little  girl liked 
school and hoped to go to college. 

B ut th ings a t  home w ere getting  worse. 
H er father, a WWII veteran , suffered from 
w hat she knows now was post-traum atic 
s tre ss  syndrom e an d  severe nervous

Their parents split up anil 
they probably would have 
been in foster homes 

wasn't the caring 
grandma.

M ary  A g n es B lackC row  

o n  w ky sh e  ckose to  ra ise  k e r  five 

g ran d ch ild ren

Five BlackCrow  g ran d ch ild ren , from  left, Talita, 8, A shley, 15, C am eron , 12, B renda, 9, a n d  T h o m e , 9, 
grace before  d iv in g  in to  a S a tu rd ay  m o rn in g  pan cak e  b reak fa s t th a t A sh ley  m ade for th e  family.

m ake  th e  s ig n  o f th e  cross a f te r  say ing
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T he license  p la te  on  M ary A gnes' van read s "NEEW AHS," w hich  m ean s "G ran d m a 's"  in  h e r  native 
language, G ro s Ventre. It's  a lso  th e  n am e of th e  trad itio n a l dance  g ro u p  that fea tu res M ary  A gnes' 
g ran d k id s .

breakdow ns, which usually landed him  in 
the hospital. Overwhelmed by his extrem e 
ou tb u rsts  and her p aren ts’ alcoholism, 
M ary Agnes w anted an  escape.

It was C hristm as Eve 1962 and M ary 
Agnes, 15, had a blind date. She and her 
cousin planned to m eet Joseph BlackCrow, 
an  older boy, outside St. Paul’s Mission 
C hurch a lte r m idnight Mass. M ary Agnes 
looks back now and  laughs. She calls it 
puppy love. But a little  more th an  a year 
later, she and Joseph w ere m arried and 
expecting the ir first child, Q uentin  Joseph 
BlackCrow.

The dream  of a career in nursing van
ished, but she did find an escape. She’d 
have her own family and it would be big— 
eight or 10 kids, maybe more.

However, in 1965, Q uentin Joseph, 18 
m onths old. ran  out of the yard  and  was 
killed by a drunken driver.

M ary Agnes, only 17, refused to talk 
about the  death or even to accept it.

"I w as very young a t  th e  tim e and did
n ’t understand death  real good,” she says.

Already pregnant w ith h er next son, 
Joseph  Florence BlackCrow III, M ary 
Agnes says her response was to have more 
children. By the tim e she was 25. she was 
a m other of four. B ut during  the b irth  of 
h er son G erard , com plications arose. 
Doctors feared the baby m ight suffocate in 
the womb. They induced labor and Gerard was 
bom healthy, but Mary Agnes knew she would 
never have another child.

Thinking back to the  hysterectomy tha t 
followed, Mary Agnes says her grandchil
dren have filled a void in her tha t opened 
long ago.

“1 knew w hat they were taking out of 
me and  I felt like I had a  big hole in my 
stom ach." she says. “1 always w anted more 
kids and I couldn’t  have them . So it’s like 
a blessing to have grandkids.”

Asked w hat life m ight be like w ithout

her grandchildren, M ary Agnes can barely 
im agine it.

“If  I didn’t have my grandkids?” She 
rep ea ts  th e  question  a s  though  the 
thought has never occurred to h er before. 
M ary Agnes considers it for a moment and 
says, “I’d feel very empty.”

The S atu rday  m orning breakfast is 
ready, and th e  kids huddle around 
the kitchen table. They crowd in 

toward a fat stack  of pancakes th a t are 
burned slightly on th e  edges, bu t no one 
seem s to mind. M ary Agnes leads her 
grandchildren in grace — a prayer each 
has memorized by heart.

“My g ran d p a ren ts  alw ays told me,” 
says Mary Agnes, “before you do anything, 
you pray.”

Ten rosaries are  draped over na ils  on 
the kitchen wall next to a couple of cross
es and a crucifix. A card th a t T alita  made 
for her grandm other s ta rts  out, “I’m so 
happy to have you a s  m y mom.”

M ary Agnes smiles. “Everything they 
give me, I keep,” she  says.

Mary Agnes sits  a t  the table and  flips 
through a black scrapbook she made. H er 
black shoulder-length h a ir  brushes the 
sides of h e r  face and h er ever-present pu r
ple-tinted sunglasses. She is a soft, round 
grandm other — th e  kind th a t  children 
love to cuddle.

She tu rn s  the page to a souvenir Elvis 
Presley driver’s license and  laughs a t  the 
silly teenage crush  she  still hangs on to. 
On o ther pages a re  b irth  certificates, bap
tism al certificates and all o f h er children’s 
high school diplomas.

“Education is very im portan t to me you 
know,” M ary Agnes says. “I teach them  
(her grandchildren) th a t if they w an t to 
get by in th is  world they got to learn  to 
take care of them selves.”

She rem em bers pushing education on 
h e r  own kids too.

“I said, ‘I don’t  care how you get it, but 
I w ant th a t diplom a,’and  I have them  all,” 
she  says w ith obvious pride.

M ary Agnes then tu rn s  th e  page to sev
eral new spaper clippings of the Nee-wah’s 
Dance Troupe. The five grandchildren who 
share  h er home, p lus Brenda, who lives 
w ith h er m other in Chinook, m ake up 
G randm a's Dance Troupe — the literal 
tran s la tio n . E ach  y e a r  th e  N ee-w ah’s 
D ance Troupe travels to four or five pow
wows, mostly in M ontana, w here they are  
usually  paid $25 a perform ance, plus free 
gas an d  lodging. A t the Lewis and  Clark 
Powwow — probably th e  m ost prestigious 
— in G rea t Falls, the children perform the 
round dance. Each child w eaves through 
th e  audience and  offers someone a piece of 
handm ade jew elry before inviting th e  per
son to  come up and  dance w ith them . I t’s 
how they’ve m et friends and  pen pals from

all over th e  country.
“I’m alw ays w anting  to m eet someone 

new,” M ary Agnes says. “I t’s fascinating to 
m eet people th a t  don’t  know about 
Indians. I t  feels good to tell them  about 
us.”

To the left of h er kitchen is th e  sewing 
room, a  sectioned off a rea  w here M ary 
Agnes spends m ost of h er day. She sits  a t 
an  old wooden desk next to the window 
and grips a  needle and  th read  between 
pu rsed  lips. L a te r  th is  afternoon, the 
grandchildren will practice th e ir  dance 
routines, bu t first Thorne’s costum e needs 
mending.

Scraps of cloth lay a t  h e r  feet next to a 
pile of denim . The desk is clu ttered  with 
cutout purple and  yellow s ta rs  for the 
$150 s ta r  qu ilts she  m akes, which take 
about two w eeks to sew. H er sew ing 
machine, th e  52nd one she’s owned, is dec
orated w ith little  sticker-pictures of h er 
grandchildren.

Fifteen years ago, M ary Agnes started  
h e r  own sew ing business. She m ade 
clothes for the community in exchange for 
w hatever h er neighbors could afford. But 
now M ary Agnes is too busy w ith th e  kids 
and usually only sews for them . Even 
when the children are  in school, M ary 
Agnes doesn't get a m om ent alone. Every 
weekday she takes care of h er 3-year-old 
nephew, Ja sp e r Jam es Q uin t Doney, whom 
she says has become like one of h er own.

A couple of weeks before a  powwow, 
M ary A gnes an d  h e r  dau g h ter, Faye 
C hris tian  BlackCrow, sew  non-stop to 
m ake elaborate detailed costumes. Faye 
holds a blue dress decorated w ith 150 fold
ed tin  jing les she  m ade from chewing 
tobacco lids. I t  took h er two days to make, 
she says.

Faye is a single m other who lives in 
Chinook because she w anted h e r  9-year- 
old daughter, B renda, to get a b e tter edu
cation off th e  reservation. She’s  an out
reach coordinator for the  Fort Belknap 
Tribal C ourt, and M ary Agnes’ only daugh
ter. She’s also h er confidante. M ary Agnes 
tells h er daughter, Faye, the secrets no 
one else knows.

“She’s my mom,” Faye says, “b u t yet, 
she’s also my best friend. I f  it w asn’t  for 
her, I don’t  th ink  I'd be w here I’m a t  right 
now because she’s tau g h t m e a lot of 
things. All th e  th ings th a t I was tau g h t by 
mom — respect, being a good listener, 
understanding  — I’m  forcing it m ore on 
m y daughter.”

Joseph w alks in the front door w earing 
a plaid ja ck e t w ith d a rk  jean s  and  cowboy 
boots. Faye’s ca r broke down th e  night 
before and h er fa th e r sp en t th e  m orning 
outside w ith his head under the  hood, 
exam ining th e  engine.

“I t w as th is  th ing  here,” he says, hold
ing up a  circular gadget for everyone to 
see.

H e sits  down, his hands black from an 
oily grim e, and  tak es  a  deep breath . He 
doesn’t  say too m uch, mostly ju s t  listens. 
W hen he does pipe up every now and  then, 
he  speaks quietly, his voice som etim es get
ting lost beneath  h is wife’s.M ary  A gnes B lackC row  m en d s  T h o m e 's  co stu m e  b efo re  a N ee-w ah 's  D ance T roupe  practice.
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A recovering alcoholic, Joseph started  

jogging for exercise 20 years ago. H e says 
he  w ants to ru n  a  m arathon  someday, but 
un til then  he’s teaching h is grandchildren 
how to  bike, hike and  run , he says.

“My husband w asn’t  really  a family per
son when ra ising  our kids,” M ary Agnes 
says. “While raising ou r kids, I had  done 
all th e  discipline and  I kep t my family 
together and kept my home together... .

“B u t now he’s different w ith his grand
kids,” she says of h er husband, whom she 
calls Fiddles. “He sits  th ere  and he  talks 
w ith  them  and he tells them  w h a t to do 
and  w h a t not to do and  how to handle 
them selves in public.”

D uring th e  sum m er, Joseph works as a 
crew represen tative for th e  B ureau  of 
Indian Affairs Forestry D epartm ent. He 
gets to be the first a t  the scene of a  house 
fire, he  says. It’s his responsibility to tu rn  
off th e  electricity and call th e  ambulance 
crew to tell i t  w hat to expect.

The money Joseph m akes in the  sum 
m er supports th e  family all year long on a 
reserva tion  w here jobs a re  scarce. 
Seasonal unem ploym ent is frequently a t 
70 percent. In  addition to h is income, the 
BlackCrows get outside help from Social 
Security, food stam ps, and  the Catholic 
Church, which donates clothing, turkeys 
for holiday dinners, toys, and necessities 
like shampoo and  soap. They m ake do, 
says M ary Agnes, who buys most of her 
dishes and silverw are a t  rum m age sales.

“I  always pu t my kids first, and my 
grandkids,” M ary Agnes says. “L ike I only 
have five or six changes of clothes and I’m 
fine w ith th a t.”

The fam ily is also enro lled  in the  
C hristian  Children’s Fund program, which 
provides sponsors for low-income families. 
M ary Agnes says the 
kids’ sponsors from all 
over the country often 
send gifts and money.

Talita sits quietly 
on the living 
room floor, 

while Faye pulls her 
niece’s hair back into a 
tight French braid. She 
does the same to Brenda, 
then it’s off to dance prac
tice a t the school gym.

The license p late on M ary Agnes’ van 
reads “Neewahs.” I t’s  the vehicle she takes 
to all th e  powwows and proudly drives 
around town. She pulls up  to th e  school 
and everyone piles out, clutching little 
brown suitcases.

The only two windows in  th e  stuffy gym 
let the  light in from the outside. I t’s  an old 
school gymnasium with gray wood panel
ing and peeling paint.

The children s ta r t  th e ir practice in a 
circle, shuffling th e ir moccasins to the 
heavy beat of the Indian music. T heir cos
tumes a re  a v ibran t yellow, orange, blue

and red.
Ashley is a fancy dancer, a performer 

whose moves resem ble a butterfly’s. H er 
shiny red hairpiece hangs far down her 
back and  floats behind h er as she takes 
long, delicate strides.

When th e  boys dance, the floor vibrates, 
making a sm all thunder
ous noise. Cam eron wears 
an eagle-feathered bustle 
th a t’s  alm ost h a lf  his size 
and a w hite fox headpiece. 
The bells on his moccasins 
jingle a s  he stom ps his feet 
loudly and s ta res  stra igh t 
ahead.

Thorne’s ou tfit is a
m in ia tu re  version of
Cam eron’s. He has hawk 
feathers on his bustle and 

carefully mimics his older cousin. B ut the 
little  boy w ith  a  sprinkling of freckles is 
much more of a silly kid than  his focused
cousin. He is playful and energetic and
flashes a  smile th a t shows two m issing 
teeth.

The littlest one of the troupe, Talita, 
tra ils  slowly behind and shuffles softly.

“Remember, Talita,” Mary Agnes shouts 
over the music, “you gotta keep going, not 
ju st in one spot. Remember you got two feet.”

The grandchildren practice the ir grand 
entrance and recite the Lord’s prayer in 
Gros Ventre — som ething they do before 
every performance.

I ways pul my kids 
a nd  my grandkids, 

like I  only have five or 
six changes o f  clothes 

and  I'm  fine with t 
—  M arv A gnes B lacltC

T alila  B lackC row  s its  p a tie n tly  w h ile  h e r  a u n t Faye C h ris tian  B lackC row  French  b ra id s  h e r  h a ir  b e fo re  a practice se ss io n  for th e  N ee-w ah 's Dance 
T roupe. Talita, th e  y o u n g est o f  th e  g ran d ch ild ren , p lay s a cen tral role in  th e  fam ily. A t 8 years o ld , Talita is eager to  tak e  o n  re sp o n sib ility  a n d  is 
a lw ays a sk in g  M ary  A gnes w h a t sh e  can d o  to  help.

B ridgette and Brenda w ear blue dress
es w ith Copenhagen jingles. Brenda looks 
to the front, h er m outh slightly ajar and 
h e r h an d s gripp ing  h er hips, while 
B ridgette does a heel, toe routine to the 
rhy thm  of th e  beats.

M ary Agnes sits  a t  th e  front of the room 
and  smiles.

“Ah, I  get tired  ju s t  w atching them,” she 
says w ith a  laugh. “This is w hat I wanted 
for my birthday, l b  ren t th is  place for two 
hours and  watch them  dance. I ju s t love 
w atching them .”

M ary Agnes claps vigorously after each 
routine. She looks proud and content.

“Sometimes I  th ink, they’re  growing up 
p re tty  fast,” she says. “I  th ink  who’s gonna 
tak e  care of all my kids if I get sick?”

M ary Agnes tak es  a deep breath, 
removes h er glasses and  wipes her wet 
eyes.

“W hen I get done watching these kids I 
get so dam n emotional,” she says. “They’re 
so good.”

Reflecting on h er life and all th a t she’s 
endured, M ary Agnes says she has no 
regrets.

“Even when I’m ju s t  really tired, it 
doesn’t  bother me. I t’s all worth it, seeing 
the look on th e ir face when I  tell 'em I love 
'em , and  taking care of them. Still, when 
they accomplish som ething really great, I 
get emotional and cry.”

M ary Agnes defines family as together
ness. She says it m eans tak ing  care of 
each o ther through the ups and  downs in 
life and  always together in the end.

“We have to go through a lot of trials,” 
M ary Agnes says, “and ju s t  keep living.”

M ary  A gnes B lackC row  poses p ro u d ly  w ith  
six  o f  he r g ran d ch ild ren , five  o f w h ich  sh e  is 
ra is ing . From  b o ttom  left: Talita ,  8, B renda, 9, 
A shley, 15, B ridgette , 13, C am eron, 12, and  
T h o m e , 9. T ogether th e  six  c o u sin s m ake up  
N ee-w ah 's D ance T roupe, trad itio n a l dancers 
w h o  perform  a t pow w o w s across th e  s ta te  of 
M ontana.
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Evelyn O ld  Elk, 89, s ta n d s  p ro u d ly  in  th e  liv in g  room  o f  h e r  hom e in  C row  Agency, g lan c in g  u p  a t a w all w h ere  p o rtra its  o f  h e r  10 b io log ical 
c h ild ren  h a n g  in  o rd e r  from  o ld es t to  y oungest. T h e  p a in tin g  on  th e  w a ll b e h in d  h e r  is  a p o rtra it o f  E velyn  a s  a y o u n g  w om an.

Clans,
and cul

Next to Evelyn Old E lk’s door is a  photograph of 
h er deceased husband’s grandfather, Curley, a 
scout for G eneral Custer.

Perched precariously on h er television is th e  portra it 
of a grandson with the bounty from h is firs t buffalo hunt. 
An orderly line of M arine portra its tak e  up  a row of a 
bookshelf and prom pictures take  up  another.

N early 50 fam ily photographs decorate Evelyn Old 
E lk’s living room. Throughout the home are  hundreds of 
pictures of Evelyn’s 229 descedants.

Ten of those pictures a re  Evelyn’s special pride. The 
graduation  photographs of h er 10 children represen t the 
core of Evelyn’s family. She tells th e  stories of th e ir  suc
cesses and struggles from her spot on th e  sofa, bu t m ost
ly she ju s t  enjoys th e  view.

“I like to s it  here and  w atch them ,” th e  89-year-old 
Evelyn says as she looks up  a t  the photographs of h er two 
daughters and  eight sons and  p a ts  the “I  Love Mom” pin

on h er cardigan.
H er children are  the spokes of h er life and  Evelyn is 

the hub  th a t  holds h er fam ily together.
The Old E lk family fu rth er rad ia tes to include 84 

grandchildren, o r 87 “if  you count som e of th e  strays,” her 
d augh ter Dora Rides H orse says.

N ext come 103 great-grandchildren and  29 great-great 
grandchildren.

B ut Evelyn’s fam ily num bers m ore th a n  h e r  couple- 
hundred  descendents.

Evelyn is a n  elder in the W histling W ater clan, one of 
10 clans th a t  define th e  10,000 m em bers o f  M ontana’s 
Crow tribe, th e  m ajority  of whom live on 2.2 m illion acres 
south of Billings.

For th e  Crow Indians — unlike any other M ontana 
trib e  — clans a re  another m easure of fam ily an d  an  
im portan t identifier in  the ir culture.

Evelyn is a trad itional woman and  th e  W histling

S t o r y  By: KRISTEN INBODY U n iv e r s i ty  o f  M o n ta n a  S c h o o l  o f  j o u r n a l i s m P h o t o g r a p h s  By: KELLY ALTSHULER
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Eva R ides H orse, 4, 
a n d  M anuel Rides 
H orse, 9, w atch  televi
sion  w ith  th e ir g rand
m other, D ora Rides 
H orse, 67. Dora, the 
e ld e s t d au g h te r of 
Evelyn O ld  Elk, is  rais
in g  th e  tw o  youngsters 
w h o se  p aren ts, she 
says, are u n ab le  to  pro
v id e  fo r them .

W ater clan, the largest Crow clan, plays a 
significant p a rt in h er life.

Evelyn lives w ith h er son Andrew — 
he’s th e  one sporting a cheeky grin in  his 
graduation  photograph — and his wife, 
Ja n e t, an d  four children. Andrew recently 
re tu rned  from law school in Vermont. He 
studied environm ental and tribal law and 
now works for the  triba l chairm an.

“When he w ent to law school, I said 
‘Take yo u r family. L et th em  see the 
world,’” Evelyn says.

They re tu rned  to th e  reservation large
ly because of Evelyn. “ We w anted our kids 
to  know her,” J a n e t says. “We w anted to  be 
close to her.”

The seam s of the small house stre tch  to 
accommodate th e  seven people who live 
th ere  and  the relatives and friends who 
continuously drop by.

“This is how family gets th is  tigh t. We 
all live together,” Evelyn says.

With Andrew and  his son, Royce, a t  a 
powwow in Colorado, Evelyn jokingly won
ders  how she will get by until they retu rn  
since th e  family won’t  let h er cook any
more a fte r several m inor kitchen fires. 
Royce, 19, cooks h er b reakfast now.

“Royce is my right-hand m an,” she  says. 
“He’s gone so we’re  going to starve .”

Evelyn rem ains a busy woman. She is 
home companion to ailing Crow elders, 
some of them  younger than  she, m any of 
whom are  m em bers of h er clan. In th a t

way, she stays connected to th e  world 
beyond h er door and  to h er clan.

The Crow tribe is the only plains tribe 
with a clan system . The clans, “asham - 
m aliaxxiia” in Crow, a re  m atrilineal, 
m eaning th a t  children belong to the clan 
of th e ir  m other and  all adu lts in the clan 
are  m others and  fathers to children in the 
clan.

“If  you were in the 
W histling  W ater, too, 
you would be my sister, 
and  your children would 
be my children, and  my 
children would be your 
children,” Evelyn says.

The expanded sense 
of family is especially 
im portan t in ra ising  
children. Evelyn herself 
w as raised by a clan 
m other and the clans 
were influential in  the 
raising of h er own chil
dren. Crow custom says th a t paren ts  do 
not discipline the child because th a t’s  the 
role of the  fa ther’s  clan. They discipline in 
p a rt by teasing, which is m ean t to keep 
the child humble. T h a t is balanced by the 
m other’s clan, whose m em bers praise and 
build self-esteem in a  cu ltu re  in which 
boasting about oneself is not perm itted.

Crow custom says th a t the  m other’s 
clan fulfills emotional and physical needs,

while the fa th e r’s  clan promotes the s ta tu s  
of the ir clan children.

“You rely on your father’s clan for advice, 
guidance and prayers whenever you do 
something important,” Evelyn’s daughter- 
in-law Carlene Old Elk says. “The father’s 
clan are the ones we have the greatest 
respect for. When we see one of our clan 

uncles, we pay for their 
meal or give them a couple 
of dollars so they continue 
to remember us.”

ost of the 10 
clans have hun
dreds of mem

bers, which makes for a 
large family indeed. For 
Evelyn, the clan system is 
a way of life. Like breath
ing, it ju s t is, she says.

C lans e s tab lish  the 
social boundaries and 
provide a support system. 

“The clan system  is how we govern our
selves, how we respect one another,” she 
says. “You won’t  be lonely and  you will 
always have enough to eat.”

Carlene Old E lk came to the Crow 
R eservation  a s  a  com m unity 
developm ent vo lun teer in  the  

1960s. She quickly learned the value of 
the clan system , and  was adopted into the

Big Lodge clan.
“I t’s  one of the  things th a t has provided 

another level of streng th  for the families, 
for the people, for th e  tribe.” Carlene says. 
“T hrough th e  clan system , you have 
ano ther se t of people concerned about you, 
another relationship. I t’s a  real strength. I 
know it’s a real strength .

“There’s so m any ways you get family. 
You are  bom  into one, you have a clan, and 
there’s adoption. O btaining relatives is a 
lifelong process.”

Evelyn’s family includes more adopted 
children th an  she can count, including 
S ister Dorothy K undracik, a Catholic nun, 
and  Carlene, Evelyn’s daughter-in-law.

Evelyn even adopted Lady Bird 
Johnson during the first lady’s 1965 visit 
to the Crow Reservation. Evelyn gave her 
th e  Crow nam e “M ia iche—de-lushia 
alclekh dilcah” (P re tty  Walking Lady) and 
has received M other’s  Day cards from her 
for the  past 37 years.

The first lady la te r invited Evelyn to a 
National P rayer B reakfast in New York 
City, where Evelyn got to  see the S tatue of 
Liberty.

W hen Evelyn adopted S ister Dorothy, 
a t  daugh ter Dora’s request, for the cere
mony th e  nun dressed in Indian clothing 
w ith a shawl and belt. She became part of 
the family during a Crow F a ir celebration 
and was given the Indian nam e Woman 
Who N ever M arried.

6 6 f  you were in the 
VCdiistling Water, too, 

you would he m y sister, "II /I”
a nd  your children tvould j  \  |
he m y children, and  my 
children would he your 

children.
Evelyn Ol«l E lk  '
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Through traditions such as the  annual 
Crow Fair, clan m em bers p it th e ir  skills 
a g a in s t rival clans and perform  cere
monies learned from earlier generations. 
Evelyn’s son D an Old Elk, 62, w as trained 
a s  a  sun  dance chief by h is clan fathers 
an d  is passing th a t knowledge on to his 
W histling W ater clan children.

D an’s clan has helped him  become w hat 
he  is today, a m em ber of the tribal legisla
tu re  w ith an in teresting  past.

He first became involved in triba l gov
ern m en t a t  the age of 23 a fte r begging his 
g randfa ther to help him  get elected.

“My grandfather had m any friends and 
relatives and a lot of k ids so he helped th a t 
way,” he says. “He worked for the tribe 
before and he taugh t m e how to campaign, 
how to ta lk  to th e  elders.”

After getting  th a t ta s te  of politics, Dan 
w en t to California. He says he storm ed 
A lcatraz in the  1969-71 occupation of the 
island by groups of Indians and  was in 
movies w ith Robert Redford and Raquel 
Welsh. He owned a construction company 
th a t  bu ilt houses until, he says, triba l pol
itics bankrupted his business.

W hen he re tu rned  to h is roots on the 
reservation, he asked his clan fathers to 
find som ething for him to do th a t involved 
w orking w ith children. His clan fathers 
cam e through for him , and Dan worked 
w ith abused and neglected kids. He also 
helped run a camp in Tucson, Ariz., where 
he tried to heal the pain of Los Angeles 
g an g  m em bers, Idaho  sk inheads, and 
troubled teenagers from all over th e  world 
by incorporating N ative American behav
ior and teachings like sw eat lodges into 
th e ir  lives. “It’s dark  and safe so they can 
tell us things they’ve never said before, 
like about gang initiations,” D an says.

W hen he decided to try  triba l govern
m ent again, D an asked his clan fathers if 
they  thought i t  was feasible. They encour
aged him to run  and he  won one of 18 leg
islative sea ts from am ong six tribal d is
tricts.

“I f  one of your clansm en is being elected 
for any office,” Evelyn says, “you have to 
show your support. The one w ith th e  
largest family wins elections.”

Dan retu rns the favor. “Yes, I use my 
tribal position to help my clansm en,” he 
says. “For exam ple, w hatever projects 
they w ant to work on, I help them  w ith 
th a t.”

Clan m others and fathers are  m eant to 
be there  for th e  everyday business of life. 
They pray for safe journeys. They disci
pline children and provide counseling.

“In  modem society, you’re  tau g h t to use 
clergy, counselors and  teachers, b u t they 
don’t  fulfill the  sam e role a s  clan uncles,” 
Dan says. “W hen we know one of the kids 
has a problem, my brothers and  I get 
together and  w e ta lk  about w h a t we can 
do.

“When you discipline your own kids you 
get angry, bu t w hen o ther family ta lk s to 
kids, they a ren’t  angry and they listen .”

His sister, Dora, 67, agrees. “In  olden 
days, paren ts w ere friends. They didn’t  
discipline; the clan did th a t. About 60 p er

cen t of people a re  s till trad itional and 
th a t’s still going on,” she says.

C lan m o thers an d  fa th ers  a re  also 
m eant to be there  for th e  high points and 
low points in  life. They cu t the cake a t 
b irthday  parties and  provide comfort a t 
funerals.

“We grieve together. We’re  clannish. We 
support each o ther when we go through 
death and bad luck,” D an  says.

A person’s very nam e is a resu lt of the 
clan system , for i t  is clan m others and 
fathers who do the naming.

D an tells his Ind ian  name, “Takes-a- 
Bow,” as he mimics draw ing back a bow’s 
string. The nam e was given to him  by his 
clan fa thers in honor of a clan fa th e r’s 
brother. Nam ing such as th is ties th e  clans 
closer together.

“They’re  like my children from then  on,” 
D an says. “I rem em ber them  in  prayers 
and sw eats.” H e has named more than  two 
dozen people from nam es he says came to 
h im  in  dream s or visions.

I t  takes a  clan to raise a child in the 
Crow culture and  clanswom an Dora does 
h er part. Like h er m other Evelyn before 
her, Dora, 67, raised  fa r m ore children 
th an  th e  five she gave b irth  to. Dora has 
ra ised  about 45 children.

She describes h erse lf as “child crazy.” 
Dora may soon adopt M anuel, 9, and Eva,

4, who live w ith h e r  now. As Dora, who 
works a t L ittle  Big Horn College, helps 
students get ready to  take  th e  high school 
equivalency test, Eva proudly p rin ts  her 
nam e on scrap  paper: “EVA,” or som etim es 
“VEA.” She is a giggly girl Dora describes 
as “m ore th an  a  handful a t  tim es.” But 
never a burden.

“I t ’s never caused any  hardsh ip . 
They’ve never been a bother, b u t my eyes 
get tired  a t  the end of th e  day,” she  says.

Dora, a widow for th e  la s t 20 years, 
uses clan fathers to  help fill in th e  m ale 
role for th e  children she has raised.

She doubts th a t M anuel and  Eva will be 
the la s t children she adopts.

W hen Dora takes a spot nex t to  h er 
m other on the couch, th e  resem blance is 
s trik ing , bu t there  is a difference in  th e ir 
hands.

Evelyn’s hands a re  w rinkled w ith  tim e 
and  bent by arth ritis .

“See all those boys?” she  says as she 
points a  gnarled finger a t  the graduation 
pictures. “W hen they w ere growing up, I 
had  to w ash all th e ir overalls on w ash
boards. T h a t’s  w hat I tell the  little  kids 
w hen they ask  me why my fingers are  
crooked.”

Time h as  left its  m ark  on Evelyn, and  
Evelyn has left h er m ark  on h er family.

According to h er children, two big val

ues th e ir  m other stressed w ere th e  im por
tance of education and  neatness.

“Mom encouraged all o f us to get an 
education,” D an explains. “She said, ‘They 
can pu t you in ja il. They can take  every
th ing  aw ay from you, bu t you still have 
your m ind.’”

Dora, th e  firs t in h er fam ily to graduate 
from college, adds: “She was always being 
educated, more th an  o ther women h e r age, 
so she  stressed  th a t  in  h er children.” 

Evelyn attended mission schools and 
m ilitary-style schools w hen she w as grow
ing up. From  those she got an education 
and a passion for tidiness.

“She’s a  n ea t freak from all those years 
in the  m ilitary-like schools. She passed on 
va lu es  from th e  o rdered  life of the 
schools,” Dora says. “We used to call h er 
th e  “Com m anding Officer, the C.O.” We 
always th o u g h t she didn’t  know, bu t la te r 
she  said, ‘And I  alw ays knew you called 
me the C.O.!”

Evelyn is more of a  softy w hen i t  comes 
to h er children’s children. They a re  h er 
treasures.

For th e  Crow, w ealth  is not defined by 
dollars.

“I’m a w ealthy  w om an," she  says, 
“m aybe no t in te rm s of m ateria l goods, but 
definitely in family. T h a t’s  why kinship 
ties a re  so strong .”

Evelyn O ld  Elk, w h o  w o rk s  as a h o m e  com pan ion  to  a ilin g  C row  e ld e rs , re tu rn s  to  h e r  h o u se  from  a n  a f te rn o o n  "v is it in g  m y  c lien ts ,"  a s  s h e  calls 
them . E velyn h a s  liv ed  in  th is  h o m e  fo r m ore  th an  20 years. She  cu rren tly  sh a re s  it w ith  o n e  o f  h e r  so n s , h is  w ife  a n d  th e ir  fo u r  ch ild ren .



14 Crow Reservation  Summer 2002

Susan  W hite S h irt em erges from  a sw ea t lodge  on he r fam ily 's la n d  o u ts id e  H ard in  to  tend  the 
fire  and  g a th e r m ore sm o ld erin g  rocks fo r a n o th e r ro u n d  of sw ea tin g . S u san  and  h e r  a u n ts  and 
siste rs, w ho  are  still in s id e  th e  lodge, a re  no t b io log ically  re la ted  to  th e  O ld  E lk fam ily, b u t share  
tie s  th ro u g h  th e  W h is tlin g  W ater c lan. T he clan system  is  a n o th e r w ay th e  C row  d e fin e  family.

Clans extend family beyond blood
ns, that is who we are. O ur lives on this earth are tied to

SK aron Peregoy 

L ittle  B ig  H o rn  C o llege  p rofessor

Yellow lights and a campfire glow 
are a beacon in the dark  field 
seven miles from Hardin.

Inside th e  open shed, e ig h t Crow 
women disrobe in the golden glow while 
ano ther brings coals from th e  fire to the 
sw eat lodge.

W hen enough coals are  piled in the  
sw eat lodge, the  women crawl into the 
blanket-covered mound constructed out of 
willow by a licensed Crow man.

The women form a ring in  th e  sweat 
lodge and lower the flap th a t acts as the 
door. The sw eat lodge is plunged into com
plete blackness.

The woman nex t to th e  coals pours 
w ate r on them , and the sw eat begins. The 
smell of bear root hangs on th e  hot, w et 
air. Sw eat splashes ofT the women as they 
slap them selves w ith straw  switches to 
stim ulate  th e ir nerve endings.

They pray and  gossip in the Crow lan
guage. They a re  purified in body and sp ir
i t  by th e  sweat.

They are  women united  by blood, cus
tom and clanship.

Two women are of the Whistling Water 
clan. They are known by tradition as the great 
orators of the clan society — and its liars.

“We don’t  lie,” one says in mock outrage. 
“We ju s t  exaggerate a lot.”

The Crow call clans “asham m aliaxxia,” 
which m eans “lodge where th e  wood in ter
twines.” I t  is a  reference to driftwood and

refers to the interwoven nature of the clans.
The next day in his office a t  th e  Little 

Big Horn College, Lanny Real Bird, an 
expert in the clan system , explains, “We 
are  all floating down the sam e river, and 
we’re united w ith others like ourselves.” 

As driftwood lodge together, so too do 
clan members cling together. Each indi
vidual is like a piece of driftwood, orien
ta tin g  by and depending on the others of 
the clan. The river is hazardous and w ith
out the  group, the wood could be sm ashed 
by boulders in the  river.

From clans come identity and personality. 
“They show how you fit into the greater 

picture, like the spokes on a wheel,” Real 
Bird says. “Old Man Coyote, sim ilar to an 
angel, developed the population to have 
characteristics the society would need in 
clan identity. They a re  like personality. We 
have the workers, the  leaders, and the 
complainers.”

The W histling W ater clan m em bers are 
seen as generous and kind.

“They will give away everything they 
have. These types of personalities are  seen 
as a blessing from Old Man Coyote,” Real 
Bird says. The W histling W aters also were 
granted license to boast or lie.

Real Bird is a  m ember of the  Big Lodge 
clan, which comes from his mother, for 
clans a re  m atrilineal. He is a child of the 
W histling W ater clan, m eaning th a t is his 
fa ther’s clan. Real Bird got his m aster’s

and  doctorate degrees because of the  
encouragem ent of h is clan fathers.

The W histling W ater clan w as original
ly known as G enerous to Gophers, accord
ing to anthropologist Timothy McCleary. 
They w ere so generous th a t they would 
even leave food for gophers.

The nam e changed w hen a  Generous to 
Gopher clansm an fell in love w ith his clan 
sister, a taboo in Crow society. He flirted 
w ith h er by w histling a t  her.

The Big Lodge clan is “the best, no dis
pute,” says Fred Left H and, a member of 
th a t clan.

The m em bers of th e  Big Lodge clan are 
known as hefty people because they are 
always working. Lately, they also have 
been known for th e ir  leadership roles in 
Crow society.

“Since 1986 we have had the tribal 
councilmen. They can’t  unseat us,” Left 
H and says.

Good hun ters come from th e  Greasy 
Mouth clan. They a te  the  fa tty  portions of 
th e ir m eat, rendering th e ir m ouths greasy.

Sore Lips clan m em bers are  willing to 
brave the elem ents. Old Man Coyote is 
said to have explained, "They do not care 
if  it is a  very cold w in ter or a very hot 
summer, they will go out and hunt. T h a t is 
why th e ir  lips are  wind burned.”

The Bad W ar Deeds clan, formerly H air 
R em aining on Lodge for th e ir  shoddy 
w orkm anship , w ere nam ed B ad W ar

Deeds after a  clan m em ber lied about his 
battle  prowess.

The Ties in  a  B undle clan is character
ized by haste , and  the Brings Home Game 
W ithout Shooting clan  m em bers are 
thought o f as in telligen t — so sm art they 
can h u n t w ithout weapons.

The Crop E ared  Dom esticated Animals 
were known for th e  quality  of th e ir live
stock. The clan w as renam ed the Filth 
E aters a fte r a clan chief attacked  his wife 
in a jealous rage and  forced h er to ea t 
dung. Because of the negative connota
tions associated w ith  th is  clan, only one 
m an still claim s m embership. The others 
whose lineage derives from th a t  clan now 
identify a s  m em bers of th e  Ties in a 
Bundle clan.

Treacherous tendencies and a fear of 
w ater characterize the Piegans. The final 
clan w as named th e  Newly M ade Lodge 
because Old M an Coyote created them  out 
of the  people who rem ained.

Though th ere  has been violence histori
cally, m odern clans tend  to keep their 
rivalries confined to th e  basketball courts 
and Ju n e ’s C lan Day competition.

The clans them selves extend beyond 
those activities into th e  everyday lives of 
th e  Crow.

“Clans, th a t  is who we are,” says Little 
Big H orn  College professor S haron  
Peregoy. “O ur lives on th is  earth  are  tied 
to th a t.”



Summer 2002 ™ 1AJN b ______________________Blackfeet Reservation 15

The

B ef/S 'l
Family Names

cfana u/oman

1 //7 U

R ichard  S and erv ille , o n e  o f  th e  f irs t tran s la to rs  o f  th e  B lackfeet language, d re w  th ese  nam e illu s tra tio n s  in  th e  early  1900s.

Names signify our hentage and 
family links But some Indian names were 
lost when agents mangled the translation 

Others became anglicized or were 
changed to avoid racial stigmas Indians 
often faced Three Blackfeet Reservation 

families tell the history of their names

S t o r y  By: BRYAN O ’CONNOR U n iv e r s i ty  o f  M o n ta n a  S c k o o l o f  J o u r n a l i s m P h o t o g r a p h s  B y: S ummer Beeks
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G eorge  K ick ing  
W om an a n d  his 
g ra n d d au g h te r  
Lissa w a tch  h is  
g ran d so n  G eorge 
try  to  fix th e  c h a in  
o n  h is  b ik e . H e 
w an ts  to m ake 
rep airs so  h e  can 
r id e  w ith  h is  
cou sin  K eyhn. 
T h o u g h  th e  boys 
are cousins, they  
call each o th e r 
b ro ther.

Kicking Woman

An icy spring wind sweeps down 
th e  e a s te rn  Rocky M ountain  
front and  w hips across th e  plains 

of Browning, drifting  snow high against 
th e  side of the  bright blue home of George 
Kicking Woman.

H arsh spring conditions are  not unusu
a l on th is  1.5 million-acre reservation 
located on th e  o u tsk ir ts  o f  G lacier 
N ational P a rk  in n o rth e rn  M ontana. 
W hile much of the country greets the 
b irth  of spring, often th is  reservation is 
still gripped by w in ter’s icy grasp. The 
severe tem peratures and  w inds equal the 
bounty of th e  region’s beauty  and  as long 
a s  hum an history has been recorded here, 
th e  w eather d ictates how m any events 
unfold.

The w inter o f 1911-1912 was no excep
tion, w hen George Kicking Woman was 
born in a rem ote area  no rth  of Browning.

“My m other and fa ther lived up in the 
woods,” George says. “The snow w as th a t 
deep,” he explains as he holds h is  hand  3 
feet from th e  floor.

It was in November, well a fte r a  brutal 
w inter had  tightened its  grip. B ut i t  w as
n ’t  un til April th a t his paren ts w ere able 
— or saw  the need — to head to town and 
officially record h is birth  w ith the Bureau 
of Indian Affairs.

George’s paren ts  spoke Blackfeet and 
very little  English. They told th e  agent 
th e ir  new baby’s nam e, a Blackfeet name 
th a t  m eans R an Down.

M any sounds in  the Blackfeet language 
cannot be depicted in English le tters, and 
through some m istake, th e ir baby was 
given another nam e. George w as regis
tered as Kicking Woman, and his Nov. 6, 
1911, b irth  date was recorded instead as 
April 2, 1912.

M any Indian nam es came to be in ju st 
th a t way. Earl Old Person, the contempo
rary  chief o f th e  Blackfeet tribe, was sup
posed to have the nam e Woman Shoe. 
Even th e  nam es of th e  tr ib e s  were 
changed by w hite men. The spellings of 
th e  Blackfeet bands w ithin th e  tribe vary 
as  often as the h istorians’ a ttem p ts  to 
record them .

Names have always held a  sacred place 
in  Blackfeet culture. And though George 
long ago resigned to accepting his agent- 
given nam e, he is a central figure in the 
nam ing ceremonies th a t  have long been 
sacred to the tribe and to Indian families. 
In  Indian custom a cerem onial nam e sig
nifies more than  ancestral identity. A 
nam e tells others about th e  nam ed per
son’s accomplishments in life or tra its  
th a t they possess.

Each spring, after th e  first thunder
storm  rum bles across the  northern  plains, 
George unw raps his T hunder Medicine 
Pipe Bundle. For decades, George and  his

wife, Molly, sa t and  slowly unw rapped the 
bundle. As each centuries-old-artifact was 
removed, George would sing the song asso
ciated w ith each one. W hen George would 
forget a phrase, Molly would rem ind him 
and he would continue. B ut no longer. 
Molly died in  Ju ly  2000 and George is the 
only one left w ith the knowledge th a t  his 
ancestors have been transferring  by words 
for hundreds of years.

“Since my old lady left it’s been hard ,” 
he says, motioning with his 
hand in a  backwards sweep.

George grew up speaking 
Blackfeet and is one of the 
few elders who know the 
tribe’s  sign language as well.
His use of hand  m otions is 
p revalent when he  speaks, 
adding richness to  h is  
words. H is h an d s are
gnarled, and th e  tip  of his 
left index finger is m issing 
from an  accident w hile 
w orking on a 1928 Ford 
pickup.

He ta lk s about how much 
Molly knew about th e  tribal 
songs, ceremonies and dances, some of 
which no one knows now.

“She knows more th an  I do about the  
Indian way,” George says, speaking as if 
she is w ith him  still.

George is concerned about th e  loss of 
th e  language in In d ian  society and 
believes th a t is the  cause of m any of the 
problems his people face. His children all 
understand Blackfeet, a s  do m any of their 
children.

“O ur language sounds in teresting  when 
you ta lk ,” George says. “I w ish we didn’t  
have to have in terpreters.”

A good in terp re ter may have prevented 
th e  m istake w ith th e  Kicking Woman

nam e, which has been passed down to 
some of his 110 children, grandchildren 
and great-grandchildren. B ut George says 
it is too late to unravel the error.

“I t’s  too la te  to change,” George says. “If 
I would change my nam e, look a t  how 
much would have to change. Everyone 
knows m e and  my kids by th a t nam e.”

As one of the  oldest m em bers of the 
tribe, he is a  central figure in the cultural 
and traditional religion of the Blackfeet.

He is a person who 
people go to  for 
advice, help or food. 
He says his Social 
Security card, driver’s 
license and even his 
retirement papers from 
the G reat Northern 
Railroad all bear the 
name Kicking Woman. 
B ut the  ceremonial 
names tha t he has the 
authority to give seem 
more im portant to 
George. For a time, he 
and his wife were the 
only living persons in 

the tribe on the Blackfeet Reservation to hold a 
medicine pipe bundle. Since th e  Native 
A m erican G raves Pro tection  and 
Repatriation Act passed Congress in 1990, 
bundles th a t  were in non-Indian hands 
are  coming back into tribal possession.

Although it has been nearly two years 
since Molly died from complications from 
high blood pressure, the heartache is evi
den t on George’s face when he speaks 
about her. It’s equally evident when he 
talks about th e  accident in October 1993 
th a t took th e  life of his youngest son, 
Leland. George had planned to transfer 
the  au thority  of his bundle to Leland, but 
he w as killed in a logging accident.

I t  was his first day on the job and  the 
forem an was showing Leland and another 
m an how to fell a tree. W hen the two m en 
realized th a t a  wind gust had sw ung the 
tree  in th e ir direction, Leland pushed the 
o ther m an to safety. But Leland was h it 
and the spinal cord injuries he suffered 
resulted  in  his death nine m onths later.

Another of George’s sons, Clifford, has 
diabetes and doctors say he will not live to 
be as old as his father.

Consequently, Clifford says th a t  one of 
his brothers-in-law  will eventually take 
over the authority  and responsibility for 
the  bundle.

In th e  Kicking Woman living room 
stands a large bookshelf filled w ith pic
tu res  and  trophies of family descendants. 
On the wall behind i t  are two large pic
tu res  of Leland and of R ita, George’s 
daugh ter who died from diabetes. George 
has helped raise most of Leland’s six chil
dren. Leland’s ceremonial nam e — Long 
Time O tter — has been passed on to one of 
George’s g randsons, 3-year-old Kehyn. 
One of Leland’s daughters, 17-year-old 
Lissa, is still being raised by George and 
lives w ith him, a s  does Kehyn. H er given 
nam e is Yellow S tar Woman, which came 
from h er grandm other.

“He’s really a caring person,” Lissa 
says, “and he’s always been th ere  for us.”

George has been a fa ther for many of 
his extended family members, stepping in 
w hen o thers would not or could not. As 
Lissa prepares for the  birth of her second 
child, she knows she and h er children are 
in good hands. George says he worries 
about w hat will happen to Blackfeet cul
tu re  and language, bu t his family’s well
being is w hat concerns him  most right 
now.

“If  you’re  rea l close to your k ids,” 
George says, “th a t’s th e  im portan t thing.”

I t 's  too late to change, i f  
I  would change my 

name, look at how much 
would have to change. 

Everyone knows me and  
my kids hy that name. 
G eo rg e  K ick ing  W o m an ,'w h o  

was g iven th e  w rong n a m e  a t 

b ir th  by th e  B IA .
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W orking  on crafts  in  th e ir  liv in g  room  occupies , from  left, D arnell, S m o k ey  a n d  M istee  R id es At 
T h e  D o o r on  a  sp r in g  S a tu rd ay  m o rn in g . S m okey  h e lp s  D a m e ll read y  eag le  fea th ers  to  p u t on 
th e  caps o f  som e o f  M istee 's  fe llow  sch o o lm ates fo r th e ir  h ig h  school g ra d u a tio n , w h ile  M istee  
b ead s pen  coverings. T h e  p h o to s  on  th e  w a ll a re  o f S m o k ey  a n d  D arn e ll 's  five  c h ild ren : C hery l, 
R o lan d a , R obert, E llie  a n d  M istee. P ic tu res o f g ra n d ch ild re n  a re  b e n ea th  p h o to s  o f  th e ir  p aren ts.

Rides At the Door

Smokey Rides At The Door spent 
the  first 18 years of his life as 
Smokey Doore. Now he uses both 
his given nam e and its  shorter version. He 

says his full name causes difficulties in a 
world unfam iliar w ith the rich tradition of 
Indian names. Com puters often shorten it 
to som ething awkward and his mail often 
has a mangled version of his surnam e.

While Smokey says it’s not the  case in 
his family, i t  is not uncommon for some 
Indian fam ilies to  have  shortened  or 
altered th e ir descriptive last nam es to 
avoid the ridicule and racism they say 
their nam e so often sparks.

Smokey still signs legal documents as 
Doore, so the English nam e rem ains w ith 
him today. B ut th e  family nam e Rides At 
The Door has an  origin generations of his 
family continue to recount w ith pride.

The nam e w as bestowed upon Smokey’s 
great-grandfather. He was given i t  some
tim e in the 19th century for his accom
plishments during w ar party  raids.

Rides At The Door was renowned for 
organizing horse stealing  raids against 
Crow, Cree and Cheyenne tribes. This was 
considered a  g reat accomplishment by the 
tribe and those who w ere good a t  i t  were 
revered. Rides A t The Door and others in 
Blackfeet w ar parties would travel hun
dreds of miles on foot and find o ther tribes’ 
camps to raid. The rival chief’s  tepee was 
usually in the middle of the camp and his 
horses would be tied  nearby. Rides A t The 
Door would ride p ast the enemy chiefs 
tepee entrance w ith a stolen horse and try  
to touch him  as he  rode out of camp, a 
practice known as counting coup.

“The in ten t was to strike or touch,” 
Smokey says, “not to kill.”

Smokey says sometimes the warriors 
cut off an  enemy’s hair, but scalping was 
not the practice, contrary to w hat many 
Hollywood movies portray. D uring one of 
these raids, Rides A t The Door and  his 
partner became separated  when escaping. 
His partner made i t  back to the Blackfeet 
camp, bu t Rides A t the Door was not seen 
for weeks and the tribe assum ed he was 
dead. Later, they learned th a t as Rides At 
The Door rode up a  riverbed to  escape, the 
horse he had stolen got away from him  and 
he had to flee on foot. The enemy tribe sent 
a  party  to  find and kill him. As they closed 
in. Rides At The Door hid in bushes.

“Then an anim al, a deer or a rabbit, ran 
out o f the brush ,” Smokey says. “The w ar 
party  assum ed th a t he  had g reat powers 
and could change shape. They decided 
th a t he was so powerful th a t he would kill

them  if  they  caught him , so they q u it p u r
suing him.”

Rides At The Door eventually m ade the 
long journey back home on foot and it was 
then  th a t he w as given h is  ceremonial 
nam e.

“W hen he  eluded them ,” Smokey’s wife, 
D arnell, says, “th e  question was, and  still 
is, was he a shape shifter? T h a t’s the 
secret they still haven’t  found out yet.”

A p ictu re  of h is  g rea t-g ran d fa th er 
hangs in  Smokey’s 
office, along with 
those of o ther historic 
B lackfeet figures.
Rides At The Door 
has a pen e tra tin g  
fierce countenance 
th a t suggests he had 
little  fear o f anyone 
or any th ing . And 
Smokey and  Damell 
say  th e ir  fam ily is 
continu ing  to  prac
tice counting  coup, 
but in  different ways.

“Instead  of stealing  horses,” D am ell 
says, “we’re stealing  equality. We have dif
ferent w arriors now days.”

Smokey says a name, w hether a last 
nam e, or a  given nam e, helps Indians find 
an  identity. But he w arns th a t  the subject 
of nam es is a  delicate one, because so many 
nam es were changed, or not transla ted  cor
rectly w hen Indian agents began forcing 
Indians to be registered.

“There were some beautiful nam es lost 
in  translation ,” Smokey says. “If the  guy 
transla ting  didn’t  know the English name, 
i t  was changed. T h a t’s a  crime.”

He and  Darnell are  also bundle holders, 
having received a bundle from a m useum

as p a rt of the repatriation  ac t and  given 
the au thority  to open it by George Kicking 
Woman. The Rides A t The Doors received 
th e ir  bundle a fte r th ree  days of cere
monies. Smokey and D am ell em phasize 
th a t  they a re  equals when i t  comes to 
responsibilities associated w ith th e  bundle.

“T here m u st be m ale and  female to have 
a balance,” D am ell says. ‘T h a t  has always 
been th e  balance of Indian teaching.” 

Smokey and  D arnell say they  have 
nam ed about 200 people since 
they took responsibility for 
the bundle six years ago.

“I t ’s  a social g a th e rin g ,” 
Smokey says. “The nam e is 
stam ped or sealed and  should 
be used from then  on when 
people pray for them . We ta lk  
about w hy and how the nam e 
cam e about and  w hat th e  rea 
sons a re  for giving them .” 

W hen a family approaches 
the Rides A t The Doors, they 
som etim es have  a  nam e 

picked out th a t  they w an t to give to a per
son in  th e ir family. O r sometimes, they 
don’t  have any  idea, and they ask them  for 
help. D am ell says they will often find a 
suitable nam e through visions or dream s. 
They say they a re  careful to avoid duplica
tion, because only one living person in the 
tribe  should possess a  ceremonial nam e a t 
any  given time.

In  th e ir  own family, Darnell’s g rand 
mother, M ary Ground, named all of th e ir 
five children. Ground was a  central figure 
in  Blackfeet history, who lived anyw here 
from 108 to 114 years. She lived with 
Smokey and D am ell periodically from 
1975 to 1988.

M istee, the ir youngest daughter, was

'tere were somei k h e
beautiful names lost in 
translation, i f  the guy  

translating d idn ’t  know the 
English name, it was 

changed. That's a crime. 
S m o k e y  R ides A t T tie  1

T h e  R ides A l T h e  D o o r fam ily  d isp la y s  th e ir  
n a m e  ab o v e  th e  d o o r  to  a  sto rage  sh e d  a t th e ir 
ho u se . T h ey  e x p la in  th a t s in ce  th ey  hav e  used  
th e  fu ll len g th  o f  th e ir  n am e, R ides At The 
Door, in stead  o f  th e  s h o rte n ed  version , D oore, 
th ey  hav e  com e across m an y  m isp ro n u n c ia 
tio n s  a n d  sp e llin g s  o f  th e ir  nam e. O ften  they  
ge t m ail p rocessed  by  a com puter, th a t lis ts  
th e ir  n am e  as "R id es A t T h e  D o."

nam ed P re tty  Woman by M ary Ground. 
Ellie, one of her older sisters, is called 
Spring Woman, which was th e  warrior 
Rides A t The Door’s wife’s nam e. M ary not 
only nam ed th e ir  children, bu t she passed 
on m any of the  traditions and  th e  knowl
edge th a t allowed them  to assum e the 
responsibilities o f being bundle holders.

“We were being prepared for som ething 
th a t was m eant to be w ithout us knowing 
it,” Darnell says. “We did not accept or 
reject it.”

D am ell says th a t h e r  great-grandm oth
e r  began teaching h er songs and  dances 
w hen D am ell w as very young. Som etim es 
Indian children would receive a n  item  from 
th e ir elders, who would sim ply tell them, 
you m ight need th is someday, she  says. 
The teachings continued throughout h er’s 
and  Smokey’s lives, som etim es w ithout 
them  fully understan d in g  th e ir  im por
tance. But la te r on in life, they understood.

“They said it’s  up  to you to continue the 
teachings,” Darnell says. “The door was 
open. T hat’s w hat happened to us.”
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R ena H eavy R u n n e r sew s a r ib b o n  sh irt o n  a q u ie t Sunday  a fte rn o o n . T h e  im p o rtan ce  o f  fam ily  fo r th e  H eavy  R u n n ers can b e  seen  in  th e  m any  p h o to s  o f ch ild ren  
and  g ra n d ch ild re n  th a t deco ra te  a d esk to p  in  th e  liv in g  room . T h e  a n n u a l sp rin g  H eavy  R u n n e r reu n io n , say s G eorge, is  "b ig ."

Heavy Runner

Some la s t  nam es on the 
B lackfeet R eservation  
belong only to a  few. The 
nam e Heavy R unner is not one 

them . H undreds of people bear the  
nam e of th is  fam ous Blackfeet 
chief. But where did the nam e come 
from?

“One sto ry  is  th e  nam e w as 
taken  from a m ountain lion leaving 
heavy im p rin ts  in th e  snow,” 
George Heavy R unner says.

A nother belief is th a t long ago, a 
Blackfeet w ar party  encountered 
some Crow Indians and  were all 
slaughtered , except for one young 
boy. He then  ra n  back to Blackfeet 
territo ry  w ith a heavy pack on his 
back. Because Blackfeet tradition 
and history is oral, th e  tru e  story 
behind th e  nam e w ill probably 
never be certain. But, according to 
George, th a t does not dim inish its 
significance.

“We’re very proud of ou r nam e,” 
George says, “and  who we are.”

George says h is family has been 
holding reunions every spring for

more than  20 years. His father, 
Jack, is the patriarch  and he and 
other elders in the  family preside 
over the gathering.

“The strength  in th a t is those 
older people up front,” says George, 
a former M ontana legislator. “Who 
knows, maybe I will be up th ere  one 
day.”

At the reunions, 
and a t other times, 
elders pass down 
the family’s oral 
history and as the 
elders pass away, 
the younger gener
ation takes over 
and the cycle keeps 
repeating. More 
than 100 descen
dants usually attend 
the summer gather
ings. All children 
bom  in the la st year a re  introduced 
and  the family is updated on w hat 
is going on in each o ther’s lives.

“I’m  very fortunate to be a p a rt 
of a family th a t em braces and  rec
ognizes the im portance of family,” 
George says. “In  no uncerta in  
term s, family is so im portan t to us.”

Ceremonial nam es also play  a

p a rt in the Heavy R unner family. 
George w as given the nam e Big 
Person by his grandm other Mary 
Ground. His wife, Rena, who is half 
Navajo and  h a lf  Blackfeet, was 
given th e  nam e Different Tribes 
Woman by h er grandm other. His 
son, George Jr., was given the nam e 

Holy B adger by 
B lackfeet ch ief 
E arl Old Person. 
The name was 
taken from George’s 
grandfather, and as 
is custom with many 
Blackfeet, is a way of 
preserving the mem
ory of someone who 
has died. George 
says he asked his 
father’s  permission, 
then Old Person’s, 
before th e  public 

ceremony w here George Jr. was 
nam ed w hen he w as 5 years old.

“I t was very im portan t for his 
rem em brance,” George says. “It’s 
very strong in our family to do 
those types of th ings.”

George’s d augh ter C arissa and 
M ichael West Wolf have an 18- 
m onth-old daugh ter, M ika. H is

family is discussing w hat ceremoni
al nam e to give her. George says 
the name will likely be one h er 
ancestors had. B ut he  says another 
even t m ay guide th e  Heavy 
Runners. Mika was born on Sept. 
11, 2000, and  the family celebrated 
h e r  f irs t b irth d ay  on one of 
America’s darkest days.

“I t  was a good day,” George says, 
“but also a  sad day.”

Like George Kicking Woman and 
the Rides A t The Doors, George 
says he is concerned w ith  th e  
decline of some traditions and the 
transfer of cu ltural ways from gen
eration to generation. H e cites 
poverty as one of the  m ain reasons 
for modern Indians not keeping the 
traditions alive.

“I t’s  hard  to find th e  tim e to 
learn the old ways and  find out 
about your p ast when you are  ju s t 
trying to find a w ay to ea t,” George 
says.

B ut by s tay in g  close to h is  
extended fam ily and  passing on 
traditions, George says he knows 
his nam e will serve as one way to 
keep his family together.

“I t is im portant for us to still 
have our identity,” he says.

very fortunate to he a 
part o f  a family that 

embraces and  recognizes 
tlte importance o f  family. In 
no uncertain terms, family  

is so important to us. 
G e o r y e  H e a v y  R u n n e r
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Unplanned blessings
N ative fam ilies em brace th e birth o f  a  c k U  a s a  blessing , plan ned or n o t F or Javon M ontes, fam iliy  
su pport a n d  acceptance h as allow ed her to  achieve her dream s while raising tw in  hoys.

(C h ildren are  a  b less in g . I  d o n  I th in k  a n y o n e  th in k s  th a t th e y  a re  ev er  b ad . People  
m a y  n o t like  it  i f  th e ir  y o u n g  d a u g h te r  g e ts  p re g n a n t, b u t  y o u  d o  w h a t y o u  can

M a rily n  S u th e r la n d , social w orker

Wh en  Jav o n  M ontes found ou t 
she w as p reg n an t w ith  tw ins 
a t  age 19 she  h ad  now here to 

tu rn  b u t to  h e r  p a ren ts .
A lthough Jam es and  Lydia M ontes’ 

hom e in Box E ld er on M ontana’s Rocky 
Boy’s R eservation  w as a lread y  fu ll w ith  
Jav o n  and  th re e  younger siblings, they  
d idn’t  h e s ita te  to add  tw o m ore in fan ts  
to  th e  household.

Id en tica l tw in s  J e re m ia h  and  
S tephon  cam e to  a hom e a lread y  sh ared  
by an  in fa n t cousin, born to  Jav o n ’s s is 
te r  LeA nn ju s t  a  m onth  before Javon  
realized  she w as p regnan t.

J a m e s  and  Lydia M ontes w ere not 
h ap p y  th a t  th e ir  te en ag e  d a u g h te rs  
found them selves sing le  m others. B ut 
th ey  m ake it  c lear im m edia te ly  th a t  
th ey  w ould help  in  w h atev er w ays th ey  
could.

“I ju s t  assu red  h e r  th a t  I would su p 
p o rt h e r  and  th a t  I loved her, and  I 
t ru s te d  th a t  gave h e r a  peace of m ind ,” 
Lydia M ontes says.

T he b irth  r a te  for N ative A m erican 
women ages 15 th rough  19 in M ontana 
is m ore th a n  th re e  tim es th a t  of w hite  
teen ag e rs  in  th e  s ta te .

And w hile p a re n ts  and  h e a lth  ed u ca
to rs  say  teen  pregnancies a re  ce rta in ly  
no t encouraged, th ey  em phasize  th a t  in 
In d ian  fam ilies all ch ild ren  a re  welcome 
ch ild ren . O ften  g ra n d p a re n ts  p lay  a 
m ajor role in th ese  ex tended  fam ilies.

In d ians consider all life “a borrowed 
gift from God,” says P au lin e  S tan d in g  
Rock, a  b ilingual H ead S ta r t  teach er in 
Box Elder. R egard less of th e  s itu a tio n , 
fam ilies give all th e  su p p o rt and  love 
th ey  can , and  th a t  ex tends to teen  p reg
nancies, she says.

M arilyn  S u th e rlan d , a social w orker 
a t  Rocky Boy’s since 1975, say s sh e  h as  
seen  a  ch an g e  in  a t t i tu d e s  to w ard  
young m others.

“C hild ren  a re  a b lessing ,” she says. “I 
don’t  th in k  anyone th in k s  th a t  they  a re  
ever bad. People m ay not like  it  if th e ir  
young d a u g h te r  ge ts  p reg n an t, b u t you 
do w h a t you can do.”

W h at’s m ore, if  a  m other finds h e rse lf  
too overw helm ed to  properly  ra ise  a

On the M ontes fam ily  en te rta in m en t cen ter is  a re lig ious p laq u e  an d  a p h o to g rap h  o f the th ree  M ontes g ran d ch ild ren , S tephon , Jerem iah  and  
D om inique. Fam ily m em bers say  th e ir  sp ir itu a l g ro u n d in g  an d  close ties g ive  each o th er s treng th .

S tephon , left, and  
Jerem iahM ontes, 

bo th  4, p lay  w ith  toy 
frogs an d  lizards 

th e ir  m other, Javon, 
p u t in to  th e ir  Easter 

baskets .

S t o r y  By: Ramey Corn U n iv e r s i ty  o r  M o n ta n a  S c h o o l  o f  jo u r n a l i s m P h o t o g r a p h s  By: OLIVIA NlSBET
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child , re la tiv es  a re  a lm ost alw ays w ill
in g  to  s te p  in.

“In  a ll m y y e a rs  th a t  I’ve worked 
h e re , a s  long a s  you know  they’re  your 
blood, you’re  gonna do w h atev er you can 
to  keep th em ,” S u th e rlan d  explains.

Indeed , abortion  is  fa r  less frequen t 
am o n g  p re g n a n t  In d ia n  te e n s  th a n  
am o n g  th e ir  w h ite  co u n terp arts . For 
every  seven  b ir th s  to  Ind ian  teenage 
m o th e rs  in  M o n tan a , th e re  is  one 
rep o rted  abortion. For w h ite  teens in 
th e  s ta te , however, th e  ra tio  is close to

one abortion  for every  tw o live b irth s.
A nd adoptions — influenced in some 

m easure  by th e  Ind ian  Child W elfare 
Act, w hich gives s tro n g  preferences to 
In d ian  adoptive fam ilies w hen  Ind ian  
ch ildren  a re  involved — a re  u sually  to 
re la tiv es  of th e  child.

Jav o n  never th o u g h t of giv ing up  h er 
boys because she  knew  sh e  would have 
h e r  p a re n ts  to lean on.

She lived w ith  th em  for a  y ea r a fte r 
th e  tw ins w ere born  and , w ith  th e ir  
encouragem ent an d  support, re tu rn ed

to  S tone C hild College a t  Rocky Boy’s 
Agency, w here she  h a d  already  com plet
ed h e r firs t year, to finish a n  associate of 
a r ts  degree.

Today Jav o n  is m arried  to Ivan, the  
fa th e r  of th e  tw ins, an d  w orking tow ard 
a degree in  E nglish  a t  th e  U niversity  of 
M ontana. W ithout th e  aid o f  h er p aren ts  
Jav o n ’s re tu rn  to  school would have 
been im possible. H er p aren ts  w atched 
th e  boys w hen sh e  a tten d ed  class and  
helped  h e r in w ays big and  sm all. T heir 
a s s is ta n c e  w as bo th  em o tio n a l an d

financial. For exam ple, th ey  h ad  h er 
re tire  h e r two-door pickup an d  gave h er 
th e ir  new  four-door M azda. In  M issoula 
sh e  a lso  fin d s s u p p o r t from  s is te rs  
LeAnn, a  Lady Griz b aske tba ll p layer 
w ho is  m arried  an d  ra is in g  4-year-old 
D om inique, a n d  from Aim ee, a freshm an  
a t UM who also  p lays bask e tb a ll.

Jav o n , Ivan  and  th e  ram bunctious 
id en tica l tw in s recen tly  m oved from 
m arried  s tu d e n t housing  to  a n  a p a r t
m en t in  M issoula’s S ou th  H ills near 
w here LeAnn lives.

S he  says h e r  re la tio n sh ip  w ith  her 
s is te rs  h a s  helped  h e r  succeed w here 
o th e rs  faced w ith  th e  sam e  c ircum 
stan ces have  floundered.

LeA nn a n d  Jav o n  d ep en d  on one 
an o th e r for he lp  w ith  th e ir  kids. “We’re  
d e fin ite ly  each  o th e r ’s b a b y s itte rs ,” 
LeAnn says.

D uring  th e  b ask e tb a ll season  Jav o n  
often ta k e s  care of D om inique d u rin g  
practice. W hen th e  gam es tak e  LeAnn 
aw ay for severa l days, D om inique fre
q u en tly  s ta y s  w ith  Jav o n . A lthough  
LeAnn is m arried , h e r  h u sband  a tten d s  
UM and also w orks, so know ing  Javon  
can w atch D om inique eases h e r  p a re n ts ’ 
m inds.

“Always hav ing  to  depend  on each 
other, i t ’s m ade u s  bu ild  a  s tro n g e r re la 
tionsh ip  tow ards one ano ther,” LeAnn 
says.

T he s is te rs  spend  as m uch shared  
tim e as th ey  can an d  alw ays try  to cook 
a  b ig  fam ily m eal to g e th e r once a week. 
And th e ir  ge taw ays to  W al-M art le t 
th em  feel like college s tu d e n ts  combing 
for b a rg a in s  m ore th a n  m o thers try in g  
to  jugg le  m any balls.

The M ontes fam ily h a s  a lw ays pulled 
together. T he success o f  hav in g  two 
d au g h te rs  play  college ball is one m eas
ure . And for every hom e gam e, Jam es  
and Lydia pile Colton, Jam ie  and , fre 
quently , th e  ch ild ren’s g ran d m o th er in to  
a ca r for th e  five-hour drive to M issoula. 
T he fam ily ’s  F la th e a d -a re a  re la tiv e s  
also m ake th e  trip . A t th e  m otel g ra n d 
pa Ja m e s  likes to frolic in th e  pool w ith 
Je re m ia h  and  S tephon u n d e r h is  a rm s 
an d  D om inique on h is  back.

Yet, d e sp ite  a ll th e  su p p o rt th a t  
Javon  receives from family, revealing  
her pregnancy w as em otionally  tax ing .

“I w asn ’t  exactly  scared  o f  m y m om ’s 
w ra th  com ing down on me, i t  w as m ore 
like I’d be a d isap p o in tm en t to m y p a r 
e n ts ,” Jav o n  says.

H e r fa th e r  had  alw ays encouraged 
h e r to  do h e r  best, be i t  on th e  b a sk e t
ball cou rt or in th e  classroom . B ut like 
h is w ife he  accepted  th e  fact calm ly and  
helped  h is  d a u g h te r  p rep are  fo r th e  
b irth  in w h a tev er w ays he  could.

N early  h a lf  th e  ch ild ren  born in  H ill 
C ounty , w hich in c lu d es H avre , th e  
Rocky Boy’s R eservation  an d  a  half- 
dozen sm all tow ns along U.S. H ighw ay 
2, w ere  born  to unw ed m others, accord
ing to  2000 census figures.

So w hile  th e  b ir th ra te  fo r N ative

Jav o n , left, a n d  h e r  s is te r  L eA nn cook E aster d in n e r  and  a ttem p t to  chat w ith  each o th e r w h ile  th e ir  c h ild ren  try  to  g rab  th e ir  a tten tio n .

Jav o n  tak e s  a b re a k  from  h e r  S p an ish  h o m ew o rk  to  h u g  a n d  k iss  h e r  son 
Je rem iah . M ontes say s Jerem iah  is  th e  m ore affec tionate  o f  th e  tw in s  in 
th e  m o rn in g  and  h e  w ill u su a lly  com e and  h u g  a n d  k iss h e r  first th in g  
w h e n  h e  w akes.

Lydia M ontes, left, lau g h s as he r d au g h te rs  Javon , center, a n d  A im ee, 
sift th ro u g h  th e ir  fa th e r 's  co llection  o f  v iny l reco rds fo r A im ee to lis 
ten  to  for he r h isto ry  o f  rock-n-ro ll class a t th e  U n iversity  o f M ontana. 
T h ree  M o n tes d au g h te rs  a tte n d  th e  M issou la  school.
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Am erican fem ales is  h ig h er th a n  th a t  
for w hites, i t ’s obvious th e  fact m any 
unm arried  w om en a re  h av in g  ch ildren  
is no t a n  In d ian  phenom enon. However, 
some In d ian  h e a lth  ed u 
cators say  one reason  for 
the h ig h  b ir th  r a te  is 
th a t  con tracep tion  is not 
in keep ing  w ith  old cus
tom s. B u t n e ither, th ey  
say, w ere  ch ild ren  ou t of 
m arriage.

“In  th e  old day s you 
couldn’t  have  a ch ild  out 
of wedlock; it was taboo,” 
says A lberta St. P ierre, a 
nurse who has worked a t 
Rocky Boy’s Indian Family 
Health Clinic for 25 years.
But th a t taboo didn’t  mean 
Indians em braced m odem  
methods of contraception.

“T he less In d ian  you a re  th e  m ore 
likely i t  is th a t  you will u se  con tracep
tion,” S t. P ie rre  says.

Javon  says she  w restled  w ith  h e r  re li
gious beliefs before she  got p reg n an t.

“I w an ted  to  get on b ir th  control, bu t 
it was m ore a m oral issu e ,” sh e  explains.

“I w an ted  to  g e t on  i t  because I d id n ’t  
w a n t to  get p reg n an t, b u t  I  knew  i t  w as
n ’t  r ig h t, th a t  I  shou ldn ’t  be h av in g  sex 
a t  a ll, b u t w hile  I  w as in  th e  m iddle of 

a ll th a t  I got p reg n an t.” 
Even w ith  h e r  p a r 

e n ts ’ em otional support 
w hen  th ey  lea rn ed  of 
h e r  p regnancy , Jav o n  
says she  lo st a  lo t of 
se lf-esteem  an d  confi
dence.

“I w as rea lly  scared  
to  get back ou t th e re ,” 
s h e  re c a lls . “I w on
d e red , how  w ill I do 
th is , how  will I  face my 
c lassm ates?”

B ut sh e  m ade h e rse lf  
m ee t th e  challenge. She 
m ade h e rse lf  be strong .

“W hen  th e  boys w ere born, ju s t  seeing 
th e ir  faces an d  h ea rin g  th em  cry, i t  w as 
lik e  n o th in g  I’ve  ev e r ex p erien ced  
before,” Jav o n  says.

“T he fac t (w as) th a t  I  w asn’t  only liv
in g  for m y se lf anym ore, a n d  ta k in g  care 
of ju s t  m y needs, doing w h a t I  w an ted  to 
do, now  I  h a d  tw o  l i t t le  guys th a t

d ep en d  on m e m ore th a n  a n y th in g  else.” 
And ta k in g  th e  s te p  to  re g is te r  for 

school he lped  h e r  reg a in  h e r  confidence.
“I t  w as like  a  lig h t bu lb  l i t  u p ,” h e r  

m o th er says. “I  could see a w hole d iffer
e n t  h e r  an d  I w as re a lly  happy.”

N o t long after, Jav o n  w as  read y  to 
m ove to  M issoula w ith  h e r  boys to  enroll 
a t  U M , b u t even w ith  th e  p ro g ress  she 
h a d  m ade, life a s  a u n iv e rs ity  s tu d e n t 
w ith  tw in  so n s is no t easy. T hough 
LeA nn w as th e re  to  help , Jav o n  w as  a 
sin g le  m o ther an d  g e ttin g  every th ing  
done w as exhausting .

Now w ith  Iv an ’s h e lp  h e r  ro u tin e  is a 
l i tt le  less hectic.

S he  s ta r ts  h e r  day  by read in g  sc rip 
tu re s , p ray in g  and  w ritin g  in  h e r  jo u r
n a l. W hen she  an d  Ivan  rouse th e  boys, 
th e  tw in s  pull th e  covers over th e ir  
h ead s an d  d ig  in , b u t  th e ir  p ro te s ts  don’t  
la s t  long. T hey  pull m atch in g  tee s  and  
hooded sw e a tsh ir ts  over th e ir  h e a d s  and  
th e ir  d a rk , buzz-cu t h a ir  pops th ro u g h  
f irs t, fram in g  soft, brow n eyes. T he boys 
look id en tica l b u t  Jav o n  say s  th ey  don’t  
a c t th e  sam e. S tephon  is th e  b igger of 
th e  two, an d  Jav o n  ca lls  h im  th e  daddy’s 
boy. Je re m ia h  is sm alle r an d  constan tly

You-find yourself stuck in 
tlie worst situation and  you 
d o n ’t know wkere to turn, 
and  the only way you can 

turn is spiritually, 
and witkin yourself. 

Javon M ontes,
m o th e r  o f  tw in  hoys

gives Jav o n  hugs an d  k isses  an d  te lls  
h e r  th a t  he  loves her.

R elig io u s fa i th  is  s tro n g  in  th e  
M ontes family. T hey  u se  sc rip tu re s  a s  a 
gu ide and  th e ir  P en tecosta l beliefs a re  
th e ir  anchor. Lydia M ontes a lso  ta u g h t 
S unday  school a t  th e  A ssem bly o f  God 
on Rocky Boy’s R eservation  fo r 12 years.

“I a lw ays encouraged  th e  g irls  to  
t r u s t  in  H im ,” L ydia says.

Jav o n  says she  focused on sp ir itu a lity  
to overcom e h e r depression  a f te r  find ing  
she  w as p reg n an t.

“You find y o u rse lf  s tu ck  in  th e  w orst 
s itu a tio n  a n d  you don’t  know  w here  to 
tu rn , an d  th e  only w ay you can  tu rn  is 
sp iritua lly , an d  w ith in  yourself,” Jav o n  
says. “T h a t’s w h a t I d id , I checked 
m yself sp ir itu a lly  an d  sa id , “OK, w here 
am  I going now?”’

S till today  Jav o n  calls Lydia w hen 
she  feels sh e  needs sp ir itu a l gu idance 
and  th ey  look u p  sc rip tu re s  over th e  
phone.

I t’s th a t  su p p o rt an d  love th a t  allow s 
Jav o n  to  succeed.

“I  know th a t  i f  I w asn ’t  in  th e  fam ily 
th a t  I’m  in  an d  th e  su p p o rt a n d  love ... I 
don’t  know  w here  I’d be,” she  says.

Jav o n  sp e n d s  som e so lita ry  tim e  re ad in g  sc rip tu re s  from  a  B ib le  h e r  m o th e r gave her. By g e ttin g  u p  early  every  m o rn in g , Javon  is  a b le  to  reserve  so m e  tim e  fo r h e rse lf  b e fo re  
h e r  fam ily  aw akens.
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A n d rea  A dam s a n d  h e r  sister, B renda M orton, em brace am id st th e  k itch en  com m otion . Every m o n th  a t  least 25 m em b e rs  o f  th e  A dam s fam ily  com e to g e th e r to celeb ra te  b ir th d a y s  o r 
o th e r  occasions a n d  to ju s t  s tay  in  touch.

Tragedy's teachings, love's lessons
Standing on the deck of his home , 

Louis Adams looks out over his 
land w ith a smile on h is face.

Louis lives ju s t  outside Arlee on the 
F lathead Indian Reservation in  western 
M ontana. A few miles east, the  Mission 
M ountains’jagged snowy peaks ju t  into the 
sky, cutting a  sharp line in the  horizon. A 
lone horse dances in the snow-covered field 
th a t  extends w est to th e  surrounding  
foothills. Louis’ gravel driveway extends a 
good half-mile before it joins the nearest 
road. He owns more than  400 acres of some 
of M ontana’s most scenic landscape.

Louis is proud of his property, bu t he 
calls it his children’s land and points to a 
tra ile r th a t is home to a son, and to houses 
w here his daughters live. His wife Nadine 
is also buried here. From his deck he can

oversee it all. It gives him comfort to have 
family near.

A t 68, Louis is th e  father of 8, grandfa
ther of 30 and great-grandfather of 11. 
This is the big family Louis always wanted.

Like many Indian families, the Adams 
family’s ties to their reservation land have 
kept family members close and th a t physi
cal proximity fosters an  emotional bond 
th a t keeps the family strong.

Louis is a  full-blood Salish who served 
on the F lathead tribal council for 28 years, 
combining th a t work w ith a  35-year career 
in forestry. He is looked to on the reserva
tion as a  keeper of the culture and has a 
degree in cultural preservation from Salish 
Kootenai College. The tribal council has 
honored him several times for his work in 
cultural preservation and he is an  elder

who is revered as someone who bestows 
traditional nam es on Flathead Reservation 
children.

His children and  grandchildren do their 
best to follow in his footsteps. Daughter 
Arleen was one of the  first people to earn  a 
degree in Native American studies a t  the 
University of M ontana. She has taught 
both Salish and Kootenai languages a t 
Salish Kootenai College and has won serv
ice aw ards from the Poison school district. 
O ther children and grandchildren have 
achieved academically, and all are  commit
ted to th e ir culture. The family’s frequent 
gatherings, like a recent one a t  Ixmis’ 
house, give them  the opportunity to cele
brate the ir achievements.

Inside his house, Louis’ children chat 
w ith each other, his grandchildren scurry

A ndrea  A dam s a n d  A ngela  P ierre  ho ld  h a n d s  
in  a St. Patrick  H o sp ita l w a itin g  room  d u rin g  
an  o p era tio n  on  A n d rea 's  so n , B rendan. In 
February, a f te r  B rendan  w a s  in a  car w reck, th e  
doc to rs fo u n d  a  co n gen ita l sp in a l p ro b lem  that 
req u ired  su rg ery  th is  sp rin g .

S t o r y  By: LlAM GALLAGHER U n iv e r s i ty  o f  M o n ta n a  S c h o o l o f  J o u r n a l i s m P h o t o g r a p h s  By: SARAH BONVALLET
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“I  don ’t tcant to see my cousins die from alcohol and  drugs, just as I  don t want to see m y brothers and  sisters die. ’
M y rn a  D u M o n tie r,

L ou is A d a m s ' d a u g h te r

Louis A dam s, a fu ll-b lo o d  Salish , lo o k s  out 
o v er h is  lan d  a t fam ily  m em b ers  s le d d in g  
dow n  a h ill  a f te r  a sp r in g  snow sto rm .

from one room to th e  next and his great
grandchildren fuss and  fumble in th e  living 
room. The house is alive w ith activity, as it 
is a t  least once a month.

The Adamses have been coming together 
one Sunday every m onth for decades. They 
gather to celebrate the  birthdays th a t fall 
during th a t month. They eat, play and 
laugh the day away. I t  is most often a time 
of celebration and for seeking counsel but it 
has also been a time for consolation.

This Sunday, they’re  celebrating the 
birthdays of Arleen, Maxine, Payton and 
Dia and, as usual, four generations of the 
Adams family are presen t. Almost 50 
Adamses, of all ages and sizes, shuffle 
around the house. In the kitchen, women 
prepare everything from ham burgers to 
potato salad. The w et socks, sw eatshirts 
and pants of the kids who’ve been playing 
in the snow all morning hang from the 
wood stove. Several folding tables are set 
up in the middle of the kitchen displaying 
the two dozen or so dishes th a t have been 
prepared. T raditional Indian headw ear 
hangs from the walls, next to the pictures of 
Adams family gatherings of the past. Little 
room is left on any of the walls.

In the  living room the men sink into 
couches and talk, clutching coffee cups. 
Their conversations about work, school and 
family are  frequently in terrupted by chil
dren who run about the living room, feet 
stomping and  voices screaming. Some sit 
ju st inches from the television, others wres
tle and roll around, thum ping each other on 
the floor and against the walls. Kids con
stantly run in and out of the house, cold air 
rushes in, the door slam s and th e ir w et feet 
squeak on the kitchen floor. The laughter 
and chatter never ceases and the roar in 
the room continually increases.

“I t’s usually like th is every tim e we gath
er,” Louis jokes. “Sometimes it’s noisy.”

But a t  close to 3 p.m. even the little ones 
are  silenced. As he does every tim e his fam
ily comes together, Louis begins the gather
ing with a  prayer and a few words of wis
dom. His simple words instantly  command 
the attention of all w ithout the slightest 
raise of h is voice.

“W hen you ta lk , share w hat’s in your 
heart, because th a t’s  w hat ou r gatherings 
are  for,” he  says.

Louis’ eyes circle the room and slowly his 
children begin to talk.

His son Jason  speaks up first.
“Again we’re blessed with the privilege 

to gather as a family, a s  we always are,” he 
says.

As he speaks he pulls h is wife closer, 
glances over a t  his son and a t  times his 
voice wavers.

“I don’t  do the right things a lot of the 
times for my wife and for my kids,” he says.

He doesn’t  elaborate, but th e  nods from 
his sisters, brothers and Louis show an 
unspoken understanding.

Myrna, Louis daughter, isn’t  as vague. 
She asks for God’s forgiveness for her 
actions as tears ra n  down her face. She 
begins to speak, pauses and then begins to 
speak again.

“1 don’t  w ant to see my cousins die from 
alcohol and drugs, ju s t as I don’t  w ant to 
see my brothers and sisters die,” she says.

A room th a t ju s t m inutes ago was fdled 
w ith laughter is now filled w ith only the 
sniffle o f noses and sighs of sadness.

A t the close of the  family’s reflections, 
Louis comments: “W hen I look around and 
I see my kids — there’s  been tim es when 
I’ve visited my kids who have been in a  bad 
way. T hat’s  happened several tim es.”

The little ones begin to fidget, but the 
older generations, those Adamses who have 
been through the tough times, s it and listen 
respectfully. They know w hat the ir sisters 
and brothers have faced. Louis knows bet
te r than  any because he’s been through it 
all w ith them. But he also knows th e  young 
Adams family m em bers are  still somewhat 
naive to the tragedies th e  older generations 
have seen.

“Someday they’ll know w hat I’m talking 
about,” Louis says.

One of the tragedies Louis is talk ing 
about occurred 18 years ago when Louis’ 
daughter Arleen was in a  car accident. She 
was drunk and driving from Mission to 
Ronan, when she drove off the  road, into a 
culvert and rolled h er truck.

“Man, when I saw h er pickup the next 
day I don’t  know how she lived,” Louis 
recalls. “I didn’t  even have hopes.”

Years la ter Louis’ son Ray was also in a 
car accident in  the  Mission Valley. Ray was 
also drinking when he hit another ca r head 
on and killed the o ther driver.

Then, ju s t  a few years ago, Leah and 
G eraline, both granddaughters of Louis, 
were on their way home la te  one n ight from 
a powwow in Billings. They were riding in 
th e  bed of a pickup when the driver fell 
asleep and rolled the truck. The girls su r
vived, bu t the close friend who w as the 
driver died.

And ju s t  over a year ago, a  son of 
M axine’s, Louis' daughter, w as shot seven 
times. H e survived, b u t his recovery was 
slow and  he ultim ately lost th e  use of one 
arm.

Tragedy s tru ck  th e  A dam ses m ost 
recently when Brendan, the  oldest son of 
Louis’ daughter Andrea, was in a  car acci
den t in February  th a t left him  in th e  hospi
ta l w ith doctors unsure about w hether he 
would survive.

B rendan adm its he had been drinking, 
but told him mom he flipped the car when 
he  tried  to pick up a dropped cigarette. He

A n d rea  A dam s, left, fam ily  fr ien d  A ngela  P ierre , and  A n d rea 's  s is te r  B renda  M o rto n  lau g h  as o ld es t g ra n d d a u g h te r  G e ra lin e  A d am s te lls  a h u m o r
o u s  sto ry  in  th e  hosp ita l w a itin g  room . "I c an 't ev en  b eg in  to  k n o w  w h a t it w o u ld  b e  l ik e  to  n o t h av e  sis te rs ,"  A n d re a  says later.
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C lu tch in g  m em b ers o f th e  family, A lianna  S herw ood and  S usette  R ossback, Louie A dam s pauses 
d u rin g  a p ra y er circle  a t h is  fam ily 's  E aster celeb ra tion . T he p ray er circle is  a  tim e  fo r m em bers 
o f th e  fam ily  to  sh a re  w h a t is  o n  th e ir  m in d s  a n d  in  th e ir  hearts.

and others were thrown from the car.
At St.Patrick Hospital he was treated for a 

fractured pelvis and neck injuries. He and his 
two passengers were in critical condition for a 
time and the family didn’t  know if Brendan 
would survive.

“I t was the scariest thing, driving from 
Mission to Missoula, not knowing what condi
tion my son was in, whether he was going to 
be alive or not,” Andrea recalls.

Andrea’s family arrived and filled the hos
pital waiting room.

“Sometimes I think they get sick of seeing 
Indian families because they know it’s  not just 
one of them,” jokes Louis’ daughter Brenda.

In  the Adams family, hum or is as impor
tan t as family in times of tragedy. In the 
hospital’s  waiting room, they joke constant
ly and laugh out loud. It is a  way to try  to 
deflect worry, not a sign of detachm ent from 
the crisis.

Brendan survived, but had to be hospi
talized again in March for an operation to 
repair a spinal cord problem. This time 
family members filled a  fifth floor waiting 
room.

For Andrea, who is a  single mother, hav
ing her sisters, nieces, nephews and chil
dren there  made a difference.

“I t ju s t feels good to know th a t you don’t

have to go through it alone,” Andrea says. 
“If  you need to rest there’s someone there 
who will be awake and there with Brendan. 
It’s always good to have a shoulder to cry on 
or a hand to hold when stuff like this goes 
on.”

And when emotions have settled there’s 
always a story to tell and a lesson to learn 
and teach.

At an E aster gather
ing, Ray cautions others 
not to make the mistakes 
he did. He served tim e in 
prison for the 
m anslaugh ter charges 
brought as a resu lt of his 
car accident.

“The things Ray’s been 
through he doesn’t  w ant 
anyone to go through 
that,” Louis says.

It’s  no short list, w hat 
th e  Adam s family has 
endured. The tragedies 
extend back to Louis’ 
childhood and have char
acterized much of the 
Adam s fam ily history.
Louis says he’s trying to change the pat
tern.

“I’ve told my daughters the greatest bat
tles you’ll ever have is with yourself,” Louis 
says. “I mean I  was no angel, bu t if there’s 
any way I can help them  not go through 
these things, tha t’s a plus.” He hopes the 
gatherings will give the family strength 
and reinforce th a t alcohol is a  danger. He 
says the family doesn’t  shy away from dis
cussing personal troubles when they come 
together.

The younger generation  believes so 
strongly in the  importance of a family 
dynamic th a t they have started  gatherings 
of their own.

On Sunday nights they get together at 
the  home of Geraline, the oldest grand
child, for dinner. She cooks, they all catch

I've told my daughters 
the greatest battles 

you'll ever have is with 
yourself. I  mean I  was 
no angel, but i f  th cre’s 

any way I  can help 
them not go through 

these things, 
that s  a plus.

L o u is A da m s  1 /

up and, as always, simply enjoy each 
other’s company. The gatherings m ay be a 
b it more rowdy th an  the once-a-month 
extended family affairs, but the  outcome is 
the same: reinforcing a strong sense of fam- 
ily.

On th e  F lathead  Reservation and 
throughout Indian culture th is type of fam
ily dynamic is not uncommon.
______________  Lucy Vanderburg,

director of th e  People’s 
Center in Pablo, grew up 
with a  family much like 
the Adam ses and  says 
m any a  family on the 
reservation functions 
much th e  same.

“Growing up w ith such 
a large extended family, 
which to me was immedi
ate  family, is how a lot of 
the Indian families are,” 
Vanderburg says.

Vanderburg says th a t 
large extended families 
help  to m ain tain  tribal 
culture and family trad i
tions, but above all else 

they serve as a  support system.
Indian family members often live close to 

one another. In white culture families tend 
to be more mobile. But on reservations, 
people are  tied more closely to the land th a t 
was declared theirs by the federal govern
ment. Close proximity of individuals helps 
foster close, extended families.

Louis’ daughters Myrna and Brenda live 
on his property, a little more than  a stone’s 
throw  away, and Ray, Maxine, Arleen, 
Andrea and Jason all live in Arlee and St. 
Ignatius. They say they’ve learned th a t the 
support of loving family can carry them 
through even the tough times.

“We have to m aintain th a t love so when 
(Louis) leaves us we’re  still a family,” 
Myrna says. “We still have a place; we’re 
still the  Adams family.”

"E asier is  a lw ay s a b ig  day," says Louis. T he ce leb ra tio n  d re w  m ore Ilian 40 fam ily and  frien d s  
to F irestone Flats o u ts id e  o f A rlee. T h e  o p en in g  e v en t is  a  p ra y er circle, fo llow ed  b y  a hu g e  feast 
o f  e v ery th in g  from  tu rk ey  to  fry  b read . The rest o f th e  d a y  is  f illed  w ith  baseb all gam es, Easter 
egg  h u n ts  a n d  cam pfire  conversations.
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Reflections of the past, 
visions of the future

A lunch  crow d lo u n g es o u ts id e  th e  C h ick en  C oop  re s tau ra n t in 
Lam e D eer. From  left a re  W alter W h is tlin g  Elk, A lfred  
Sem ino le , C edric  S p o tted  Elk, Jam es Tall B ull a n d  Jak e  Two 
Birds.

In  h e r  role a s  tr ib a l c o u n c il  
p r e s id e n t, G e r i S m a l l  o ffers  

u n c o n d it io n a l u n d e r s ta n d in g  to w a rd  
h e r  p e o p le  - a n  o p e n  e a r  a n d  a n  

o p e n  h e a r t to  b o th  th e  o ld  a n d  
y o u n g .

N orthern  C hey en n e  c h ild ren  l in k  h a n d s  o u ts id e  a hom e in  
Busby. C h arity  L im berhand , C rysta l L im b erh an d , E dith  
Je ffe rso n  a n d  Isiah  L im b erh an d  are  o u ts id e  to  p lay  o n  a  crisp  
sp rin g  afte rnoon .

N o rth e rn  C h ey en n e  tr ib a l p re s id en t G eri Sm all p au ses  b r ie f ly  from  a ta sk  o f  s ig n in g  pay ch eck s 
fo r tr ib a l g o v e rn m en t e m p lo y ees. A p o rtra it  o f  C h ie f L ittle  W olf, o n e  o f  th e  tr ib e 's  e a rly  leaders , 
han g s b e h in d  h e r  a t  th e  tr ib a l o ffice  b u ild in g . Sm all s tr iv es  to  reflect trad itio n a l N o rth e rn  
C h e y en n e  lea d e rsh ip  v a lu es o f  p a tien ce , co m p assio n  a n d  ob jectiv ity , w h e th e r  d e a lin g  w ith  sm all 
p ro b lem s o r  th e  b ig  ch a llen g es th a t  c o n fro n t th e  tribe .

S t o r y  b y :  T ara Dowd U n iv e r s i ty  o f  M o n ta n a  S c h o o l  o f  J o u r n a l i s m P h o t o g r a p h s  By: MlCHAEI
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R u b ie  S ook tis, a  N o rth e rn  C h ey en n e  elder, d iscu sses th e  C hey en n e  k in sh ip  system  a n d  th e  life 
tim e  lea rn in g  process o f  u n d e rs tan d in g  N orthern  C hey en n e  cu ltu re. P h o to g rap h s of h e r  m other, 
M argare t Jo sep h in e  Sook tis, and  h e r  father, C h arles  Sook tis Sr., h a n g  overhead .

A reflection of a pain ting  of Chief 
L ittle Wolf shines on the solid 
oak table as the  president of the 

N orthern Cheyenne Tribe sits  a t  its  head.
Not m issing a beat, Geri Sm all dispens

es w ith several task s  a t  once. As she signs 
paychecks for a ll th e  triba l employees and 
assigns responsibilities to h er aide, she 
also tries  to solve a problem brought to her 
by a  tribal council member. Some elders 
are  stuck in the ir truck, which is stuck in 
a ditch, and someone has to help them  get 
out. Sm all doesn’t  mind being asked to 
find a  solution to a  problem most political 
leaders would regard  as trivial.

B ut Sm all understands the symbolism, 
as well as the reality, of having both an

G eri Sm all a n d  h e r  fam ily  close th e  ev en in g  o f h e r  b ir th d a y  pa rty  as she  m ak es calls to  frien d s  
and  ex ten d ed  fam ily. She  be liev es that to o  m uch  re liance  is  p laced  on o u ts id e  sources, su ch  as 
ta lk  sh o w s a n d  se lf-h e lp  b o o k s a n d  no t e n o u g h  o n  fam ily. S he  say s sh e  lik es to  heed th e  saying, 
"L et u s  b e  m in d fu l o f  o u r  p eo p le ."

open ea r and  an  open heart.
“There’s those little  th ings th a t  are 

im portant to the  people so we try  to help,” 
Sm all says.

B ut many of the  problem s facing the 
first elected woman president of th e  8,000- 
m em ber N orthern Cheyenne Tribe a re  not 
so small.

In testim ony before Congress la s t July, 
Sm all said h er adm inistration  works daily 
to try  to improve life on the reservation 
w here housing shortages m ean 700 fami
lies are  on a w aiting list for homes and 
m any ex isting  hom es a re  crum bling 
because ’of “shoddy construction” by 
“unscrupulous contractors.” And while 
nearly a ll of the 455,000-acre reservation

is held in tru s t, which m eans the tribe has 
control over land  use on th e  reservation, it 
also m eans i t  lacks a tax  base and m ust 
rely on federal help. Further, its unem 
ployment ra te  is fixed a t 65 percent, Small 
testified.

“The N orthern  Cheyenne Tribe has 
m any needs,” she told th e  Committee on 
In d ian  Affairs, no ting  th a t th e  trib a l 
adm inistration tries daily to address those 
needs. “However,” she said , “we are  over
whelmed and often feel like we are  trying 
to pu t out a forest fire w ith a garden hose.”

She ticked off the  tribe’s challenges 
beyond housing  an d  unem ploym ent, 
including th e  need for triba l w aste and 
w a te r system s, fire protection, b e tte r  
health  care, an irrigation system , a justice 
facility and  th e  need for th e  s ta te  to 
address the effects of coal bed m ethane 
development on and near the reservation.

These issues, although more modern, 
are  sim ilar to those th a t Chiefs Dull Knife 
and Little Wolf faced in the  19th century 
when they w anted to preserve their fami
lies, th e ir way of life and  th e ir land.

The two leaders led th e ir people from 
Oklahoma, w here they had  been banished 
after the B attle of the Greasy Grass — 
known for a century to w hite America as 
C uster’s L ast S tand  — to  their ancestral 
lands in southeastern  M ontana.

Their successor h a s  faced no lesser task  
in leading h er tribe  into th e  21st century 
since being sw orn in  as N orthern  
C heyenne trib a l council p resid en t in 
November 2000.

“It’s always been a m an’s job th a t I have 
done,” says Small, who has been a  police 
officer, a forestry technician and  an em er
gency m edical technician . “T here has 
never been a woman president before, but 
th a t’s not why I ran .”

In 1990, when one of Sm all’s nephews 
died, which is still too raw  for h er or her 
family to talk  about, i t  made her think 
about the reservation. “I was involved in 
our ceremonies, which helped me grow 
and th ink  a lot,” she says. “T hat’s  when I 
decided to go for tribal council.”

W hen she ran  for triba l council and 
then  th e  presidency. Sm all drew strength  
from h er family. As the youngest o f 10 
brothers and sisters, she says nothing 
could have prepared her be tter for prob
lem solving and community idealism than  
her huge family.

In h er tiny house, down th e  s tree t from 
the triba l office. Small celebrated her 
recent birthday with nieces, nephews, sib
lings and  h er parents. Piles of food covered 
every available countertop and the smell 
of a home-cooked meal m ade m ouths 
water. Turkey, m ashed potatoes and stuff
ing w ere served before homemade lemon 
m eringue pie. From h er sister Gail she 
received a  Pendleton blanket. H er m other 
gave h er her own treasured  stone jewelry 
se t th a t  Sm all had often adm ired.

At the festive gathering, Small family 
m em bers joked an d  laughed  as they  
shared food in honor of Sm all’s birth .

“My fam ily is my biggest support,” 
Small says. “W hen I am  troubled or strug
gling I run  things by them .” She says her 
close-knit family has helped h er develop a 
strong listening skill, th e  cornerstone to 
her success.

“I  am a  big listener,” Small explains. 
“The people out there  help me m ake the 
decisions; I don’t  make them  myself.”

H er mother, who has long worked in 
reservation schools, and  father, a retired 
rancher, tau g h t her, the. tribe's, traditional' 
ways. I n n e r  office she burns sw eetgrass 
or cedar, also known as smudging, which
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T h e  Sm all fam ily  h o ld s  a  d in n e r  p a r ty  in  ce leb ra tio n  o f  G e ri 's  41st b irth d ay . G eri expresses 
d e lig h t o v e r  a b ir th d a y  g ift from  h e r  m other, M ab e l, a jew e lry  se t h e r  m o th e r o w n ed  th a t G eri 
had  a d m ired .

is a purification ceremony. Every day she 
prays and  every once in awhile she sweats, 
which is an  equ ivalen t to th e  Euro- 
American spa w ith religious intentions. “I 
don’t  know how anyone could do w ithout 
it,” Sm all says.

Traditionally, N orthern  Cheyenne peo
ple do not talk  about them selves because 
it is seen as bragging and a bad sign, 
Small says. B ut th ere  w ere plenty of peo
ple willing to brag  about Sm all for her.

Tribal program  adm in is tra to r Gloria 
Waters agrees th a t Sm all is a good listen 
er. “She deals w ith things all the  tim e,” 
W aters said. “D uring th e  week, a t  night, 
on th e  weekends. M any people would say 
th a t these problems a re  little, b u t Geri lis
tens to them  all.”

W aters th inks she is a  good leader 
because she comes from a  good family. “To 
me,” she says, “they  a re  all looking to  take 
care of the ir tribal members.”

H er belief in traditional ways helps her 
make decisions for th e  tribe, bu t all tribal 
leaders struggle because they can’t  satisfy 
everybody. W aters said. “I t’s for th e  people 
th a t she’s a hard  worker,” she says.

T h at ethic, she believes, comes from 
Small’s family. “A lot of h er s treng th  comes 
from h er family and friends,” she says. “I 
really believe th a t.”

T hat fam ily streng th  has shown itself 
in other m em bers beyond Geri. For exam 
ple, h er s is te r Gail is an  atto rney  who has 
served on the triba l council, as has anoth
er sister, and  a brother has a  doctorate 
degree. A nother sister, Susanne, w as hon
ored w ith  a n a tio n a l sm all b u sin ess
woman of the  year award.

Fam ily is Sm all’s pride and sustenance. 
“If  you have family you’re  rich,” she 

says.
Her mother, M abel Small, who w ears a 

ring w ith all 10 of h e r  children’s birth-

stones, tau g h t th a t philosophy to Small. 
“This is a good fam ily b u t i t  [the family] 
m akes i t  good,” she says. “You always have 
a place to go.”

T h at sense of fam ily obligation and sup
port s ta rted  as fa r back a s  Sm all can 
remember.

T he youngest child, she w as always 
tended to by someone in  the family, most 
often h er oldest sister, Jen n y  Lou.

“I was always around my family, never 
a babysitter,” Sm all says.

Even though the children have grown 
up and have kids of th e ir  own, they are  
still close.

“We always celebrate birthdays, gradu
ations by getting  together,” Sm all says. 
They also support fam ily m em bers in 
o ther ways. “We also have prayers for each 
o ther through sw eat lodge, peyote m eet
ings and other prayers,” she says.

O thers outside the fam ily recognize 
th e ir  strengths.

Two years ago, A lan Blackwolf voted for 
Sm all to be president because he  knew she 
would bring a  voice to some problems. “I 
knew she would pu t a new direction to th is 
place,” Blackwolf says. “H er mom worked 
a t  the  school when I was there  a  long tim e 
ago and I knew  Geri would have an  under
standing of th a t kind of steadiness.”

Knowing everybody by nam e, greeting 
everybody w ith  a  sm ile, and m aking sure 
everyone’s needs are  getting  m et isn’t  all 
she  does well, B lackw olf says. “S he’s 
always got som ething on h er mind; I’ll ask 
her, ‘How’s i t  going?’ and she’s always 
busy.”

“She’s doing well righ t now; th e  town’s 
more improved,” Blackwolf said  of Sm all’s 
performance as president.

One of th e  recen t ta sk s  Sm all has 
shouldered is the Sand Creek M assacre 
S ite Project, which she  co-chairs. Black

K ettle, known as a  friend to th e  w hites 
and a peacemaker, had  cam ped for the 
w in ter w ith  Cheyenne an d  A rapaho chiefs 
and th e ir  followers a t  Sand Creek in 
southeastern  Colorado. About 700 volun
tee r  soldiers, led by Col. John  Chivington, 
a proponent of exterm inating  a ll Indians, 
a ttacked th e  camp on Nov. 29, 1864. M any 
Ind ians escaped, b u t an  estim ated  150 
people, the m ajority  women and children, 
were killed as they tried to flee up a dry 
creekbed. The soldiers used how itzers to 
a tta ck  them  as the Cheyenne an d  A rapaho 
dug into th e  sand in a  futile a ttem p t a t 
protection. After th e  killings soldiers m u ti
lated  th e  bodies.

Congress has authorized establish ing 
the location as a  national historic site 
under th e  jurisd iction of th e  N ational 
P ark  Service. Sm all’s com m ittee will erect 
a m em orial to honor the people who died 
and to provide a symbol of healing for the 
victim s’ descendants.

W hether the projects a re  large, like the 
Sand Creek one, or sm all, like helping eld
ers in a  pinch, Sm all draw s on h e r  family’s 
sense of helping others.

The N orthern  Cheyenne have a kinship 
system  w here nieces and  nephews are  like 
children and  au n ts  and uncles play the 
disciplinarians. Cousins become siblings. 
The p a ren ts’ and  g randparen ts’ only job is 
to love the children and nourish  th e ir  fives 
and  dream s.

For every Cheyenne fife begins and 
ends w ith th e  family, says Rubie Sooktis. 
Sooktis, who is descended from a  revered 
Cheyenne chief, has known the Sm all fam 
ily h e r  whole fife. The history  of N orthern  
Cheyenne people also has affected Sm all’s 
fife, Sooktis said. In  1878 Chiefs Dull 
Knife and  L ittle  Wolf ra n  aw ay from 
Indian  Territory because they  knew  th a t  if 
they stayed th e ir  people would die of

hunger or sickness. They decided they 
would ra th e r  die try ing  to get back to  th e ir 
hom eland in  sou theastern  M ontana. They 
d id  i t  for th e  fu tu re  generations, th e  
unborn, so they would have a hom eland 
an d  never be hom eless, Sooktis says. 
Sm all u n d erstan d s th a t  trad itio n  and  
incorporates it into h er decisions about the 
tribe.

For example, th e  N orthern  Cheyenne 
tribe owns m ost o f th e ir  reservation  land, 
not having sold it to non-Indians, an d  th a t 
has been a priority for generations and 
rem ains tru e  today, Sooktis says.

W hen th e  s ta te  or a  p rivate  firm  pro
poses land uses th a t will degrade th e  qual
ity  of land and  w ater on th e  reservation, 
Sm all knows th a t  th e  C heyenne have 
revered the land and  not cashed in w ith 
coal and  energy contracts th a t  bring  sh o rt
te rm  gains and long-term  losses.

“Presiden t Sm all has m ain tained  the 
hom eland,” Sooktis said. “It’s a challenge 
w hen you have m illions of dollars w orth of 
coal th a t  could m ake the Cheyenne rich .”

B ut Sooktis says Sm all’s  family values 
are  evident in everything.

“A Cheyenne is a  reflection of th e ir  fam 
ily an d  how they have been ta u g h t,” 
Sooktis says. “Geri comes from a  family 
th a t  dem onstrates the  old preservation  
system  through the language, knowledge 
and  stories.”

And Sm all has been able to m ain ta in  
th e  hom eland because o f  h e r family, 
Sooktis said. “Like th e  w hite m an’s saying 
th a t  ‘behind every  m an  is  a s tro n g  
wom an,’ behind every Cheyenne is a  fam i
ly ”

“It’s  not ju s t  Geri Sm all you’re  talk ing  
about; i t ’s h er paren ts , h er b ro ther and  
sisters ,” Sooktis said . “T h at’s w hat m akes 
Geri Small; th a t’s  who she  is and  who she 
continues to  be.”

M abel Sm all, G e ri 's  m other, loves jew elry , b u t  a  r in g  th a t co n ta in s  10 b ir th s to n e s , one  fo r  each 
of h e r  ch ild ren , h o ld s  sp ec ia l m ea n in g  fo r  her.
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C over p lio io  by S a ra h  B onva lle t
R osalyn Pablo , g ra n d d a u g h te r  o f  L ouis A dam s, k isses h e r  4-year-old d au gh ter, M atilda , at an 
A dam s fam ily  b ir th d a y  celeb ra tion . R osalyn w as p reg n an t a t  15 a n d  p lan n ed  to  h av e  h e r  aun t 
and  uncle  ad o p t th e  b a b y  w h en  it w as b o m . D u rin g  th e  p regnancy  sh e  h a d  a change  o f  heart 
a n d  h a s  b een  ra is in g  h e r  d a u g h te r  w ith  th e  h e lp  o f h e r  m other, M axine.

P h o to  b y  M ic h a e l  C o l o

T h ree  c h ild ren  s tir  u p  som e fu n  on  a tee ter-to tte r o u tsid e  th e ir  h o m e  in  th e  to w n  of B usby  o n  th e  N o rth e rn  C hey en n e  R eservation . From  left are Jo e lle  E m erson, 
K oeby  E m erson and  A llie  B ears C om es O ut.
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