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a

Assim ilation a nd  the modern 
world have altered not j u s t  a  

w a y  o f  life fo r  Indians, but 
their very identity a s  a  people. 

Who is an  Indian? A nd  w hat 
experiences define being 

Indian in Montana?

Indian 
Identity

A Special Report by the School of Journalism 

The University of M ontana



Indian Identity Molly Bullshoe, right, 
s p e n d s  tim e with two of 
h e r 66 grandchildren , 
Ellie, left, and  
Elizabeth.

M o n ta n a ’s w h o  i s  a n  In d ia n ? a n d  w h a t  
In d ia n s

1998
ARE THE IMPLICATIONS OF 
BEING INDIAN IN MONTANA?

or most Americans the answ er to the first ques
tion has always been as obvious as a reflection in 
a mirror.

T hirty  years ago, when a H arvard anthropologist was 
asked to decide w hether a distinct group of North 
Carolinians was Indian, he took along calipers and a 
steel tape. The answer, he decided, would lie in physical 
tra its , in his painstaking m easurem ent of cheekbones, 
lips, earlobes and noses.

For m any non-Indians, th a t superficial assessm ent 
persists despite centuries of assim ilation, centuries of 
living alongside America's native peoples. Stereotypes 
die hard. Who is an Indian? It’s a m atte r of appearances, 
of speech patterns, of things you can see and hear.

Or is it?
For many natives, the question runs much deeper, and 

it  is hardly  simple.
Who is an Indian?

In M ontana, the answer varies from tribe to tribe and 
is fraught with implications. It m eans entitlem ents, 
such as eligibility for health  care and housing, a chance 
to compete for tribal money for higher education, or 
sm all cash outlays a t the end of the year.

But more im portant, it  has come to mean greater like
lihood of early death, and a higher ra te  of illness and 
disease. I t  also means working for a higher education, 
then  having to earn a place once back on the reserva
tion. I t  can mean owning tru s t land, bu t being bound by 
antiquated laws th a t control how the  land is used. For 
m any of M ontana’s Indians it  m eans enduring racism on 
a regular basis, or even fighting prejudices on the ir own 
reservations.

Who is Indian? Nineteen journalism  students looked 
into the  question. They hope the ir stories offer insights. 
But they learned ultim ately th a t how a people see them 
selves comes mainly from inside.
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Northern
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Owning Indian 
Country

Page 4

R egulations once m ean t to p ro tec t In d ian s’ 
individual land holdings a re  today m aking 
productive u se  of th e  land  by he irs  a 
m onum ental task .

Living 
With Dying

Page 8

Few Native A m erican families are  u n to u ch ed  
by tragedy. A ccidents, illness an d  d ea th  are  
pervasive on th e  reservations. One N orthern  
C heyenne family can n o t escape th e  sorrow.

Defining 
A Nation

Page 12

Cheyenne 
Soul Searching

Page 16

W hat m akes a  person  Blackfeet? Lineage, la n 
guage an d  trad ition , som e tribal m em bers say. 
If blood q u an tu m  w ere the  only guide, one day 
there  could be no m ore Indians.

On the  N orthern  C heyenne R eservation, one 
religion em ploys peyote to help  its  followers 
look inw ard. A nother tries to m eld native 
trad itions w ith  C hris tian  practices. And a  new  
denom ination  hopes to change a  people.

An Uneasy 
Education

Page 20

Leaving the  reservation  for an  education  is a  
dau n tin g  prospect. And com ing hom e w ith a 
degree is som etim es h a rd e r th a n  leaving.

Pride and 
Prejudice

Page 24

Native A m ericans accustom ed to living a ro u n d  
friends and  family confront th e  pain  of 
prejudice w hen they  leave the  reservation.

Choosing who D eterm ining enro llm ent in Fort B elknap’s

Belongs Assiniboine an d  G ros Ventre tribes involves 
scru tin izing  blood q u an tu m  an d  family histo- 

Page 28 ries an d  m eeting  tribal regulations.
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When an owner o f trust land dies, dividing the parcel 
among fam ily members can be like trying to split a hair

Owning Indian Country
G ladys Jefferson  and her family sp en t more 

th a n  $1,500 fencing 120 acres th a t  were 
no t even hers.

The land h ad  been in h e r  family since 
th e  tu rn  of th e  cen tury  when the  federal governm ent 
a llo tted  Crow R eservation lands to individual tribal 
m em bers. The p lan  w as to tu rn  th e  Ind ians into farm 
ers  an d  assim ila te  them  into w hite society. Many 

Crows, like G ladys Jefferson’s  paren ts, w ere given 
few clues an d  little  incentive to 
find th e ir  land  on th e  2.3 mil
lion-acre reservation.

Twenty years ago, Jefferson 
decided to find the  family’s hold
ings and p u t th e  land  to use.

“My folks had never known 
w here th e ir  lan d s were,”
Jefferson says. “We figured we’d 
go find it  so we could fence i t  off 

an d  take cattle  th e re  to graze 
during  the  sum m er if  we couldn’t 

g e t a  b e tte r  lease  on it.”
Fortified w ith  a tow nship an d  range location from 

h e r land  title , Jefferson  headed to  the  reservation’s 
B ureau  of In d ian  A ffairs land office. Referring to  a 
m ap, th e  BIA ag e n t showed Jefferson abou t w here the

Story by
Lisa A. 

Kerscher

Photos by
Melissa

Hart

C h arles  Yarlott's m odular hom e sits  on 400  a c re s  up 
R eno  C reek . T he hom e, ready  with a  p ro p an e  tank  
a n d  furniture, w aits for pow er lines a n d  Yarlott's arrival.

land w as located up a  gravel road n ea r  old Highway 
87. “He told u s  to go on the  road so far, and w hat 
landm arks to look for, an d  th a t’s w here it  would be,” 
she  recalls. Kneeling on her wood floor a t  h e r  home in 
Crow Agency, Jefferson pores over an unfurled  m ap 
th a t  plots land ow nership on th e  Crow. H er finger 
re traces  h e r  q u es t along the  reserva tion’s  m yriad 
property fines, p as t the  jum bled hues th a t  signify 
ow nership.

T he family drove w est from  Crow Agency for 
aw hile. Turned up  the  gravel road. Passed a  distinct 
group of trees. Found the  spot an d  began to  build the  
fence. “W henever someone had  some money, we’d buy 
m ore supplies an d  w ork on it,” Jefferson  says.

B ut when a  BIA land app ra iser finally w ent ou t to 
assess h e r  investm ent, h e  found out her land w as far
th e r  north , outside th e  fence. “I t w as clear on the 
o ther side o f  w hat h e  f irs t told us,” she says. "The 
k ids k inda  got disappointed. T hree m onths of work 
and we ended up  tak ing  down the  fence."

T h a t m istake — an d  a  host o f o ther problem s — 
resu lts  from the  m odern m ess of land  ow nership  on 
th e  Crow R eservation.

D arryl LaC ounte, la n d  titles  an d  records m anager 
for th e  B ureau  of Ind ian  Affairs in  Billings, says such 
problem s are  th e  resu lt of "a lot o f laws th a t  were 
passed to p ro tec t Ind ians th a t  a re  now really  b ind
ing."

Facing a  wall o f m aps in  h is  com er office,
LaC ounte refers to a  land title  th a t shows some of the 
com plications those law s cause. W hen a landow ner 
dies w ithout a  will — a  common occurrence on the 
reservation  —  the  law  sp lits the  property  evenly 
am ong any children, i f  no spouse survives.

B ut inheriting  land on th e  reserva tion  isn 't m erely 
a  m a tte r  o f  sp litting  up  the  acreage into sm aller 
pieces. If  an  ow ner holds one-seventh of an  in te rest, 
for exam ple, he owns one-seventh of every square 
inch of th e  parcel. T h a t m eans owners u ltim ately  end 
up  w ith  scattered  fragm ents, m aking  them  difficult to
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O p p o site  pag e , left: T he C row  jo ined  G en. G eo rge  
C u s te r  in th e  battle of th e  Little Bighorn. T h e  tribe w as 
know n for coopera ting  with th e  gov ern m en t an d  tha t 
m ay  b e  th e  rea so n  its m em b ers received  th e  largest 
land  allo tm ents in M ontana, s a y s  BIA land  titles m an 
a g e r  Darryl LaCounte.

Left: C h arles  Yarlott and  h is family live in a  century-old 
deteriorating  hom e while h e  tries to  find a  w ay  to  get 
pow er lines to his new  h o m e  up R eno  C reek.

I f an owner o f trust land holds one-seventh o f an interest, he holds one-seventh o f every 
square inch o f the parcel
p u t in to  productive use.

“A lo t o f tim es you feel so bad for th ese  people — 
they th ink  they own so much, b u t they own only th is ,” 
L aC ounte says, indicating  ju s t  a fraction.

Som e of the  original allo tm ents to Crow triba l 
m em bers were spread out across the  reservation.
T h a t m eans land split in to  fragm ents by th e  federal 
tru s t  inheritance laws is fu rth e r fragm ented by the 
n a tu re  of th e  original land g ran ts.

To m ake m a tte rs  worse, som etim es land falls ou t of 
tru s t s ta tu s  — and becomes fee land — an d  th e  BIA 
no longer has ju risd iction  over it. This can  happen 
when land  is sold to non-Ind ians or because a  non- 
Indian  spouse inherited  a  fractional share . If  an 
ow ner of t r u s t  land dies w ithout a  spouse, children  or 
a  will, then  the  sh a re  re tu rn s  to th e  tribe.

“It's  a  difficult th in g  to m anage, because m ost peo
ple a re  no t aw are  of w hat happens to  th e ir  land when 
they die,” LaC ounte says.

These conditions m ake using  th e  land  a  battle  
ag a in st red tap e  and h ard  feelings.

L aC ounte says co-owners have th e  responsibility  to 
e ith e r  a s se rt th e ir  property righ ts o r be com pensated 
for someone else using  the  land. B ut th e  land  frac
tionation  is  so bad th a t “many, m any people m ake 
less th a n  $1 per year,” h e  says. “T here  a re  people who 
own so little  th a t  th e ir  in te res t never g en era tes  a 
penny. Never.”

On one 160-acre trac t, for exam ple, several people 
own 1/332,640 undivided in terest. I f  consolidated, 
each of those  ow ners would be s ittin g  on a  piece of 
land  th e  size of a  couch. Only a f te r  several thousand  
y ears  would a  penny be ta llied  from it, assum ing  the  
fractionation  stopped there  because they  h a d  no heirs.

In th e  early  1980s, C ongress passed law s th a t 
allowed tribes to tak e  land from individual owners 
w hose sh a re  w as less th a n  2 percent if  th e  income 
from th e  land  didn’t  to ta l $100 during  one o f  th e  five 
y ears  before the  ow ner’s  death . W illiam Youpee had a 
will an d  h is  heirs , no t the  tribes, should  have 
acquired h is  sm all holdings in  M ontana an d  the  
Dakotas. B ut Youpee had  never been notified th a t 
those sh a re s  m ight be taken  w hen he died, so his

he irs  challenged th e  law. About a  y ea r  ago, the 
Suprem e C ourt ru led  it  unconstitu tional, because th e  
owners w ere not com pensated.

Com pensation can  be very costly, though. Youpee, 
for exam ple, owned undivided in te res ts  in several 
trac ts  of land across th ree  reservations. T heir value 
totaled $1,239. The app ra isa l w ork done to  com pen
sa te  the  he irs  cost m ore th a n  the  land w as worth.
“We re  ju s t  in  th is  fix," L aC ounte concludes, “and 
everything you do probably costs m ore th a n  your 
in te res t in i t .”

A dozen years ago, C harles Y arlott had  land  th a t 
was no t in fractions an d  h e  w an ted  to p u t a  house on 
it. However, h is  460 acres w ere m ostly inaccessible by 
roads, so he proposed trad in g  it  to  th e  tribe  for 400 
acres up  Reno Creek, close to Crow Agency. The trade 
took th ree  years, b u t h is  sole ow nership is secure.

Y arlott go t a  b ran d  new  m odular home, com plete 
w ith  fu rn itu re , th rough  H ousing an d  U rban 
Development a  couple y ears  ago. He p lan ted  it  ju s t  off 
th e  gravel county road , realizing  th a t  he needed to 
ge t electric lines s tru n g  o u t to  h is  place. Yet th ree  
years later, the  power lines still en d  two m iles sho rt 
o f h is  lifeless house. M eanw hile, he’s  powering up for 
court.

The R ural E lectrification A dm inistra tion  estim ated  
the  to ta l cost to  extend the  lines a t  nearly  $15,000. 
E arlie r th is  year, th e  tr ib e  agreed to cover 75 percen t 
of it, an d  REA trim m ed  the  cost some. B u t Y arlott is  
still le ft w ith  a  $3,200 bill. “They need the  whole sum  
up front,” Y arlott says, “b u t I'm  no t Howard H ughes. 
I’m ju s t  try ing  to  m ake a  living. I offered to pay $50 a  
m onth w ith  the  reg u la r bill, b u t they  w ouldn 't budge 
whatsoever.”

Ironically, REA still owes Y arlott for building lines 
across h is fa th e r’s  a llo tm en t —  th e  460 acres h e  tra d 
ed —  in  th e  early  1950s. Y arlott’s offer to  sim ply sw ap 
tab s w as refused. W hen he recently  got $3,000 from 
the  federal housing d ep a rtm en t to help cover the  new 
w iring job, he though t h e  w as in  th e  clear. B u t REA 
“didn’t  w an t it,” h e  says. “They told me to send  the 
check back.” Y arlott says th e  power co-op in sis ts  on 
resolving th e  old ea sem en t d ispu te, before moving

ah ead  w ith  the  new lines. I t’s s till in d ispute.
So for now, instead  of living 10 m iles closer to his 

job a t  Crow Agency, Y arlott still lives in S t. Xavier, 
one o f  the  five tow ns in  which m ost Indian  fam ilies 
live on th e  reservation. H is century-old hom e, on a 
d ir t road ju s t  off the  highway, used  to  belong to h is 
in-law s. The Y arlotts pay taxes on it, because th e  
tow n owns the  land. Y arlott’s place is one o f  several 
hom es lined up  opposite a  ru s tin g  ru ra l fire tru ck  and 
a n  em pty foundation left from a  burned-dow n house.
A silen t schoolyard is a  stone 's throw  away. A t the  
highw ay 's edge, th e  abandoned g rade  school’s  w arm  
brick  face and broken windows a re  engulfed in  horse
flies buzzing louder th a n  th e  passing  traffic. A green 
chalkboard  inside announces a  m eeting  scheduled for 
Oct. 18, 1983.

Y arlott’s  decade-old dream  of tran q u il security  has 
d isin tegrated . A fter he tows REA in to  court, Y arlott 
says, the  BIA is next. “For fau lting  on th e ir  tru s t  
responsibility,” he says. The BIA and th e  tr ib e ’s 
superin tenden t, Y arlott contends, a re  supposed “to see 
th a t  Ind ians ge t a  b e tte r  deal. B u t th e  BIA said  they 
blam ed i t  on u s  for le tting  i t  happen .” Y arlott is d e te r
m ined to  ge t ju stice  on th e  reservation , b u t a n  a tto r
ney will cost money, which is  h a rd  to come by because 
ap p a ren tly  banks rare ly  loan to Ind ians.

In a  recen t rep o rt from  the  G eneral Accounting 
Office, th e  investigatory  arm  of C ongress, o u t o f th e  
1.2 m illion Ind ians living on tru s t  lands nationw ide, 
only 91 got conventional m ortgage loans for hom es 
betw een 1992 an d  1996 and 128 got federally  g u a ra n 
teed p rivate  loans betw een 1983 an d  1997.

G erald S herm an , an O glala Ind ian , h a s  worked as 
a  b an k e r for 10 years. “In  banking , I can’t  say  racism  
doesn’t  exist,” he says, b u t he believes m any people’s 
sense of d iscrim ination is rooted in m isunderstand ing  
an d  th e  absence of business standards.

M ost Ind ians a re  unfam iliar w ith  how b an k s work, 
because few ex ist on reservations. S herm an  w orks a t  
H ard in ’s  F irs t In te rs ta te  B ank, ju s t  outside th e  Crow 
R eservation. He says lenders often  won’t  r isk  doing 
business there , because reserva tions lack  U niform  
Com m ercial Codes, which “spell ou t all th e  ru le s  for
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W ater is  o n e  of the 
m any natural 

re so u rce s  a b u n d an t 
on  th e  Crow 

R eservation . T h e se  
re so u rc e s  offer the 

tribe a n  opportunity  
to e a rn  m o n ey  from 

their land.

doing commerce.” On the 
reservation  th e re  a re  no codes 
dealing  w ith  foreclosure and 
repossession issues, for exam 
ple.

Sherm an says m ost banks 
n ea r  reservations a re  lending 
anyway, and updated  federal 
regulations m akes su re  banks 
serve local low-income resi
d en ts  w ithout bias.

More often, discrim ination 
m ay be a  m a tte r  of perception.
“I f  a  w hite person gets trea ted  
badly by a  bank, he sees it  as 
bad  custom er service,”
Sherm an says. A person w ith 
color m ay see it  a s  racism . The 
bottom line is  th a t  “people a re  
m ore com fortable dealing  w ith  
people like them selves.”

U nlike Yarlott, most 
landow ners have given up  any 
d ream s of living on th e ir  land.
N inety-nine percent o f tru s t
land on the  Crow is leased, m ost often to  non-
Indians.

Lynda W hitem an owns l/3 5 th  of 480 acres 
— about 14 acres if  i t  could be consolidated. 
She used to ge t about $90 a  y e a r  by leasing it 
w ith the  o ther owners to a  non-Indian  farmer, 
M arvin R. K nutson, who h as  lived and 
farm ed near Reno C reek for 27 years. Thanks 
to  her husband 's severance pay and his 
understand ing  of th e  leasing gam e, h e r  annu 
al profit has been $1,500 to  $3,000 over the 
la s t th ree  years.

“The bottom line is money,” h e r  husband, 
E vere tt W hitem an, says. “You need money to 
m ake money.” W hen he left th e  BIA leasing 
d epartm en t a fte r 29 years of service, 
W hitem an used h is severance pay to  help  h is 
wife outbid K nutson 's lease. T he W hitem ans 
pay the  annual leasing fee of $5,600 and h ire  
Knudson to farm  it, b u t they an d  the  other

G ladys Jefferson , above , sa y s  h e r  generation  
n ev e r qu estio n ed  w hat w as  happen ing  to 
their land  b e c a u se  they trusted  th e  white m an  
an d  w ere  taugh t it w as d isrespectfu l to  q u e s 
tion e lders . After 2 9  y e a rs  of serv ice with the 
BIA leas ing  departm ent, Everett W hitem an, 
left, w as  ab le  to help  his wife le a se  th e  plot of 
land in which sh e  h a s  a n  undivided interest.

owners still m ake more from it  than  before.
Even if  an  Indian  w anted to farm  the  land 

him self, a  used Ford trac to r m ight cost 
$2,000. O w ners w an ting  to invest in  the ir 
land face o ther obstacles as well. The 
W hitem ans, for exam ple, had 3,000 bushels 
o f w heat in sto rage they w anted to use a s  col
la te ra l for a  loan u n til they sold it a t  higher 
m arket prices. K nutson co-signed for them  a 
y ea r  ago a t  th e  F irs t  In te rs ta te  B ank in 
H ard in  to confirm  th e ir  w heat stock. “I don't 
have a  problem w ith helping these people,” 
K nutson says. “I f  I know you, and I know 
your word is good, then  to  hell w ith the 
bank.”

K nutson ten d s about 3,000 acres — farm 
ing  w heat and hay  and ru nn ing  cattle. Some 
o f  i t  he purchased a s  fee land, b u t he esti
m ates th a t he leases a  lo t of i t  from  about 
250 owners. “I’m  one of the few dinosaurs left

th a t  do my own leasing work,” he 
notes. U nlike m ost people who go 
th rough leasing com panies, “if 
you’re  going to lease somebody’s 
land, I’ve alw ays fe lt it's common 
courtesy to  m eet one-on-one” w ith 
the  landow ners, he says.

Som etim es, though, m any peo
ple don’t  know they own land and 
m any o thers have such a  sm all 
in te rest, they don’t  care w hat h a p 
pens to  it. “M ost people won’t  p u t 
$10 in  th e ir  gas ta n k  to  decide on 
som ething they’ll lose money on,” 
E vere tt W hitem an says. T hus, a 
lease can be signed  w ith  only 51 
percen t o f th e  ow ners ag reeing  to 
th e  contract. The su p e rin ten d en t 
can sign for the  m inority, w hether 
they w an t i t  o r not. To allow one 
owner to  live on p a r t  o f th e  land or 
to m ortgage it, a ll o f th e  owners 
have to approve.

Conflicts betw een ow ners often 
cause em otional tension, a s  well. 

W hitem an says some of the s trongest resen t
m en t comes “w hen someone owns a  share  
th rough a  second m arriage, and nobody 
knows i t  un til th e  lease comes up." A second 
spouse will g e t one-third sh a re  and children  
from th e  firs t m arriage will sp lit tw o-th irds of 
it. “T h a t’s  th e re  on ju s t  about every trac t,” he 
says.

Even Lynda W hitem an h as  been fielding 
uncom fortable calls from co-owners recently. 
A lthough she pays th e  annua l leasing fee on 
tim e an d  everyone's m aking m ore money 
th a n  w ith  the  old contract, some still a re n 't 
satisfied. Some of these  owners p refer to go 
th rough  a  leasing company. By doing it  the 
old way, they could get money from the  le as
ing com pany before the  yearly  lease pay
m ent's due, b u t they usually have to  pay 15 
percen t in te re s t for the  advance.

M any of these  land-use challenges arise

6



u  I f  I know you, and I know your 
word is good, then to hell with 
the bank.

Marvin Knutson

? ?
M arvin K nutson , top, 
fa rm s fe e  land  and  
tru st land  h e  le a s e s  
from  Crow  Indians. 
“I've n e v e r  h ad  any 
p rob lem s with th e  
BIA, bu t it's  so m e 
w h a t different and  
so m e tim es m ore  diffi 
cult. It's e a s ie r  to 
dea l directly with the 
peo p le  th a n  with the 
bu reaucracy ,” h e  
say s .
At left, a  b roken- 
dow n wall g iv e s  w ay 
to a  m ural in th e  St. 
X avier School.

because th e  ow ners don’t  understand  the  
complex laws. O ver the  la s t severed decades, 
E vere tt W hitem an, now a  clerk for the  tr ib e  s 
Crow L and  Resource Com m ittee, h as  had 
people come into h is  office saying, “Tell me 
w here m y one-hundred th  of an  in te re s t on 
th a t tra c t is.”

G ladys Jefferson believes th e  Crow's tra d i
tion of t r u s t  has reinforced an  outdated  way 
of doing things.

“We never questioned our elders,” she says 
“so we figured our paren ts  knew w hat they  
were doing" in signing the  leasing contracts 
the  w h ite  people encouraged. “Even $100 was 
a  lot to  them . In  th e  long ru n  we found ou t 
we w ere cheated .”

B u t younger land  owners, such as 
Jefferson’s  e ldest daughter, Jan n ell Jefferson, 
have begun questioning th e  custom ary  com
pliance. W hile growing up  here, Jefferson, 
24, w atched a  non-Indian farm er go from 
driv ing a  bea t-up  tru ck  an d  living in  a  ru n 
down house to  owning a  new Ford, six o ther 
trucks, a  ca r phone and a  nicer house. H er 
fam ily go t a  yearly  $25 check from  leasing 
the  land  to him.

W hat she saw  a s  a  b la ta n t inequity  fueled

h e r defiance of th e  old procedures, question
ing everything ou t loud in a  w ay uncommon 
am ong Indians. The new  a ttitu d e  u p se t her 
m other, though, especially on lease renewal 
days. “I would tell her, ‘Don’t  be so m ean. 
They’re  good to  us,’ ” G ladys Jefferson recalls. 
“I w as alw ays w orried about ru in ing  those 
relationships.” H er d au g h te r  argued  th a t  the 
leasing people acted nice because they  w an t
ed th e  cheap contracts signed quickly.

G ladys Jefferson  u n d ers tan d s  h e r  daugh
te r ’s frustra tion , though it does m ake her 
uncom fortable.

A fter signing the  lease, “once you w alk out 
th a t door, you’re  an  Indian ,” G ladys Jefferson 
says. “We don’t  know if  they’ve screwed u s  or 
not, b u t they’re  try in g  to m ake  money off us.”

Today Jefferson an d  h e r  fam ily know 
w here th e ir  lands a re , an d  she hopes h e r  chil
d ren  become m ore educated  abou t th e  issues. 
“Now it’s  trad ition ,” Jefferson says. “Every 
M other’s  Day, we go way ou t in th e  boonies 
and check out o u r land .” They also tak e  pains 
to “show our g randk ids how to  read th e  (prop
erty) book.”

Some people, like D arryl L aC ounte and 
E vere tt W hitem an, try  to  encourage owners

to th ink  ah ead  an d  w rite a  will outlining 
w here th e  land  should  go. “B ut m any o f  these 
people a re  superstitious,” W hitem an says, 
“an d  they see i t  a s  w riting  th e ir  dea th  sen
tence.”

Som e Ind ians th in k  m ost o f th e  conflicts 
over land would d isappear if  all the  individ
ual holdings reverted  to tribal ow nership. 
Then “we w ouldn’t  have a ll these  ju risd ic tion
al problem s,” E v ere tt W hitem an says. The 
appra isa l process to  com pensate everyone 
would be long an d  costly, b u t the  governm ent 
would only have to  do it  once.

Some law yers suggest several o th e r solu
tions: prom oting vo lun tary  consolidation; 
designating  a  single beneficiary; sw apping 
in terests ; and , m ost im portan t, educating  
ow ners so they  can  assum e a  more active role 
in w hat happens to th e ir  land.

All agree these  deep-rooted problem s need 
to  be resolved. B u t m ost fam iliar w ith th e  
land  ow nership  s itu a tio n  acknowledge th a t 
the  problem s a re  so complex th a t  creating  
legislation to  rem edy them  is difficult. Yet 
w ith  the  b ir th  o f every new  heir, delaying a 
search  for a  resolution  will only continue to 
divide the  land  a n d  its  people.
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with

Dying
Story by Losing a loved

P a i g e one is difficult
P a r k e r for anyone, but

Photos by for Native
A n n Americans, the

W il l i a m s o n pain is all too
frequent.

I
t  w as M ay n ard  who w as crushed  b en e a th  th e  
boulder.

Two o th e r  of M ae W h ited irt’s  ch ild ren  d ied  in 
infancy, o f  pneum onia. A no ther d au g h te r  d ran k  

poison an d  w as  hosp ita lized  five m on ths before suc
cum bing. B u t i t ’s  M aynard  a n d  h is  cousins th a t  
everybody on th e  N o rth ern  C heyenne R eservation  
s till ta lk  about.

M aynard  W h ite d ir t an d  four of h is  cousins w ere 
p lay ing  ta g  in  th e  sandrock , sage a n d  pine-covered 
h ills  n e a r  L am e D eer, on th e  rese rva tion  in  so u th 
e a s t  M o n tan a  tw o h o u rs  aw ay from  B illings. As 
they  p layed , rocks tum bled  from  above, c la im ing  all 
b u t one of th e  ch ild ren . M aynard  w as 7. I t  w as 
1968. A nd i t  w as  th e  beg inn ing  o f  h a rd  tim es for th e  
W h ited irt family.

M ae W h ited irt lost four o f  her seven ch ild ren  
before h e r  46 th  b irthday . S he’s  seen too m uch 
d ea th . B u t h e r  s to ry  is  n o t u n u su a l in  N ative 
A m erican  fam ilies.

In d ian  H e a lth  Service s ta tis tic s  reveal w hat 
m any  In d ian  fam ilies know  from experience:

Tonya Killsnight is buried  a t th e  H arris family ranch  a  few  m iles from L am e Deer.

In d ian s  die young m ore often th a n  non -Ind ians. An 
In d ian  in  th e  U n ited  S ta te s  is  tw ice a s  likely a s  a 
n o n -In d ian  to  die before th e  age of 65. T he causes 
a re  m any, b u t th e  re su lt  is  th e  sam e.

F o u r g en e ra tio n s  o f  th e  W h ited irt fam ily  have 
suffered  th e  h u m a n  d ram a beh ind  th o se  sta tis tics .

W h ited irt doesn’t  like to  sp eak  m uch  abou t the  
fou r ch ild ren  w ho d idn’t  m ake it. As she s its  in  the  
k itchen  of h e r  tidy, b a tte re d  house, sh e  d irects 
a t te n tio n  in s tea d  to  th e  p ic tu res  of h e r  15 g ran d 
ch ild ren  th a t  cover th e  wall above th e  fireplace. She 
h a s  ra ise d  six  of them .

E lre n a  W h ited irt is  one of M ae W h ited irt’s  th ree  
su rv iv in g  ch ild ren . S he gives d e ta ils  ab o u t the  
d e a th s  of h e r  b ro th e rs  an d  s is te rs  th a t  h e r  m other 
can ’t  o r  won’t  te ll. S he says th a t  Ja cq u e lin e  an d  
F arley  w ere th e  bab ies w ho died, y e a rs  a p a r t, o f 
pneum onia. S he b lam es w h a t w ere in a d eq u a te  m ed
ical fac ilities on  th e  N o rth ern  C heyenne 
R eserva tion  for th e ir  d ea th s . “T hey  bo th  d ied  on the  
w ay to  th e  hosp ital in  Crow,” sh e  say s, re fe rrin g  to 
th e  ad jac en t In d ian  reserva tion .

In d ian  bab ies die a t  a  ra te  26 percen t h igher 
th a n  non-Ind ian  babies, th e  In d ian  H ea lth  Service 
reports.

E lre n a  w as 10 a t  th e  tim e o f  M aynard’s accident. 
The ch ild ren  had  a ll been p lay ing  n ea r  E lren a’s 
g ra n d p a re n ts ’ house w hen th e  gam e changed 
course. They ra n  off tow ard  th e  red  h ills, w hich 
m any  N o rth ern  C heyennes consider sacred . E lren a  
sa id  th e  acc id en t scene w as a  gruesom e one. “W hen 
we found th e m  th e y  w ere a ll sm ashed  u p ,” sh e  says. 
T he rock th a t  fell on th e m  w eighed close to  20 tons.

In d ian s  h av e  a  265 p ercen t g re a te r  chance th a n  
non-Ind ians of dy ing  in  acciden ts, th e  IH S  repo rts .

T he day a f te r  th e  accident, th e  W h ited irt fam ily  
b rough t a  m edicine m an  o u t to  th e  red  hills. As they  
stood a t  th e  sp o t w here  th e  boulder fell they  san g  
d ea th  songs an d  b u rn ed  cedar. W h a t happened  
next, E lren a  W h ited irt says, could b e s t b e  described 
a s  a  vision of th e  prev ious day’s tragedy. W h ited irt 
says th e  fam ily  h e a rd  a  dog b ark in g , th e  voices of 
th e  ch ild ren  laugh ing , th e  sounds of ru n n in g , th e n  
rocks tum b ling  a n d  then  scream s. S he says the
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M ae W hitedirt s trugg les to  rem em b er s to rie s  of h e r family an d  h e r ch ild ren 's p a ss in g s .

sound o f  a  dog b ark in g  con tinued  long 
a f te r  th e  sou n d  of th e  ch ild ren ’s  scream s 
fell s ilen t.

W h ited irt says trad itio n a l C heyennes 
w hispered  th a t  th e  d e a th s  happened  
because th e  ch ild ren  h a d  show n d is re 
spect fo r th e  sacred  h ills  by ru n n in g  and 
p lay ing  th e re . T he W h ited irt fam ily  con
ducted  th e ir  m ourn ing  in  the  old way, 
w ith  a  w ake, a  fu n era l, a  fea s t an d  a  
give-away.

“My g ra n d p a re n ts  had  a  house fu ll of 
fu rn itu re , w ith  h o rses  an d  cows an d  
ch ickens,” W h ited irt said . “W hen they  
w ere done, i t  w as em pty. They gave 
aw ay  every th ing . W e lived in  te n ts  a f te r  
th a t .  W ith in  a  y e a r ’s  tim e, they  had  
ev e ry th in g  th e y  used  to  have.”

T he fam ily  con tinued  to  m em orialize 
th e  fallen  ch ild ren  w ith  an  a n n u a l pow
wow ce leb ra tion . T he g ive-aw ay w as 
also  h e ld  each  year, an d  each tim e  the  
fam ily  w as le ft w ith  no th ing  b u t  an  
em pty  house.

T hen  th e  g iving stopped an d  th e  d rin k in g  began.
“I t  w asn ’t  th e  sam e,” sh e  says. “T h e  fam ily  broke 

a p a r t. T h a t’s w hen alcohol took over.” W h ited irt 
says th e y  h av e  never rea lly  healed.

W h ited irt w as an  e ig h th -g rad er in  1972 w hen  h e r  
sis te r , L in d a  Lou, died a f te r  d r in k in g  D rano.

“S he cam e hom e d ru n k  a n d  w en t in to  th e  b a th 
room . W hen I w en t in  th e re  sh e  w as p u k in g  up  
black  stuff. I t  w as sudsy,” W h ited irt says.

u

Sometimes I ju s t  can't handle some 
things. I went to Job Corps to be a 
heavy equipment operator. I can’t do 
that now. I want to get a high-paying 

job. I want my daughter to have a bet
ter life than I did.

Ledeana Little Sun

77
Though th e  in c id en t took place New Y ear’s  Day, 

th e  D rano  took i t s  tim e  k illin g  L in d a  Lou, who w as 
28. She sp e n t five m o n th s  in  a  B illings hosp ita l 
before dy ing in  May. B o th  W h ite d ir t a n d  h e r  older 
s is te r  q u it  school a n d  jo in ed  th e ir  p a re n ts  in 
B illings, w ork ing  to  help  w ith  th e  fam ily’s  expenses.

T hough th e  W h ited irt fam ily  doesn’t  call L inda 
Lou’s d ea th  a  suicide, In d ia n  su ic ide  r a te s  a re  85 
percen t h ig h e r th a n  th o se  o f  non -Ind ians. In d ian s

a re  also  th re e  tim es  m ore likely  th a n  
n o n -Ind ians to  die from  poisoning.

Now four ch ild ren  a re  gone. A nd 
th e  trag e d ie s  go on, ex te n d in g  in to  
a n o th e r  genera tion .

L edeana  L ittle  S u n , one of th e  
g ran d ch ild ren  M ae W h ited irt ra ised , 
is try in g  to  le a rn  how  to  be s tro n g  a t  
22. S he w as 18 y e a rs  old a n d  five 
m o n th s  p re g n a n t w hen  sh e  lo st h e r  
a rm  leap in g  onto  a  m oving  tra in . She 
h a d  been  d rin k in g  w ith  h e r  m other, 
h e r  uncle, h e r  boyfriend  an d  two o th 
e rs  in  a  B illings tra in  y ard  w hen  h e r  
uncle dared  th e m  to  ju m p  on to  th e  
p assin g  tra in . L ittle  S u n  took th e  
dare .

“I  w as su perw om an ,” L ittle  S u n  
says. “I rem em b er m y  fee t h it t in g  th e  
g ro u n d , th e n  m y neck  sn a p p ed  back  
an d  I b lacked  ou t.”

W h en  she reg a in ed  consciousness, 
L ittle  S un  w as ly ing  n ex t to  th e  tra in . 
H er a rm  w as s till a t ta c h e d  a t  th e  

bone, b u t  th e  m uscles a n d  te n d o n s  w ere  m angled . 
H er f in g e rtip s  h u r t. S he k e p t try in g  to g e t up , b u t 
th e  o th e rs  w ouldn’t  le t her. As h e r  m o th e r  sc ream ed  
in  th e  background , L ittle  S u n  ca lled  o u t for h e r  
g ran d m o th er.

L ittle  S u n  woke u p  in th e  h o sp ita l. H er a rm  w as 
gone, b u t  M ae W h ited irt w as th e re , a s  w ere  h e r  
o th e r  g ra n d p a re n ts . “T hen  they  a ll s ta r te d  f ig h t
ing ,” sh e  rem em bers. “T hey  th o u g h t it  w as my
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L ed ean a  Little S u n  sh o w s w hat is left of h e r  am p u ta ted  arm .

m om’s  fau lt. I t  w as my fau lt.” gi
A fter tw o w eeks in  th e  hosp ital an d  tw o m ore 

m on ths in  reh a b ilita tio n , L ittle  S u n  w as b ack  on d<
h e r own. T he h a rd e s t  obstacle  to  overcom e since los- in
ing  h e r  a rm  h as  h a d  n o th in g  to do w ith  p icking up  a  t l
pen or a  fork. L ittle  S un  h a d  to  lis ten  to  th e  c rie s  o f  ec
D arlyn , bom  four m o n th s  a f te r  th e  acciden t, gt
because sh e  couldn’t  lif t h e r  up to  com fort her. B u t be
L ittle  S u n  ev en tu a lly  le a rn ed  how to pick up  h e r  ci
d augh ter. H er a u n t, E lren a  W hited irt, says D arly n  li'
began help ing  h e r  m o th e r by lifting  h e rse lf  up  to  be W
changed  an d  ho ld ing  h e r  own bo ttle  w hen  sh e  w as 
ju s t  a n  in fan t. Ir

L ittle  S un  says th a t  in  a  way, th e  w heels o f  th e  Si
tra in  th a t  h it h e r  in  B illings s ta r te d  m oving w hen 
h e r  fa th e r  d ied  o f  leukem ia  in  1984. A fter th a t ,  h e r  ir
once devout m o th e r stopped  going to  chu rch  an d  bl
s ta r te d  d rin k in g . “M y mom w en t dow nhill rea l bad,” ai
L ittle  S u n  says. S h e  an d  h e r  four b ro th ers  an d  sis- ki
te rs  w ere left for h e r  g ran d m o th er to  ra ise , and 
L ittle  S u n  dropped  o u t o f  h igh  school in th e  10th  L

grade.
L ittle  S un  s ta r te d  d rink ing . S he s till does. A nd so 

does h e r  m other. She doesn’t  th in k  sh e  h as  a  d rin k 
ing  problem . “Som etim es I ju s t  can’t  h a n d le  some 
th in g s ,"  she says. “I w en t to Jo b  C orps to  b e  a heavy 
eq u ip m en t operator. I can’t  do th a t  now. I w an t to  
g e t a  h igh-paying  job. I w an t my d a u g h te r  to  have a 
b e t te r  life th a n  I did.” H er voice t r a i ls  off. She is 
cu rren tly  on a  w a itin g  lis t for federal housing  a n d  is 
liv ing in  L am e D eer w ith  h e r  g ran d m o th e r M ae 
W hited irt.

In d ian s  a re  674 percen t m ore likely  th a n  non- 
In d ia n s  to  becom e alcoholics, th e  In d ia n  H ea lth  
Service repo rts .

E lren a  W h ited irt th in k s  th e  C heyenne a re  tu rn 
ing  aw ay  from  th e ir  cu ltu re , an d  th a t  th is  is to 
b lam e for th e  d ea th s  a n d  th e  d rin k in g . “People ju s t  
a re n ’t  bonded together,” sh e  explains. “T hey  ju s t  
k ind  o f  fo rget ab o u t each o ther.”

M ae W h ited irt can ’t  forget. N e ith e r  can  L edeana 
L ittle  Sun.

W hen Dr. M arg a re t G rossm an of th e  Ind ian  
H ea lth  Service cam e to  L am e D eer a lm ost five years 
ago, she says a p r ie s t to ld  h e r  to  expect a  funeral 
every w eek on th is  rese rv a tio n  of 7,000 In d ian s . She 
h as  since d raw n  m a n y  com parisons betw een  re se r
vation  life an d  inner-c ity  s tre e t  life, w here poverty 
is also  pervasive.

S ta tis tic s  show  th a t  48 p ercen t o f  th e  re s id e n ts  of 
the  N orthern  C heyenne R eservation  live below the  
poverty line, com pared  to  12 percen t o f M on tanans 
statew ide.

G rossm an th in k s  th a t  th e  ind ifference th a t  
sp rings from  poverty is  to  b lam e for th e  high d ea th  
ra te s . T h is ind ifferen t, hopeless a t ti tu d e  often leads 
to d rink ing  an d  d ru g  use  th a t  is associa ted  w ith  
m any d ea th s , she says.

S he’s seen  fam ilies like W h ited irt’s, a n d  knows 
th a t  d ea th  does n o t d isc rim ina te . “I don’t  th in k  
th e re  is  a n y  fam ily  w ho h a s  been  m issed,” sh e  says.

E m m a H a rris  is one m o th er w ho know s w hat 
d ru g  an d  alcohol ab u se  can  do to  a  family. O n New
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Y ear’s  Eve 1991, H arris ' d au g h te r  Tonya 
K illsn igh t cam e hom e a f te r  a  n ig h t sp e n t d r in k 
ing  w ith  h e r  friends. S he hugged H arris , w ished 
h e r  a h appy  new  year, an d  passed o u t on h e r  bed. 
W hen H a rris  aw oke th e  next m orning, Tonya w as 
gone.

Several d ay s  la te r, Tonya’s  frozen body w as 
found n e a r  th e  L am e D eer School.

By th e  tim e  sh e  w as  18, H a rris  had  h a d  th re e  
ch ild ren . H e r  ow n childhood ended  a t  13 w ith  th e  
b ir th  o f  h e r  firs t son, D elano. C h ris to p h er fol
lowed. Tonya w as both  h e r  baby an d  h e r  best 
friend . H a rris  ad m its  she w asn 't a  good m other. 
She d ra n k  an d  took d rugs, she says, ad m ittin g  
she even  so ld  th em . B u t in  N ovem ber 1991 
H a rris  le ft th e  rese rva tion  for tre a tm e n t. M other 
an d  d a u g h te r  ag reed  th a t  w hen H a rris  w as 
re leased  Tonya would e n te r  a  tr e a tm e n t program . 
Two w eeks a f te r  H a rris  cam e hom e Tonya w as 
dead.

H a rris  h a s  s tay ed  sober since h e r  d a u g h te r ’s 
d ea th  an d  h a s  tu rn e d  to  help ing  troub led  ch il
d ren . S he s ta r te d  w ork ing  a t  th e  L am e D eer Boys 
an d  G irls  C lub in  1993 a n d  now w orks in  th e  4-H 
program . H a r r is  says th e  job helped h e r  find  h e r  
way, a n d  helped  h e r  give k id s  th e  help  sh e  could
n ’t  give h e r  daugh ter.

“T h ey  a re  looking for som e place to f i t  in ,” sh e  
says o f  th e  ch ild ren . “T hey  w an t to  feel safe an d  
secu re .”

H a rris  is  try in g  to  m ake  am en d s for h e r  e a r lie r  
fa ilu re s  a t  m otherhood. S he h as  ree s tab lish ed  a 
re la tio n sh ip  w ith  h e r  boys, a n d  sa y s  sh e  rea lize s  
how  h e r  ow n troub led  you th  k e p t h e r  from  ad d re ss  
ing  h e r  ch ild ren ’s  needs because sh e  w as  concen
tra t in g  in s te a d  only  on herself.

E m m a H arris, top, hugs h e r fo s te r daugh ter.
L e d e a n a  Little Sun , ab o v e , s tru g g les  with th e  m em o ries  of 
h e r acciden t.
H arris h a s  a  visual rem inder of h e r d a u g h te r 's  life. After 
Tonya died , H arris go t tw o ta tto o s  to  se rv e  a s  a  a  co n 
s ta n t rem inder of Tonya. H er o th er ta ttoo  read s : “Fly to  the 
an g e ls ,” h e r  d a u g h te r 's  favorite song .

“I th o u g h t I  w as  robbed,” sh e  sa y s  o f  h e r  child
hood. “W hen  I w as  14 y e a rs  old I s ta r te d  w ork ing .” 

S ho rtly  a f te r  Tonya’s  d ea th , H a rris  becam e a  fos
te r  m other. H er foster d au g h te r, H ea th er , h a s  been 
w ith  h e r  seven y e a rs , a n d  E m m a is  hop ing  to  adop t 
her. S he sees H e a th e r  a s  h e r  second chance.

Yet m any  re s id e n ts  o f  th e  N o rth e rn  C heyenne

R eserv a tio n  don’t  g e t th a t  second chance.
N u rse  N ikk i L ip p e rt o f th e  L am e D eer In d ian  

H e a lth  Service w an ts  non -In d ian s to  u n d e rs ta n d  
th a t  th e  h ig h  d ea th  r a te s  th e re  a n d  on o th e r  r e s e r 
v a tio n s  a re  ab o u t m ore th a n  ju s t  s ta tis tic s .

“T h is  is  j u s t  a  reflec tion  of society,” sh e  says. 
“T h is  doesn’t  j u s t  h ap p e n  in  L am e D eer.”
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Defining 
Nation

Ancestry, language and tradition are the distinctions that make a person Blackfeet.
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I
n 1934, w hen th e  governm ent agent 
cam e to the  B lackfeet R eservation , he 
told triba l leaders to  identify  th e  
B lackfeet people an d  p u t them  on th e ir

rolls.
So th e  B lackfeet Tribal Council s a t  down 

an d  se t the  c rite ria  to  be B lackfeet. Then 
they  called forth th e ir  people. In a  book the  
Blackfeet signed th e ir  nam es an d  those of 
th e ir  deceased fam ily m em bers.

From  th a t  day forw ard, th e  council said, 
an  Ind ian  m u st have a  p a re n t o r a  g ran d p a r
e n t in th e  book to  be a  tr ib a l m em ber. B u t in 
1962, th e  federal governm ent added  a  provi
sion, saying anyone born in to  the  tr ib e  m u st 
also have a  q u a r te r  B lackfeet blood to  claim 
m em bership.

“W estern law  h as  u s  broken down into 
pedigree," says G.G. Kipp, a  B lackfeet cere
m onial leader. “B u t th a t 's  not our trad itiona l 
way.”

W hat m akes som eone B lackfeet is  no t ju s t  
blood quan tum , Kipp an d  o thers say. It’s la n 
guage, cu ltu ra l hab its  and lineage, according 
to C onrad LaFrom boise, d irector o f  h igher 
education for th e  B lackfeet tribe.

T he na tive  view, he says, im plies th a t  if 
people can look a t  th e ir  fam ily h isto ry  and 
identify  B lackfeet ancestors, th e n  they  are 
Blackfeet.

Blood q u an tu m  a s  th e  only m easure  does
n’t  bode well for th e  tr ib e ’s  fu ture .

“Num erically, th a t’s going to  w ork o u t to 
zero a t  some tim e,” LaFrom boise says, c iting  
in te rm arriage .

So to  B lackfeet like K ipp and 
LaFrom boise, safeguard ing  a  d is tin c t people 
m ean s m ore th a n  checking blood quan tum .

And in a world w here some B lackfeet chil
d ren  have th e ir  own web pages to  display 
th e ir  lineage, i t’s  a  ta sk  th a t  isn ’t  easy.

“We can go m any places to le a rn  to  be a  
w estern  m an, a  w estern  woman,"

F lo y d  R id e r

LaFrom boise says. 
“W here can  we go to 
le a rn  to  be a 
B lackfeet m an. a  
B lackfeet wom an?” 

He says the ta sk  
s ta r ts  w ith 
approaching  the  eld
e rs , th e  g ran d p a r
e n ts  who know the 
language, because 
B lackfeet language 
is a t  the  cen te r o f 
w h a t it  m eans to  be 
Indian.

“T he language w as lost,” says Molly 
Bullshoe, a  73-year-old re tired  school 
teacher, rem em bering  a  tim e when Blackfeet 
w as the  common tongue. “T h ere  a re  ju s t  a 
few who ta lk  B lackfeet fluently.”

Leo an d  Molly B ullshoe speak Blackfeet 
to each other, b u t E nglish  to  th e ir  11 chil
d ren  an d  66 g randch ild ren . T heir second 
language w as learned  m ore th a n  70 years 
ago in  Ind ian  board ing  school.

“W hen I w as 6 y ears  old, I was pu t in the 
m ission an d  I th o u g h t I’d never see my par
e n ts  again ," Molly B ullshoe says. “In  the  
mission, i f  we ta lked  Ind ian , we go t pun
ished. I couldn’t  speak  a  word of English.
B u t I had  to learn .”

W hen th e  couple m e t and began to raise 
th e ir  family, they  feared  repercussions if  
they  ta u g h t th e ir  ch ild ren  an y th in g  d istinct
ly Blackfeet.

LaFrom boise says for the  firs t h a lf  o f  th is 
cen tu ry  m ost B lackfeet children  were se n t to 
m issionary  schools. W hile som e rem ained in 
schools on th e  reserva tion , m any w ere sen t 
away. T heir language an d  religion w ere for
bidden.

O n th e  rese rva tions, th e  federal govern
m en t also banned  Ind ian  cerem onies and

trad itio n s  and LaFrom boise says m any peo
ple took them  underground.

“T hey w an ted  th e  B lackfeet to p u t aw ay 
th e ir  h ea th e n  w ays a n d  be ch ristian ized , civ
ilized,” LaFrom boise says.

Once th e  governm ent realized i ts  te rm in a 
tion an d  assim ila tion  policies had failed, the 
Bullshoe family, like m any o thers  on the 
B lackfeet R eservation , revived tr ib a l cere
m onies an d  no longer kep t them  hidden.

T he two sty les of life solidified by th e  
elder B ullshoes a re  w hat Leo Bullshoe 
th in k s  k ep t the  fam ily toge ther th rough 
poverty an d  hardsh ip .

“T he good couple pu lls together,” h e  says 
of h is  m arriag e  of 50 years. “I t  m akes every
th in g  nice. O u r happ iness.”

Today, m any  of th e  Bullshoes’ ch ildren  are  
ra is in g  th e ir  ch ildren  on th e ir  p a re n ts’ land 
in  th e  sam e w ay — w ith  e lem ents from both 
w hite  and In d ian  cu ltu re.

The B ullshoe clan  lives in farm houses on 
the  land  o f  th e ir  an ces tra l clan, th e  Lone Tea 
D rinkers. F or 24 y ea rs  Molly Bullshoe 
ta u g h t school, even tua lly  teach ing  cultu re 
and language classes.

“I though t, w ell, an  Ind ian  teacher would 
know how to  help  an  Ind ian  k id ,” she says. 
“T h a t w as my goal. B ecause some Indian  
k ids don’t  g e t th e  help  from o th e r  teachers.”

H er own g randch ild ren  a re  learn ing  
th ings ab o u t th e ir  roots th a t  h e r  children  
d idn ’t. G ra n d d au g h te r E lizabeth  Bullshoe, 
11, recen tly  ask ed  h e r  g randm a to  teach  her 
the  tr ib a l language. H er g randm other proud
ly answ ered  yes, b u t told h e r  i t  would ta k e  
tim e and patience.

The child’s p ride  in  h e r  h e ritag e  is a  tr a i t  
uncom m on in  h e r  p a re n ts ’ generation .

“I grew  up  in th e  Jo h n  W ayne e ra ,” says 
W illie C raw ford, th e  son of a  trad itio n a lis t, 
who now openly practices B lackfeet cere
monies. “In d ian s  w ere alw ays the  bad guy.

R ice C raw ford s ta n d s  on a  sm all te p e e  co v e r ab o v e  th e  em blem  of the  
“bleed ing  buffalo skull," a  sym bol of his family, which is p re s e n t o n  every 
te p e e  cover he m akes.

-V ** . ■
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A t one po in t, I w as 
asham ed  to  be an  
Ind ian , b u t I am  g e t
tin g  my d ign ity  
back.” _  —

His grandm other, 
too, would no t speak 
Blackfeet to  him  
when he w as a  boy.

“S he w as defin ite
ly a fra id  th e  govern
m en t w as going to 
come in,” h e  says.
“My g ran d p a re n ts  
ta lked  ab o u t th e  
m issionaries. They 
m ade th e m  kneel on 
broom sticks for 
hou rs if  they  spoke 
th e ir  own language.
They’d  ge t s tu ck  in  a 
room for days.”

N ot only w as the  
language lost, so 
w ere fam ily a r t i 
facts.

Craw ford's father,
Rice, s till m ourns 
the  loss of th e  fam i
ly’s B eaver B undle, 
sto len  from  a n  uncle 
40 y ears  ago.
B undles a re  m ade 
from th e  soft sk in  of 
an  an im al underbe l
ly an d  hold inside 
th e  fam ily’s  sacred  objects.

They a re  th e  m ost sacred  tool of cere
m onies th a t  tak e  place a f te r  th e  firs t th u n 
dersto rm  of spring. P assin g  on th e  m ean ing  
of th e  bund le’s con ten ts , an d  th u s  th e  m ean 
ing  of th e  ceremony, isn ’t  learned  in  one s it
ting , R ice C raw ford  says.

The e ld ers  know  it  ta k e s  y ea rs  to teach 
th e  cerem ony an d  p a r ts  lo st w ill never be 
recap tured .

M any a rtifa c ts  w ere sold or sto len  d u ring  
a  period in  w hich a  flourish ing  m a rk e t in 
Ind ian  a rtifa c ts  coincided w ith  cru sh ing  
rese rva tion  poverty.

People w ere s ta rv ing , especially  du rin g  
th e  D epression, Leo B ullshoe says. H is fam i
ly survived on governm ent ra tions a s  Leo 
w atched  h is  fa th e r’s  c a ttle  and horses sold so 
th e  fam ily could survive.

“T rad ition  died,” says Molly Bullshoe. “In 
those days, i t  w as tem pting  to  h u stle  for 
money.” M ore a rtifa c ts  d isappeared  a s  tim es 
got tougher.

Today B lackfeet like Rice Craw ford 
a t te m p t to  ca rry  on trad itio n  in  w ays th a t  
m eld  w ith  m odern  life. T hey u se  trad itio n s 
from th e  p a s t to m ake a  living in  th e  p res
en t. The C raw fords spend  th e ir  w in te rs se ll
ing teepees a n d  d ru m s they  m ake  in  th e  
ways of th e ir  ancesto rs . And th e  fam ily has 
ta u g h t trad itio n a l w ays to  th e ir  five grown 
sons, who will p ass them  on to th e ir  chil
dren.

A no ther trad itio n a lis t, Floyd Rider, is a 
healer. In  h is  sw eat lodge, w ith  th e  help  of 
h is  ancesto rs , know n a s  th e  “g ran d fa th e rs ,” 
he  u ses p ray e r  a n d  cerem ony to  s tren g th en  
those  who seek h is  help.

R ider h a s  never been afra id  to  p rac tice h is  
cu ltu ra l trad itio n s  because, un like  m any 
B lackfeet ch ild ren  w ho w ere se n t aw ay  to 
school, R id er w as k ep t hom e to  w ork on h is 
g ra n d fa th e r’s  ranch.

R aised C atholic, R ider says 30 y ears  ago

N aom ei C raw ford fe e d s  her
d isab led  daugh ter, R oberta , a  sn a c k  a t  their
h om e in H eart Butte.

h e  awoke to  trad itio n a l h ea lin g  w ays on a 
four-day fast. H e decided to ask  th e  C rea to r 
an d  th e  g ran d fa th e rs  for th e  ab ility  to  heal, 
an d  in  exchange, h e  prom ised to never 
re fu se  anyone in  need.

Som e say  h e  w orks m iracles, b u t R ider 
says hea ling  relies on faith .

H e uses h is  sw eat lodge several tim es  a  
week. I t ’s  a  long an d  low lodge covered in  
th ick  orange carpets. I t  s its  u n d e r a  te n t 
above th e  Two M edicine R iver a t  th e  dead 
en d  of E a s t  G lacier’s m ain  paved road.

“W h a t you see ou t th e re  is th e  only good 
th in g  up  here ,” R ider says, g es tu rin g  aw ay 
from  th e  road an d  across th e  r iv e r  to  th e  
deep m oun ta in s w here he fasts .

H e says i t  m igh t ta k e  a  m iracle to  keep 
trad itio n  alive on th e  tough  rese rva tion  
caugh t betw een two worlds.

The dev asta tio n  o f  a  lo st o f se lf  respect 
a n d  a  governm ent policy o f  relocation  h i t  a  
g en e ra tio n  of ad u lts . E ncouraged by th e  fed
e ra l governm ent, m any In d ian s  m oved from 
th e  rese rva tion  to  find em ploym ent. Still

o th e rs  w ere m ired  in  a  ris in g  epidem ic of 
alcoholism . R enew ing a  tr ib a l tra d itio n , the  
elder g en e ra tio n  s tepped  in  a n d  filled the  
gaps in  fam ily life.

In  th e  la te  1940s a n d  ’50s, th is  ta k e  on 
fam ily  cu ltiva ted  a  phenom enon called 
“g randm a-bab ies” th a t  p e rs is ts  today.

G randm a-bab ies a re  ch ild ren  born to  p a r 
en ts  who abandoned  th em . LaFrom boise 
says the  g randm a-baby  o rig in a tes  from  old 
trad itio n s  of people p assin g  th e ir  bab ies on 
to e ld ers  i f  they w ere hav ing  a  s tre a k  of bad 
luck.

Bob T ailfea thers, d ean  of s tu d e n t services 
a t  B lackfeet C om m unity  College, says it’s 
common.

“In  my fam ily r ig h t now,” says 
T ailfeathers, “m y s is te r ’s  considered g ra n d 
m a ... w ith  th e  little  kids. I t ’s a  respectful 
th in g .”

A nu m b er of those  B lackfeet ra ise d  in  d is
ta n t  m issionary  schools g rew  up  to  abandon  
th e ir  own ch ildren , LaFrom boise says, and a 
sp ira l o f dev asta tio n  began.

“You can  im agine th e  s te rile  se ttin g ,” 
LaFrom boise says. “I t  is  n o t th e  sam e as 
grow ing u p  w ith  your m o th e r  an d  fa the r.”

T he ch ild ren  ra ise d  by g ra n d p a re n ts  
reaped  th e  benefits o f  grow ing up  w ith  those 
who practiced  tra d itio n s  p riv a te ly  a t  hom e, 
says Rod Goss, a  42-year-old B lackfeet 
grandm a-baby.

“In  th e  In d ian  way, you only le a rn  by 
observing,” h e  says.

Goss says h e  lea rn ed  how to  in te ra c t t r a 
d itionally  by w atch ing  th e  elders.

B lackfeet cu ltu re  a n d  language  m oves 
th rough  fam ily bonds th a t  su rp ass  decades 
of forbidden cerem onies.

A nd blood q u an tu m , th e  s ta rk  re m n a n t of 
th e  federa l governm ent’s  defin ition  o f  Ind ian , 
won’t  p rev e n t B lackfeet people from  defin
ing, in  th e ir  fam ilies, m em ories a n d  tra d i
tions, w h a t it  m ean s to  b e  an  Ind ian .

Floyd R ider w a tch es  
tw o of h is g ra n d so n s  
a t  p lay  o u ts id e  his 
E a s t G lacie r hom e.

\
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V

“A t  o rd in a ry  tim es th e eye concerns i ts e lf  w ith  such problem s a s  W here? H ow  

fa r ?  H ow  s itu a te d  in  re la tio n  to  w hat?  In  th e m escaline experience th e im p lied  

questions to  which the eye responds are  o f  an o th er order. P lace a n d  d istan ce  
cease to  be  o f  much in terest  . . . ”

Aldous Huxley

A Spiritual Marathon
Story by

Tom Greene

Photos by
Stuart

A w om an, w ho 
a sk e d  no t to  be 

identified, p re p a re s  
th e  m orning m eal 

following an  
all-night peyo te  

ce rem o n y  on  the 
N orthern C hey en n e  
Indian R eservation .

in  th e  room . S he is  in  h e r  e a r ly  30s, an d  
h as  w ild, cu rly  ha ir. A b lue  8  is  ta tto o e d  on 
th e  b ridge b e tw een  h e r  eyes. S he says 
a f te rw a rd  th a t  th e  ta tto o , a  sym bol of 
infinity , is  a  re m in d e r  o f  h e r  “c razy  d ay s” 
before sh e  r e tu rn e d  to  th e  N ativ e  A m erican  
C hurch . T h e  w om an  a n d  th e  th in -lipped  
m a n  each  s i t  w ith  th e ir  legs cu rled  up 
u n d e rn e a th  th e ir  bodies, p a in ted  shaw ls 
d rap e d  a ro u n d  th e i r  knees. T he w om an 
p asses  th e  tobacco to  th e  sh a k in g  h an d s  of 
h e r  nephew . T h e  13-year-old w ea rs  an  o u t
fit o f  baggy  je a n s  a n d  a n  oversized T -shirt. 
T h e  boy ta k e s  som e tobacco a n d  p asses  it  
along.

F ire m a n  r e tu r n s  w ith  a  fire  stick  th a t  he 
gives to  L eader. L ig h tin g  h is  ro lled  tobacco 
w ith  th e  b u rn in g  em b ers , L ead er beg ins a 
p ra y e r  a n d  p asses  th e  fire  s tick  for every
one to  u se  to  lig h t th e ir  tobacco. T he room  
fills  w ith  sm oke a n d  th e  sound  o f  L ea d e r’s 
voice. A fter th e  tobacco is  sm oked , th e  ciga
r e t te  b u tts  a re  p laced  in  th e  c o m e rs  o f  th e  
a lta r . S age  is p assed  a ro u n d  to  b e  rubbed  
on h a n d s  an d  c lo th es a s  a  b lessing . T hen  
L ead er opens a  m ason  j a r  filled w ith  
c ru sh e d  peyo te d u s t  a n d  p asses  i t  clock
w ise  a ro u n d  th e  circle. E veryone ta k e s  a 
p inch  o f  “th e  m ed icine ,” w a sh in g  i t  down 
w ith  th e  peyote te a  th a t  follows. The 
a m o u n t ta k e n  d u r in g  th e  n ig h t is  up  to  th e  
p a rtic ip a n t. A nyone can  m otion for m ore to 
be p assed  th e ir  way. L ea d e r  nods approv
ingly  a s  D ru m m er ta k e s  th e  peyote an d  
th e n  in s tru c ts  C e d a rm a n  to  sp rin k le  cedar 
on th e  fire  to  com m ence th e  singing.

T hey  each  rea ch  th e ir  h a n d s  o u t to  the  
sm oke a s  th e  ce d a r  sp a rk s  th e  ash . They 
in h a le  its  a ro m a  a n d  d raw  th e  sm oke to 
th e ir  h ea d s , h e a r ts  a n d  legs a s  an o th e r  
form  of b lessing . D ru m m er ta k e s  h is  place 
k n ee lin g  beside  L ead er a n d  gives h is  k e ttle  
w a te r  d ru m  a  la s t  check  for tone  by ro lling  
th e  w a te r  a ro u n d  in sid e  a n d  ex p e rtly  ta p 
p in g  th e  ta u g h t  sk in . H e s ip s  an y  excess 
w a te r  th ro u g h  th e  perm eab le  sk in  an d  
in d ic a tes  th a t  h e  is ready. H old ing  a  r a t t le

ea d e r  b rea k s  th e  silence by a s k 
in g  F ire m a n  to  rea d y  th e  ash . 
F ire m a n , a  ta ll,  easygoing  Crow 
w ho now  lives w ith  th e  N o rth e rn  
C heyenne , leaves th e  room  w ith 

o u t a  w ord to  re tr ie v e  a  fire  stick . L ead er 
o p en s a  shoebox-sized o rn a te  w ooden box, 
rem oves tobacco an d  tobacco leaves from  
am o n g  o th e r  a r tifa c ts  u sed  in  th e  peyote 
m ee tin g  a n d  p asses  it  a ro u n d  th e  circle. He 
s i t s  fac ing  e a s t b eh in d  a  la rge  a l ta r  ra ise d  
a  few  inches above th e  ground .

In  th e  ce n te r  o f  th e  a l ta r  is  a  C h ie f 
P eyo te , a  la rge  peyote “b u tto n ” th a t  
belonged  to  L ead er’s  fa the r. T he a re a  s u r 
ro u n d in g  th e  C h ie f P eyote on th e  a l ta r  is 
w h ere  a s h  will be a r ra n g e d  in  a  h a l f  m oon 
sh a p e , sym bolic o f m an’s passag e  th ro u g h  
life. As th e  n ig h t w ea rs  on , F ire m a n  will 
ad d  to  th e  ash  u n til  th e  c re sce n t sh a p e  is 
com plete. T he cre scen t re p re se n ts  m a n ’s 
life  cycle.

“T h e  m edicine,” a s  th e y  call i t ,  is  ta k e n  
to  help  com m une w ith  th e  C rea to r  an d  aid 
in  th e  p assag e  o f  tim e  d u rin g  th e  a ll-n ig h t 
m eetings. T he m ee tin g s  a re  h e ld  in fre 
quen tly , w hen  m em bers feel a  need. O ften

th e y  a re  in  a  tep ee , b u t to n ig h t they ’re  in a  
hom e.

T h e  peyote m e e tin g  is  a  relig ious cere
m ony in  w hich p ra y e rs  a re  sa id  an d  sp iri
tu a l gu idance is so u g h t, b u t  th e  long  hou rs 
also  teach  p a tien c e  a n d  en d u ran ce . 
M eetings la s t  from  sundow n  to  well p a s t 
su n r ise  an d  p a r tic ip a n ts  a r e  judged  by ju s t  
how  s till th e y  s it. In  th e  old days, leaving 
th e  tep ee  w as  n o t a n  op tion . M eetings a re  
n o t a s  rig id  th ese  days, b u t  by s it tin g  
m otion less, u n le ss  s in g in g  or u s in g  th e  r a t 
tle  o r  d ru m , p a r tic ip a n ts  prove them selves 
to  th e  e ld e rs  a n d  to  th e ir  C re a to r  an d  also 
en su re  a  m ore  in te n se  feeling  of reb irth  
w hen  they  em erge a n d  w alk  b lin k in g  in to  a 
new  day.

C ed arm an , a  g rim  m idd le-aged  m an  
d re sse d  in  den im  a n d  le a th e r  s it t in g  to  th e  
r ig h t o f  Leader, is  f ir s t  in  line . H e ro lls  a 
sm oke, h is tongue  sn a k in g  o u t from  behind  
crooked te e th  a s  h e  m o is ten s h is  c igarette  
a n d  th e n  p asses  th e  tobacco. Sponsor, 
w hose hom e is  th e  s ite  o f  to n ig h t’s  peyote 
m eeting , ro lls  th e  tobacco a n d  p asses  i t  on 
p a s t  tw o s leepy  young  g irls  s it t in g  cross- 
legged nex t to  a  w izened  elder. T h e  old

m a n ’s  an c ie n t 
face c rack s in to  a 
th o u sa n d  lines as 
h e  sm iles a t  the  
g irls , ro lls  a  ciga
r e t te ,  a n d  passes 
th e  tobacco to th e  
th in -lip p ed  m an  
on h is  o th e r  side. 
T he th in -lipped  
m an  is  a  bar- 
dache, a  m a n  in 
C heyenne tra d i
tion  w ho tak es  
on th e  role o f  a 
w om an. H e tak es 
som e tobacco an d  
a  le a f  to roll i t  in  
a n d  p asses  it  to  
th e  only  w om an
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W atch ed  o v e r by a  
full m oon, F irem an, 
th e  k e e p e r  of the 
flam es, a n d  tw o o th e r 
m em b ers  o f the 
N ative A m erican 
C hurch  ta k e  a  sm ok
ing b re a k  ou ts ide  
C h a rle s  S ook tis’ 
h o u se  w here  the 
p ey o te  ce rem o n y  is 
held . 'T h e  fo unda
tion of th e  peyo te  
m eeting  is sm oke.
W e a re  given healing 
from  th e  C rea to r by 
th e  sm o k e  from  fire, 
to b acc o , a n d  cedar," 
H ugh C lubfoot sa y s .

a n d  a  s ta ff , L ea d e r  nods a n d  D ru m m er 
s tr ik e s  u p  a  ra p id  b e a t u s in g  a  qu ick  d ip  of 
th e  d ru m  to  g ive th e  o p en in g  n o te  a  deep  
tim b re . L ea d e r’s r a t t le  follows D ru m m e r’s 
f a s t  a n d  s te a d y  b e a t a n d  h e  beg in s to  sing. 
T h e  voices o f  th e  o th e rs  jo in  h is . T h e  th in 
lipped  m a n  b e a ts  a  fan  fu riously  in f ro n t o f 
h is  face, h id in g  th e  orig in  of a  h igh -p itched  
voice t h a t  is  in  perfec t h a rm o n y  w ith  
L ea d e r’s  deep  p itch .

T he songs a re  in  C heyenne w ith  occa
siona l E n g lish  in te rsp e rsed . In  th is  cerem o
n y  th e y  s in g  songs of g e n e ra l good h e a lth  
a n d  ce leb ra te  th e  b ir th d a y s  of som e of 
S po n so r’s  fam ily  m em bers, in c lu d in g  one of 
th e  tw o g ir ls  w ho a re  bo th  fa s t as leep  
already . L ea d e r sings fo u r songs. T he r a t t le  
a n d  s ta f f  a r e  th e n  p assed  down th e  circle 
an d  th e  n ex t in  lin e  will p ra y  aloud an d  
th e n  s in g  four songs. T he d ru m  is  p a s se d  to  
th o se  w ho a re  capab le  o f  k eep in g  th e  fa s t 
pace th a t  is  req u ired . D ru m m er b e a ts  for 
th o se  w ho can ’t. D ru m m e r’s h uge  a rm s  a re  
bu lg ing  w ith  exertion  a n d  sw e a t d r ip s  off 
h is  nose  by  th e  tim e  L ea d e r h a s  fin ished  
h is  la s t  song.

T he peyo te ta k e s  hold. S hadow s from  th e  
fire  flicker on th e  w alls a n d  th e  voices come 
to g e th e r  w ith  m ore urgency. M eetings h av e  
no  s e t tim e  lim it. T h e  m ee tin g  is  over w hen 
th e  m ed ic ine  sa y s  i t  is  over, u su a lly  so m e
tim e  in  th e  la te  m orn ing .

H allucinogen , m edicine, d ru g , s a c ra 
m e n t, i t  g ra b s  everyone in  th e  room

uniquely. A ll seem  to  go w ith in  th em se lv es, 
s lip p in g  in to  a  ro le  ca rved  o u t for th e m  by 
th e i r  ances to rs . L ea d e r’s  focus p ilo ts  th e  
g ro u p  th ro u g h  th e  cerem ony. W hen  a sk e d  
by L eader, C ed arm an  d u s ts  th e  fire . H e 
show s a  r a r e  gap -to o th ed  g r in  w hen  th e  
sp rin k le d  cedar c rack les a n d  pops before 
th e  circle o f  w ide eyes. F ire m a n  s to k e s  th e  
fire  w hile  D ru m m er p o u n d s  th e  w a te r  
d ru m . W ith  each  b e a t, a  t r a i l  o f  w a te r  from  
in side  th e  d ru m  is  flu n g  in to  th e  a ir. I t  
h a n g s  like  a  fly line c a s t by a  m a s te r  fish e r
m a n  before fa llin g  b ack  to  th e  d ru m , w here  
th e  d ro p le ts  d an ce  w ith  every  bea t.

As a  feeling  o f  w ell-being  sp re a d s , eye- 
co n tac t is  accom pan ied  by  m ore f re q u e n t 
sm iles. A sense  o f  c a m a ra d e r ie  grow s.
W hen th e  13-year-old s in g s  for th e  firs t 
tim e  everyone is  su rp rise d  a t  th e  a u th o r ity  
in  h is  deep  voice. H is u n c le , F ire m a n , 
s h a re s  a  p ro u d  g lance w ith  L eader. W hen 
th e  boy fin ishes sing ing , p a te rn a l g r u n ts  of 
ap p ro v a l a re  p assed  o u t in s te a d  of w ords.

A t m id n ig h t, L ea d e r s in g s “T he 
M id n ig h t W ate r C all.” T h e  w om an leaves 
th e  room a n d  re tu rn s  w ith  a  pail o f  w ate r. 
W hile she is gone F ire m a n  ca refu lly  c leans 
th e  a l ta r  a n d  floor. A fter p o u rin g  a  l i t t le  on 
th e  g ro u n d  “for M other E a r th ,” th e  w ate r, 
sym bolic o f  th e  w a te r  o f  life, is  p a s se d  
a ro u n d  th e  circle. L ead er th e n  leav es th e  
room  to  blow  a  sac red  w h is tle  to  th e  four 
d irec tions. M idn igh t s ig n a ls  a  sh o r t recess  
w hen  q u ie t conversa tion  is  allow ed.

T h e  s in g in g  re su m e s  a f te r  th e  m id n ig h t 
w a te r  b rea k . T h e  peyote cerem ony  is  ab o u t 
tw o -th ird s  s in g in g  w ith  th e  r e s t  sp e n t in  
p ra y e r  o r  silence. I t  is  s i le n t  w h en  th e  f irs t 
r a y s  o f  d aw n  c reep  p a s t  th e  w indow  ta p e s 
try . L e a d e r  a s k s  th e  o ld  m a n  how  m a n y  
m o re  ro u n d s  th e y  sh o u ld  p ass  a ro u n d  th e  
d ru m . A fte r  a  lo n g  p a u se , th e  o ld  m a n  ra is 
e s  h is  h ea d  a n d  h o ld s u p  tw o fingers . Two 
m ore ro u n d s ta k e  a b o u t th re e  h o u rs  so 
m a n y  p a r t ic ip a n ts  ta k e  a n o th e r  dose of 
peyote to  s ta y  aw ake.

T h ey  go a ro u n d  tw ice m ore , a l te rn a t in g  
p ra y e r  w ith  song. A  u n ify in g  s p ir i t  is  evi
d e n t by th e  tim e  i t  com es fu ll circle. All 
h a v e  a n  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th a t  th e y  h a v e  been 
p a r t  o f  a  tra d itio n , th a t  th e y  h a v e  sh a re d  
a n  im p o r ta n t experience  to g e th e r , a  com 
m on  bond.

L e a d e r  s in g s th e  “D aw n S ong” a n d  a sk s  
th e  w om an  to  g e t  th e  ce rem o n ia l b rea k fa s t. 
S he se ts  u p  p a ils  o f  food in  a  c e r ta in  order: 
w a te r , m aize , f ru i t  a n d  m e a t, from  th e  
doorw ay to  th e  a l ta r . T h e n  th e  m e a l is 
p assed  a ro u n d  a n d  a ll q u ie tly  g ive th e ir  
acco u n ts  o f  w h a t th e  peyote revealed . 
L ea d e r fin ish e s  w ith  a  p ra y e r  a n d  says 
th e y  sh o u ld  now  ta k e  th e i r  new  know ledge 
to th e  w orld  w ith  c lea n  h e a r ts  a n d  m inds. 
As h e  s in g s  th e  “Q u ittin g  Song,” th e  ce re
m onial ob jects a r e  ca re fu lly  w rap p ed  in  silk  
h an d k e rc h ie fs  a n d  p u t aw a y  a n d  th e  people 
line  up  sin g le  file to  w a lk  o u ts id e  a n d  “w el
com e th e  su n .”
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Cheyenne Soul Searching
For some, peyote is a 
guide. Others embrace 
religions missionaries 
brought. One recently 
arrived sect hopes to 
teach new ways.

Story by
Tom Greene

Photos by
Stuart

Thurlkill

I
t ’s  h a rd  to  find an  a th e is t in  th e  sm all 
tow n o f  L am e D eer on th e  N o rth ern  
C heyenne R eservation.

Downtown is a gas s ta tio n , a  tra d e  
s to re , tw o video s to res  a n d  a  florist. F u n era ls  
keep  th e  florist busy. M ost o f th e  fu n era ls  a re  
C atholic, b u t seven o th e r denom inations oper
a te  on th e  reserva tion  a s  well. S ix w ere 
b ro u g h t to  th e  reserva tion  by w h ite  m en and 
th e  o th e r  is  th e  N ative A m erican C hurch , 
w hich w as b ro u g h t to  th e  reserva tion  in  1904 
a f te r  a ris in g  am ong P la in s  tribes in th e  la te  
1880s. A h ighly  personalized  religion, whose 
m ain  foundation is  th e  peyote cerem ony, it  
rep laced  th e  vision quests  common am ong 
m any  In d ian  tribes.

M any  of its  m em bers call th e  N ative 
A m erican  C hurch th e  only in stitu tio n a lized  
religion th a t  rep resen ts  an d  p rese rv es then- 
na tive  identity . And while som e relig ions on 
th e  N orthern  C heyenne R eserva tion  h av e  tr ied  
to a d a p t to  N ative A m erican cu ltu re , o the rs  
con tinue  to press ah ead  w ith  un b en d in g  belief 
th a t  th e ir  w ays a re  the  only ways.

Left: T he Rev. D an C rosby, who 
h a s  b e e n  a  p riest on the 
N orthern  C h ey en n e  for 14 
y ea rs , le a v e s  A gnes Limpy a t  
h e r  hom e after M ass in 
B usby.“S h e  insists o n  going to 
church  ev en  w hen it is m uddy,” 
C rosby  say s .

F a r Left: A gnes 
Limpy p ray s  in the 
B usby  C atholic 
C hurch. T h e  u se  of 
c e d a r  sm oke, 
p ray e rs  to  th e  four 
d irections, and  a  
traditional p rayer in 
N orthern C h ey en n e  
a t  th e  e n d  of M ass 
a re  all s igns of the 
b lending of C atholic 
a n d  Northern 
C h ey en n e  beliefs. 
Left: Youth from 
L am e D eer play tag  
ou tside St. L abre 
C atholic C hurch in 
A shland during a  
w ake for a  relative. 
Crucifixes dangling 
from their necks, 
they  clim bed the 
church  until 
sco lded  by an 
elder.

W hen Hugh C lubfoot le ft h is  hom e on the  
N o rth ern  C heyenne R eservation to fig h t in 
V ietnam , h is  fa th e r  p inned  a peyote bu tton  
above h is  h ea rt. Referred to  in  th e  chu rch  as 
C h ief Peyote, i t  is  th e  unusua lly  la rge  root o f a 
hallucinogenic cactus an d  it serves a s  th e  focal 
po in t o f  a peyote ceremony. I t holds sp ir itu a l 
significance to  followers o f  th e  N ative 
A m erican C hurch com parable to  th a t  o f  a  c ru 
cifix for a  Catholic. T h is C hief P eyote w as an 
heirloom  th a t  had belonged to C lubfoot’s 
fa the r, b u t to the  U.S. A rm y it  w as an  illegal 
d rug , C lubfoot says, an d  i ts  discovery would 
have m e an t a  d ishonorable d ischarge a n d  pos
sible im prisonm ent. C lubfoot kep t h is  fa th e r’s  
keepsake  p inned  above h is  h ea rt, b u t concealed 
u n d e r h is  uniform .

“I b ro u g h t i t  ou t and prayed  w hen I needed 
to,“ says Clubfoot. “C h ief P eyote k ep t m e safe 
from  m y enem y’s  bu lle ts. C h ief P eyote brough t 
m e back hom e whole."

C lubfoot did h is  to u r o f  du ty  in  V ietnam  and 
re tu rn e d  hom e to  h is  father. W hen he tr ie d  to 
give th e  peyote back, h is fa th e r  shook h is  head 
a n d  to ld  h im  it w as his. H e told h im  h e  had 
e a rn e d  it.

C lubfoot keeps th e  C h ief P eyote in  a  special 
box th e se  days. H e says he brough t i t  o u t m any 
tim es  w hen he struggled  w ith  a n  alcohol p rob

lem. Now h e  brings i t  o u t w hen he is  asked  to 
lead a  peyote m eeting.

Vem  Sooktis, w ho is  both a  S un  Dance 
p r ie s t an d  a  m em ber o f  th e  N ative A m erican 
C hurch , recalls how  h is  fam ily viewed religion.

“W e w ere exposed to  a ll the  relig ions and 
chose w hat we w an ted  to  do,“ he says. Sooktis 
says th e  N orthern  C heyenne m ake little  d is
tinction betw een th e ir  sp ir itu a lity  an d  th e ir  
daily  life. F or th em , b e lie f in  God is as n a tu ra l 
a s  b rea th ing .

“We w ere all bap tized  C atholic,” Sooktis 
says. “We w ent to  school, did o u r chores, 
w ashed  th e  d ishes an d  th e n  had  Bible s tudy  
from  8  to  9. In  th e  sum m er, we h ad  peyote 
m eetings an d  S un  D ances. W hen we grew  up

we each  took d iffe ren t rou tes. O ne o f  m y sis
te rs  is a  Q uaker, one a  B ap tis t, my b ro th er 
goes to  peyote m eetings a n d  I’m  a  S un  D ance 
priest. I d id n ’t  decide it, i t  w as decided for me 
by th e  creator.”

Sooktis crosses h is  legs casually  an d  sm okes 
a  c igare tte . I t  is  th e  day a f te r  he a tten d ed  an 
a ll-n igh t peyote m ee tin g  led by Clubfoot, an d  
a s  he sp e ak s  h is  red eyes occasionally tu rn  
tow ard  s ig h ts  ou ts ide  th e  window. He is v is it
ing w ith h is fa th e r  in  th e  house w here the  
m eeting  w as held. H is father, who is  76, nods 
off n ex t to  him  on a  sofa.

Sooktis says th a t  h is  role a s  a  S un  Dance 
p ries t c a rrie s  no w eight in the  peyote m eeting . 
He exp lains th a t  th e  N ative  A m erican C hurch

is a  se p a ra te  en tity  th a t  revolves a ro u n d  ta k 
ing “th e  m edicine” an d  being  a  m em ber can 
som etim es m ean  b ea rin g  a  s tigm a. I t  ra re ly  
happens, h e  says, b u t  he acknow ledges peyote 
has been abused.

“T here  a re  som e people o u t th e re  w ho don’t  
know w hat i t  is ,“ Sooktis sa y s  o f  th e  peyote r i t
ual. “They ta k e  it  for th e  w rong reasons. They 
take i t  for a  d rug.”

Sooktis says peyote h as  been  criticized as 
being a new  practice th a t  does no t have th e  
trad ition  of th e  cerem onial sw ea ts  a n d  Sun 
Dances. T he Sun D ance cerem ony h as  a  h isto 
ry a s  old as the  N o rth ern  C heyenne an d  is fu n 
dam ental to  th e ir  cu ltu re , u n lik e  th e  peyote 
ceremony w hose new er N ative  A m erican

C hurch  m em bers a re  requ ired  by law  to  carry  
a  card  in  o rd er to  partic ipa te .

U sually  held  in  th e  sum m er, th e  Sun Dance 
can  a t t r a c t  th o u sa n d s  of people an d  involves 
p ray e r an d  song over a  four-day period. 
P a rtic ip an ts  fast, avoiding even w ater, an d  will 
p ierce them selves a s  p a r t  o f  th e  r itu a l o f  pu rifi
cation . A lthough som e people a t  th e  S un  D ance 
ta k e  peyote, i t  is no t p a r t  of th e  ceremony. 
Peyote is a  sa c ram e n t d is tin c t to th e  N ative 
A m erican  C hurch . Sooktis says th a t  peyote is 
m isunderstood  an d  th a t  “I can’t  te ll you abou t 
m y religion u n le ss  you p artic ip a te  — it’s  really  
your ow n experience.”

Som e relig ious denom inations criticize 
N o rth e rn  C heyenne p rac tices th a t  have been in

place for y ea rs  and , Sooktis says, condem n 
w h a t they  don’t  try  to  u n d e rs ta n d . H e says 
d e tra c to rs  have falsely  denounced peyote a s  a 
M exican religion adop ted  by N ative  A m ericans 
an d  claim  peyote is a  new  cu lt lack ing  N ative 
A m erican  roots.

“B u t ask  th a t  old m an how long h e  h a s  been 
ta k in g  peyote,” sa y s  Sooktis po in ting  to h is  
fa th e r  who h as  qu ie tly  aw akened .

“O h, ju s t  ab o u t 70 y ea rs ,” says h is  fa th e r  
w ith  a  m ischievous sm ile before closing h is 
eyes again .

T he m ost re c e n t add ition  to  th e  com pany of 
denom inations on th e  rese rv a tio n  is a  
S ou thern  B a p tis t C hurch  ru n  from  a  tra iler. 
T he tr a i le r  s its  am ong ta ll w eeds an d  w orn



u

I ’m  here as  

much f o r  m y  
ow n sa lva tio n  

as f o r  theirs.

The Rev. 

Dan Crosby

houses on the  o u tsk irts  o f Lam e Deer. 
P re a c h e r  H aro ld  W ilm ont says h e  an d  his 
wife, Cindy, opened it  six  m on ths ea rlie r 
because “nobody else w as going to  do i t .” 
W ilm ont w orks full tim e  a s  a  coal m in e r to 
su p p o rt th e ir  fledgling church, b u t says they 

a re  in  a  co n s tan t s tru g g le  to 
hold on to  w h a t they  have 
since “th e y  (N orthern  
C heyenne neighbors) w ill steal 
ju s t  abou t an y th in g  th e y  can .” 

“A nd you can’t  go to  the  
cops because everyone h e re  is 
re la ted ,” says W ilm ont.

H e says th e  chu rch  expects 
to receive financial help  in 
Ju ly  from  S ou thern  B ap tis ts  
in  F lo rida to  help  b u ild  a  s ta 
ble house of w orship. T he spot 
w here it  will be e rec ted  lies in 
th e  sh ad e  of an  abandoned  
C atholic C hurch.

“L ike every th ing  else, i t’s 
been  up  an d  down since we 
s ta r te d ,” says W ilm ont in  a  no- 
nonsense voice a s  he changes 

J  j  th e  tire  on a b ea t-u p  van  in 
th e  fron t yard.
“D enom inations don’t  m ean  
m uch to  them . The Ind ians 

can’t  d istingu ish  betw een  an y  relig ion.” 
C indy W ilm ont h u rrie s  in  a n d  ou t o f th e ir  

house nervously  a s  h e r  h u sb a n d  works. A 
m an  from  th e  reserva tion , who could be any 
age from  30 to  50, silen tly  w atches W ilm ont 
a s  h e  sp ins a  w heel to expose a  lug  nu t. 
C indy W ilm ont finally  decides to  s ta y  o u t
side an d  pull h e r  4-year-old boy a ro u n d  the

y ard  on a  wagon.
“T hey’re  a  rea l sp ir itu a l people a s  fa r as 

God goes,” W ilm ont says. “B u t they  go on 
em otion m ore th a n  th e y  do facts. Going on 
em otion is  bad because i f  you e a t too much 
su g a r  o r  som eth ing  a n d  g e t u p se t you can 
ju s t  lose it. T hey’ll j u s t  g e t up  a n d  leave 
w hen th e y  g e t upse t. B eing th e re ’s  no jobs 
o r  bases, they  ju s t  k in d  of move a round .” 

W ilm ont s ta n d s  up  a n d  vio lently  je rk s  
the  jack  o u t from  u n d e r th e  van. I t  slam s 
back to  e a r th , cau sin g  h is son  to clap  h is 
h an d s  w ith  la u g h te r  a n d  C indy W ilm ont to 
ju m p  back. T he m an  from  th e  reservation  
slowly w alks a ro u n d  th e  van an d  gets in the 
d riv e r’s  se a t w ith o u t a  word.

“T his guy h ere ,” sa y s  W ilm ont, ind icating  
the  m a n  from  th e  rese rv a tio n  who h as  s ta r t 
ed driv ing th e  van down th e  long driveway. 
“He h as  got a  job now  b u t  h e’s  an  alcoholic 
an d  can 't keep  a  job. H e gets fired every six 
to  e ig h t w eeks.”

The van  c ru ise s  dow n to  th e  m a in  road, 
s tops to  pick up  a  w om an who had  walked 
up  from  a  neighboring  house, tu rn s  around  
an d  com es back  up  th e  driveway. W ilm ont 
says th a t  h e  a n d  h is  w ife will le t th e ir  
neighbors ta k e  show ers a t  th e ir  house, give 
them  food a n d  even pay th e  occasional h ea t 
bill i f  a  fam ily  is  rea lly  in  need. C indy 
W ilm ont ex p la in s  sh e  h e lp s  them  one a t  a 
tim e an d  hopes it  does som e good b u t she 
says, “Som etim es I w onder... .”

“We a re  try in g  to  te ac h  them  to  work for 
w h a t th e y  g e t,” says W ilm ont as h e  w atches 
th e  van repea ted ly  d rive  up  an d  down the  
driveway. “T hey  a re  u sed  to i t  th e  o th e r way 
a round .”

W ilm ont says th a t  by b ring ing  Je su s  
C h ris t in to  th e  lives o f  th o se  on th e  re se rv a 
tion  he hopes to  g e t th e m  aw ay from  alcohol 
an d  d rugs. H e says th a t  h e  respects them  
try ing  to hold  on to  th e ir  identity , b u t th a t 
m any  of th e m  live in th e  p a s t an d  “i t’s  h a rd  
to  e a t th a t .”

“Yeah, th e y  say  ‘O h, we w a n t to  go back  
to  th e  old w ays,’ ” says C indy W ilm ont in  a 
hushed  voice. “E very th ing  is ‘th e  old way.’ 
B u t m ost o f  th ese  people don’t  know  w h a t 
'th e  old w ay’ is. I f  they  did they  w ouldn 't 
w an t to go back to  it. I t ’s som eth ing  they 
a re  hang ing  on to th a t  doesn’t  m ake  any 
sense .”

S he sh ru g s  a n d  gives h e r  son a n o th e r  tug  
around  th e  y ard . W ilm ont w ipes h is  h an d s 
on an  oily ra g  a s  he w atches th e  van con tin 
ue to  re p e a t i ts  loop from  th e  top o f  th e  
driveway, a ro u n d  th e  house, an d  back  to  the  
drivew ay sev era l m ore tim es.

“S ince th e re ’s  no economy, it’s  h a rd  to  ge t 
a  m ain line  ch u rch  down h ere ,” says 
W ilm ont. “T h e  C atholics moved o u t, so w hat 
does th a t  te ll you.”

C indy W ilm ont p u ts  a  h a l t  to  th e  wagon 
ride  to  s ta n d  a n d  w atch w ith  h e r  husband  
a s  the  van goes up  an d  down.

“J u s t  w h a t in th e  heck  a re  th e y  doing?" 
she asks.

“I ju s t  don’t  know,” W ilm ont answ ers 
w ith  a  confused look on h is  face.

T h e  C a th o l i c s  d id n ’t  m o v e  o u t  — they 
ju s t  relocated to  th e  m iddle of tow n. The 
Rev. D an C rosby is the  m an  in  charge of the  
C atholic C hurch  in  Lam e Deer. H e h as  lived 
on th e  rese rv a tio n  for 14 y ears  a n d  ju s t

H arold Wilmont 
c h a n g e s  a  tire o n  the 
church  van  while his 
4-year-old  son  plays 

nearby. T h e  S outhern  
B aptist C hurch  in 

B irney is run by 
W ilmont an d  h is wife, 

Cindy.
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C hildren play in th e  a s h e s  th a t kep t th e  pey o te  cerem o n y  going ju s t hou rs before. T h e  a s h e s  from  th e  fire a re  a rran g ed  into a  g radual half m oon  th rough  th e  night, rep re 
sen ting  th e  n ine m o o n s during w hich a  w om an ca rrie s  a  child. At th e  en d  of th e  even ing  a  w om an  brings in th e  w a te r of life.

abou t everyone th e re  know s F a th e r  D an.
On S u n d ay s  h e  sa y s  M ass in  L am e D eer 
before d riv in g  over to  B usby to  ce leb ra te  
a n o th e r  M ass, to p p in g  o u t a t  speeds in 
excess o f  80 m ph. W hen h e  slow s dow n a  
little  a f te r  h e  p ick s up  an  e ld e rly  w om an 
who can ’t  m ake  i t  to  S u n d ay  M ass from  h e r 
ru ra l house h e  n e a r ly  g e ts  m ired  in  th e  
m ud. B u t C rosby is  a  m a n  w ho g e ts  th in g s  
done one w ay  o r  th e  o th e r  an d  ev e n tu a lly  
gets them  b o th  to  chu rch  on tim e.

T he e n tra n c e  to  h is  chu rch  faces e a s t, in 
th e  w ay a  tep ee  does in  a  S u n  D ance or 
peyote cerem ony. H e opens each  M ass w ith  
a  p ra y e r  to  th e  fo u r d irec tions. A  crucifix  of 
Je su s  w ith  N a tiv e  A m erican  fe a tu re s  h an g s  
on th e  w all a n d  th e  m ain  a l ta r  is d raped  
w ith  a  sh aw l from  a powwow.

“In  th e  p a s t  i t  w ould be b en d in g  the  
ru les," sa y s  C rosby a f te r  M ass. “B u t i t’s not 
an  a b e rra tio n  a t  a ll. I t  is  to  help  th e m  see 
th a t  J e s u s  is  for everyone a n d  for every 
cu ltu re . You in te g ra te  th e  C atho lic  aspec ts  
w ith  core beliefs. I t  doesn’t  m a tte r. All th a t  
m a tte rs  is t h a t  J e s u s  is  in y o u r life.”

C rosby is  a  re a lis t. T he tra p p in g s  of 
W estern  cu ltu re  a re  j u s t  th a t ,  h e  says, ho l
low tra p p in g s  th a t  h av e  accu m u la ted  over

th e  y e a rs  a n d  se rv e  no purpose. H e s tr iv e s  
to  m a k e  h is  C h u rch  re le v a n t to  th e  people 
i t  se rv es  an d , in  doing so, h a s  b lu r re d  th e  
typ ica l C a tho lic  im age in to  one th a t  is  
m ore  accessib le  to  th e  N o rth e rn  C heyenne 
people. H e sa y s  th a t  a n  a r ro g a n t C a tho lic  
C h u rc h  h a s  b u rn ed  N ativ e  A m ericans in  
th e  p a s t  an d  h e  doesn’t  b lam e th e m  for 
tu rn in g  th e ir  b ack s on i t  now.

“P eople leave ( th e  church), a n d  t h a t  can  
b e  a u th e n tic , b u t i t  can  also  b e  a  ve iled  or 
not-so-veiled  form  o f  re ta lia tio n ,” says 
Crosby. “T h ey ’ll say  ‘We don’t  n eed  you, 
je rk ,  you ’ve done enough already . W e u sed  
to  th in k  we couldn’t  ge t a long  w ith o u t you, 
b u t now  we know  we can .’ ”

C rosby  fre q u en tly  goes to  sw e a t c e re 
m onies, som etim es accom panied  by a  local 
n u n . H e sa y s  h e  is w illing  to  p a r tic ip a te  in 
ju s t  ab o u t every  cerem ony  on th e  re s e rv a 
tio n  ex cep t peyote. In  th e  1960s som e 
C a tho lic  p r ie s ts  a te  peyote, h e  say s, b u t  h e  
s h u n s  i t  because  i t  is  a  ha llucinogen . 
C rosby  sees  th e  N ativ e  A m erican  C hurch  
th a t  h a s  evolved a ro u n d  peyote a s  a  form  
o f  in s titu tio n a liz in g  N ative  A m erican  s p ir i
tu a lity . Even th o u g h  C rosby w on’t  e a t  p ey 
o te , h e  is  quick to say  th a t  h e  doesn’t  con

d em n  i t  o r a n y  relig ion ju s t  b ecau se  i t  is 
d iffe ren t.

“I ’m  Irish  a n d  th e  E n g lish  d id  th e  sam e 
th in g  to  u s ,” sa y s  Crosby. “T h e re  is  a  v e rse  
to  a n  old Irish  song  th a t  say s, “T h e  E n g lish  
cam e a n d  scorned  u s  for w ho w e a re .’ ”

F a th e r  D an  C rosby w ill n e v e r  s i t  in  on 
one o f  H ugh  C lubfoot’s  peyo te  m ee tin g s  
A lthough  C lubfoot sa y s  h e  w ould  be h appy  
to  accom m odate h im , C rosby  sa y s  h e  m u s t 
s e t  h is  ow n lim its . A nd C lubfoot s a y s  th a t  
in  th e  e n d  it  d o esn ’t  re a lly  m a t te r  since 
th e y  p ra y  to  th e  sam e God anyw ay. C rosby 
hopes th o se  w ho ta k e  peyo te  in c lu d e  h im  in  
th e ir  p ra y e rs  because  h e  b e liev es th e ir  
p ra y e rs  a re  real.

“W hy am  I h ere?  I  believe in  J e s u s  an d  
have m uch to  sh a re  w ith  th e  people," says 
Crosby. “B u t I ’m  h e re  b ecau se  th e  land  
a n d  th e  people have a  w ay  o f  g e t t in g  inside 
you. T he h ills  a re  hom e —  th e  peop le a re  
hom e. I t  h e lp s  m e be a u th e n tic a lly  w ho I 
am . O n  th e  re se rv a tio n  you h a v e  to  b e  rea l. 
You’re  d ea lin g  w ith  raw  good a n d  evil an d  
i f  you  w ea r m a sk s  th e  peop le w ill d iscover 
th a t .

“I’m  h e re  a s  m uch for m y ow n sa lv a tio n  
a s  for th e ir s .”
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Indians who leave home for 
college find the task a 
challenge. Returning to the 
resennition is no simple 
matter either.

Jim  Kipp is m ajoring in Native A m erican S tud ies a t  T he University of M ontana nearly  2 0  y ea rs  
a fte r  his first a ttem p t a t  co llege failed. His wife, Billie Jo , is a  Ph.D . cand ida te  in psychology.

r is  H eavy R u n n e r  go t a n  ed u c a tio n  a t  
th e  U n iv ers ity  o f  K an sas . B u t i t  w as
n ’t  w h a t sh e  expected .

A ll h e r  life H eav y  R u n n e r  h a d  been  
a ro u n d  In d ia n  people. A B lack fee t w ith  a  
d isa rm in g  sm ile  a n d  ca sc ad e  o f  sh in y  
b lack  h a ir , H eavy  R u n n e r  w as  ra is e d  in 
B ro w n in g  an d  sp e n t tw o y e a rs  a t  a  N a tiv e  
A m erican  ju n io r  college. B u t w h en  sh e  go t 
to  L aw rence, K an ., sh e  found  h e r s e lf  in  an  
a l ie n  en v iro n m en t. S h e  d id n ’t  u n d e rs ta n d  
th e  w ay  s tu d e n ts  a n d  p ro fesso rs th o u g h t. 
A nd  espec ia lly  how  th e y  spoke.

N obody in B row n ing  u se d  tw o-do lla r 
w ords o r  sc ien tific-sound ing  te rm s. 
E verybody in L aw rence seem ed  to . A nd, 
sh e  sa y s , everyone b u t h e r  seem ed  to  
u n d e rs ta n d . G radually , th o u g h , H eav y  
R u n n e r  found h e r  way.

“My lan g u ag e  s ta r te d  ch an g in g ,” H eavy  
R u n n e r  recalls , eyes b ea m in g  b eh in d  
ro u n d  g la sses  th a t  fra m e  h e r  ro u n d  face.
“I s ta r te d  u n d e rs ta n d in g  m ore E n g lish  
a n d  I cou ld  w rite  it.”

B u t t h a t  new  w ay  ra is e d  q u es tio n s  for 
h e r  a b o u t h e r  old w ays.

“I h a d  le a rn ed  how  i t  w orked  a n d  I 
s ta r te d  w ondering , ‘S ho u ld  I b e  doing 
th is ? ’ ” sh e  says.

S h e  w a n te d  to  r e tu r n  a f te r  g ra d u a tio n  
to  th e  1.5 m illion-acre B lackfeet 
R e se rv a tio n  th a t  lie s  a lo n g  th e  e a s te rn  
slope o f  th e  Rocky M o u n ta in s  in  n o rth cen - 
t r a l  M o n tan a . S h e  w o rrie d  how  sh e  shou ld  
sp e a k  b ac k  hom e. W ould h e r  fr ie n d s  say  
sh e  w as  try in g  to  a c t a s  i f  sh e  w ere  b e t te r  
th a n  th e y  w ere? W ould th e y  say  s h e  w as 
ta lk in g  like  a  w h ite  girl?

H eav y  R u n n e r  know s th e se  sa m e  q u e s 
tio n s  a re  being  a sk e d  by  h u n d re d s  o f  o th e r  
In d ia n  college s tu d e n ts ; sh e  d e a ls  w ith  
th o se  s tu d e n ts  regularly .

As a n  a d ju n c t p ro fe sso r in  U M ’s  N ativ e  
A m erican  S tu d ie s  p ro g ram , sh e  ro u tin e ly  
h e lp s  In d ia n  s tu d e n ts  cope n o t on ly  w ith  
acad em ic  r ig o rs , b u t o ften  w ith  w h a t  sh e  
ca lls  a  college-induced  id e n tity  crisis .

F o r  In d ia n  s tu d e n ts  a t te n d in g  college, 
m a in ta in in g  th e ir  id e n titie s  in  a  c u ltu ra lly  
d iv e rse  s e tt in g  can  be ed u c a tio n ’s  b iggest 
ch a llen g e . T hose  w ho le a rn  to  live  in  tw o 
w orld s re p re s e n t p e rh a p s  th e ir  t r ib e ’s  b e s t 
a s s e ts  in  th e ir  re se rv a tio n s ' s tru g g le  for

im p ro v em en t a n d  econom ic g row th .
B u t N a tiv e  A m eric an s  w ho h av e  proven  

th e m se lv es  in  u n iv e rs i ty  c lassroom s often  
com e hom e to  f in d  th e y  m u s t  p rove th e m 
se lves to  th e i r  ow n people. A  fou r-year s ta y  
in  college can  c u lm in a te  in  A m erican  
In d ia n  g ra d u a te s  r e tu rn in g  hom e to  people 
w ho no  lo n g e r r e la te  to  th em .

H eav y  R u n n e r  rem e m b ers  th e  f ru s t ra 
tion .

“H ere’s  th e  d ile m m a .” sh e  say s. “My 
fam ily, m y g ra n d m o th e r , to ld  m e a ll my

life, ‘G e t a n  ed u ca tio n , b u t  don’t  ch an g e .’
“Im possib le!” sh e  say s, le a n in g  fo rw ard  

in  h e r  c h a ir  a s  h e r  eyes show  h e r  e x a sp e r
a tio n .

C h a n g e  h a s  b e e n  t h e  d e f in i t i o n  o f
B illie  J o  K ipp ’s  college career.

F o u r  y e a rs  ago, K ipp w as 36  a n d  ju s t  a 
y e a r  rem oved  from  d ru g  a n d  alcohol r e h a 
b ili ta tio n . S tu c k  in  a  d ead -en d  job  in  h e r  
hom etow n  o f  B row ning , K ipp decided sh e  
w a n te d  m ore , a n d  m oved to  G re a t F a lls  to
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" I

R obert Ju n e a u , 22, 
w a s  ra ised  in 
Browning a n d  is now  
studying  h istory  an d  
political sc ie n c e  a t 
T he U niversity of 
M ontana. H is uncle, 
W ayne, g rad u a ted  
from  th e  U niversity of 
Califom ia-B erkeley 
an d  e n c o u ra g e s  Bob 
to  finish h is d e g re e . 
“In o rd e r for u s  a s  
Indian p eo p le  to 
beco m e  eq u a l in 
every  a s p e c t of life, 
w e n e e d  an  e d u c a 
tion," W ayne say s .

p u rsu e  h e r  ed u ca tio n .
W hile h e r  h u sb a n d  re m a in e d  in 

B row ning  to  ru n  a  b u s in e ss  a n d  h e r  o ld e s t 
son s ta y ed  to  p la y  b a sk e tb a ll, K ipp a t te n d 
ed  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f  G re a t  F a lls , liv ing  
w ith  h e r  th r e e  y o u n g e r  ch ild ren  in  fam ily  
h o u sin g  th e re .

“W e lived  v ery  poor,” K ipp reca lls . “I t 
w as th e  h a rd e s t  tim e  o f  m y  life .”

D esp ite  th is , sh e  g ra d u a te d  w ith  a  
bach e lo r’s  d eg re e  in  co u n se lin g  psychology, 
an d  now  a t  ag e  40  is  a  P h .D . c a n d id a te  in 
psychology a t  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f  M o n tan a .

K ipp’s  u n d e rg ra d u a te  ex perience  gave 
h e r  a  n ew -found  confidence, b u t  w as  also  
th e  b re e d in g  g ro u n d  fo r on e  o f  h e r  b iggest 
fea rs  —  th e  f e a r  o f  lo sing  w ho sh e  is.

“You ch a n g e  too  m uch  a n d  you  lose y o u r 
connection  w ith  ho m e,” K ipp says.

“M y goal is  to  com e b ack  hom e, (b u t)  to 
com e b ack  a n d  n o t know  w h a t's  going on 
an d  n o t be co n n ec ted  is  re a lly  sc a ry  for 
m e.”

K ipp’s  fam ily  h a s  jo in e d  h e r  in  
M issoula, w h ere  h e r  h u sb a n d  is a  sen io r 
in  N a tiv e  A m erican  S tu d ie s . T h a t  renew ed  
closeness is a  com fo rt b u t  sh e  re lie s  on fre 
q u e n t tr ip s  to  see  h e r  m o th e r  in  B row ning  
for a  connection  to  h e r  roo ts. E v en  th e re , 
how ever, K ipp is  re m in d e d  o f  th e  d iffe r
ences b e tw e en  h e r s e lf  an d  m a n y  on  th e  
re se rv a tio n .

“W h e n  I’m  a t  th e  u n iv e rs ity , I h a v e  to 
sp eak  w ith  a  c e r ta in  te rm ino logy  a n d  do 
th in g s  th e  w ay  I ’m  b e in g  ta u g h t  to  do 
th e m ,” K ipp say s. “W hen  I com e hom e a n d  
ta lk  to  m y  m om , sh e  te lls  m e, ‘D on’t  use 
th o se  w ords h e re . D on’t  t a lk  like  th a t  
here .’ ”

S h e  know s it’s  a n  a t t i tu d e  sh e  w ill h av e

to  d e a l w ith  w h en  sh e  r e tu r n s  h o m e to  
w ork.

So d o es M a rsh a  L a s t  S ta r.
S h e  w orked  a t  th e  tr ib a l  co u r t in  

B ro w n in g  for 13 y e a rs  before e a rn in g  a  
d eg re e  in  social w ork  from  UM . N ow  a  
f irs t-y e a r  law  s tu d e n t  in  M issou la , L a s t 
S ta r  s a y s  m a n y  fo rm e r cow orkers see  h e r  
e d u c a tio n  a s  a  th r e a t  m ore  th a n  a  benefit.

“W e could  m a k e  som e b ig  ch an g es h e re  
i f  people w ould look a t  e d u c a ted  people 
a n d  say, ‘W h e re  could th e y  he lp?  L e t’s  u se  
th is  know ledge .’ B u t i t  d o esn ’t  h a p p e n  th a t  
w ay,” L a s t  S ta r  says.

B o th  K ipp a n d  L a s t  S ta r  a g re e  th a t  i t’s 
e a sy  to  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  ind iffe rence  to  
th e i r  ed u ca tio n . T h ro u g h o u t th e i r  y e a rs  in  
th e  c lassroom , th e y  h a v e  becom e o u t
s id e rs .

“You’ve b een  gone a n d  you don ’t  know  
w h a t i t’s  lik e  a n y  m ore ,” K ipp  says.
“You’v e  b een  d isconnected , a n d  th e  people 
h e re  h a v e  b een  th ro u g h  e v e ry th in g  y e a r  
a f te r  y ea r, a n d  th e y  h a v e  a  r ig h t to  w h a t 
th e y  h a v e  h e re .”

A  college ed u c a tio n  re m a in s  a  re la tiv e  
r a r i ty  fo r In d ia n  people. T h e  la s t  census 
show s th a t  w h ile  m ore th a n  75 p e rc en t o f 
n o n -In d ia n s  in M o n ta n a  h a v e  a t  le a s t  a  
h ig h  school d ip lom a, only 3  p e rc e n t of 
I n d ia n s  do. A nd  th e  d ro p o u t r a te  a t  
B ro w n in g  H igh School in  th e  1995-96 
school y e a r  w as 16.6 p e rc en t —  a lm o st 
th r e e  tim e s  th e  s ta te  average.

F o r  th o se  college s tu d e n ts  w ho r e tu r n  to 
th e  re se rv a tio n  to  w ork , su ccess  c a n  b e  a  
to u c h y  co m b in a tio n  o f  p a tien c e  a n d  ta c t. 
B ack  in  B ro w n in g  over sp r in g  b re a k , K ipp  
s a y s  sh e ’s  b eg u n  to  accep t t h a t  h e r  r e in te 
g ra tio n  in to  th e  B lackfeet tr ib e  m a y  be a s

d e m a n d in g  a  p ro cess  a s  g e t t in g  h e r  e d u 
ca tio n  w as.

“E v e n tu a lly  I can  com e b ack  a n d  begin  
to  m eld  a g a in  w ith  th e  peop le  h e re  a n d  
becom e a  p a r t  o f  th e  com m unity ,” K ipp 
say s. “B u t  I ’v e  g o t to  e a rn  th a t .

“I t ’s  n o t lik e  I  can  com e b ac k  w ith  all 
th e s e  id e a s  a n d  say , ‘O K , you  g u y s  g o tta  
do th is .’ I’ll be p u t  in  m y  p lace  v ery  q u ic k 
ly ”

T h a t’s  i f  sh e  can  f in d  a  jo b  a t  all. 
U n em p lo y m en t in  G lac ie r  C oun ty , w hich 
h a s  a  p o p u la tio n  o f  close to  60  p e rc en t 
B lack fee t, w a s  16 p e rc e n t in  M arch . T he 
s ta te  L abo r D e p a r tm e n t re p o r ts  t h a t ’s  th e  
h ig h e s t  jo b le ss  r a te  o f  an y  c o u n ty  in 
M o n ta n a , w h e re  th e  s ta te w id e  av e ra g e  is  
a b o u t 5 p e rc e n t. T h e  re a l r a te  on  th e  
B lack fee t is  p ro b ab ly  m uch  h ig h e r, a s  i t  is  
on th e  s ta te ’s  o th e r  re se rv a tio n s . T h is 
r a te  c o u n ts  on ly  th o se  w ho a r e  ac tive ly  
se e k in g  w ork.

W h en  jo b s  a r e  a v a ila b le , th e  over
w h e lm in g  so u rce  o f  em p lo y m e n t o p p o rtu 
n itie s  for college g ra d u a te s  a r e  g o v ern 
m e n t jo b s  in  h e a lth  se rv ices , soc ia l w ork, 
e d u c a tio n  o r  tr ib a l  g o v ern m en t.

B u t a  la c k  o f  jo b s  isn ’t  th e  on ly  o b stac le  
fac ing  r e tu rn in g  college g ra d u a te s  in 
B row ning , sa y s  B lack fee t T rib a l Ju d g e  
H o w ard  Doore.

W hile  h e  p r iz e s  a n d  en c o u rag es  e d u c a 
tio n , h e  s a y s  th e  p la in  fa c t r e m a in s  th a t  
m a n y  college s tu d e n ts  a re  s ti l l  d is tru s te d  
on th e  re se rv a tio n .

“I t  a ll d e p e n d s  on  how  th e y  a c t,” says 
D oore, w hose d a u g h te r  A d ra  a t te n d s  th e  
U n iv e rs ity  o f  Idaho . “S om e sp e a k  from  
th e  m o u th  a n d  n o t th e  h e a r t ,  a n d  som e 
h a v e  a  ch ip  on th e i r  sh o u ld e r  from
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I h a d  learn ed  how  i t  
w orked a n d  I  s ta r te d  

wondering, *Should  I  he 
do in g  th is? ’

Iris Heavy Runner

77

“H e re 's  th e  dilem m a," s a y s  Iris H eavy Runner. “My family, m y grandm other, told m e all my life, 
‘G et an  education , bu t do n 't c h a n g e .’ ”

“I think peop le  (on the reservation) a re  intimi
d a te d  by e d u ca ted  peop le  w ho co m e  b ack  and  
try to  g e t a  job," M arsha Last S ta r  say s .

college.”
C o n rad  L aF rom boise , d irec to r o f  th e  

B lack fee t H ig h er E d u ca tio n  P ro g ram , 
s a y s  college g ra d u a te s  w ho r e tu r n  to  th e  
re se rv a tio n  a re  up  a g a in s t  a  m e n ta lity  
th a t  o ften  sh u n s  ch an g e  —  a n d  th o se  w ho 
b r in g  i t .  T he re su lt ,  h e  say s, is  th a t  
In d ia n  s tu d e n ts  a re  o ften  a t  a  d isa d v a n 
ta g e  w h en  com ing hom e for a  job.

L aF rom bo ise  says re se rv a tio n  re s id e n ts  
accep t th e  id ea  th a t  ed u ca tio n  is  im p o r
ta n t  a n d  a  college deg ree  is  d es irab le .

“B u t  you ’ve s till g o t a  lo t o f  people w ho 
look a f te r  th e ir  ow n h e re  a n d  i f  th e y  n eed

a  jo b , th e y  g e t i t  —  e v e n  i f  th e y  m ay  not 
h a v e  th e  sk ills ,” h e  says.

H e sa y s  h ir in g  on re se rv a tio n s  is no t 
u n lik e  th e  po litica l “c rony” sy stem  com m on 
in  ea rly -d a y  po litics. W h ile  th e  w estern  
w orld  to d a y  frow ns on su ch  h ir in g  p rac 
tices , he s a y s  it’s  a ll p a r t  o f  th e  In d ian  
code.

“A  long tim e  ago, w h en  In d ia n  people 
tra v e le d  in  b an d s , le a d e rs  o f th o se  b an d s 
looked o u t for th o se  in  th e i r  g roup ,” 
L aF rom bo ise  say s. “You’ve s till g o t a  lo t o f 
t h a t  s e n tim e n t a ro u n d .”

Jo le n e  W eath erw ax  p ro b ab ly  w asn ’t

h u r t  by th is  s e n tim e n t. A fter g ra d u a tin g  
from  B row n ing  H igh  School, sh e  rose to 
becom e th e  d irec to r o f  am b u lan ce  se rv ices 
fo r a  B ro w n in g  m ed ica l serv ice  w ith  only  a  
h ig h  school ed u c a tio n  —  a  clim b no t 
uncom m on in  re se rv a tio n  life. S he s a y s  it  
w a sn ’t  h a rd .

“T h ey ’d  j u s t  p u t  a  jo b  in  fro n t o f  m e an d  
I’d  g e t  i t  done,” sh e  says.

S h e  sa y s  w h en  people re tu rn  to  th e  
re se rv a tio n  w av ing  m a s te r ’s  d eg rees an d  
ca llin g  for ch an g e , th e y  th re a te n  to  d is ru p t 
th e  w ay  th in g s  w ork  on  th e  re se rv a tio n .

Now 42 , W e a th e rw a x  is  in  h e r  second



With a  little help  from  h e r h u sb an d , Jim , Billie J o  Kipp w orks on h e r psychology th e s is  a t  h e r h o m e  in M issoula. A g rad u a te  s tu d en t, Kipp is farther 
down th e  educational path  th an  h e r  husb an d , bu t y ields to  him w hen tradition is involved. “O n th e  reservation , I pu t m y h u sb an d  first b e c a u s e  tha t’s 
th e  w ay it is. W hen  h e 's  in cerem ony, h e 's  first," Kipp s a y s . “But (at school) I'm pretty  m uch first b e c a u s e  I'm a h e a d  of him  in m y p rocess."

y e a r  a t  M o n ta n a  S ta te  U n iv ers ity  in 
B ozem an, w h ere  sh e  m a jo rs  in  psychology. 
S he sa y s  sh e  kn o w s sh e  h a s  a  fine  lin e  to 
w alk  i f  sh e  r e tu r n s  to  th e  re se rv a tio n  to 
work.

“I f  you  go hom e a n d  p o in t a t  your 
deg ree  a n d  say, T h i s  piece o f  p a p e r  says 
you  h av e  to  lis te n  to  m e,’ nobody’s go ing  to 
lis te n  to  you ,” W e a th e rw a x  says.

M elv in a  M a la ta re , 49 , h a s  w orked  in  
B row ning  since  s h e  f in ish ed  school a t  UM 
in  1989. S he h a s  b een  th e  d ire c to r  o f th e  
P ik u n i F am ily  H e a lin g  C lin ic  th e re  since  
N ovem ber, a n d  re m e m b e rs  th e  tr ia ls  o f  
r e tu rn in g  to  w ork  on th e  re se rv a tio n .

“W hen I f irs t  s ta r te d  w o rk in g  th e re  
w eren ’t  too m a n y  people th e re  w ho h a d  
degrees o r  a s  m u c h  ed u c a tio n  a s  I d id  an d  
som etim es I tr ie d  to  h id e  i t ,” M a la ta re  
says. “I d id n ’t  h a v e  to  ch a n g e  th e  w ay  I 
ta lk ed  o r  a n y th in g  b u t  I  j u s t  w a n te d  to  be 
one o f  th e  g ro u p  a n d  I d id n ’t  feel I needed 
to  f la u n t (m y e d u c a tio n ).”

H er success, sh e  sa y s , h a s  b een  a  p ro d 
u c t o f  a  positive a t t i tu d e  th a t  h a s  seen  h e r  
th ro u g h  a  d ivorce, a  b u rn e d  hom e a n d  th e

lo ss  o f  h e r  son  in  1996 in  a n  a lco h o l-re la t
ed  c a r  c ra sh . T h a t  qua lity , sh e  sa y s , is  co u 
p led  w ith  a  w illingness  to  com prom ise  —  
b o th  a t t r ib u te s  sh e  c la im s to  h av e  
ac q u ired  in  college. T ho u g h  a  s till u n w ri t
te n  p a p e r  keeps h e r  from  h e r  d eg re e  in  
social w ork , M a la ta re  sa y s  sh e  is  a  d iffe r
e n t  p e rso n  b ecau se  o f  h e r  y e a rs  a t  UM .

“I  know  w ho I  am  a n d  I d id n ’t  before 
(college),” sh e  say s. “I h av e  beliefs a n d  v a l
u es  a n d  I  s tick  to  th e m , b u t I a m  also  su b 
je c t  to  ch a n g e  m y  beliefs a n d  am  n o t rig id  
in  h a v in g  m y w ay  o r  no  way.”

D e sp ite  th e  d ifficu lties , g e t t in g  a n  e d u 
ca tio n  is  key  for to d a y 's  In d ia n s , sa y s  
W ayne J u n e a u , th e  d ire c to r  o f  a n  alcohol 
a n d  d ru g  t r e a tm e n t  c e n te r  in  H e a r t  B u tte  
on th e  re se rv a tio n .

J u n e a u  rem e m b ers  how  a s  a  24-year-o ld  
g r a d u a te  o f  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f  C a lifo rn ia  a t  
B erkeley , h e  w e n t to  W ash in g to n , D .C ., to  
w o rk  a s  a  lo b b y is t for In d ia n  a ffa irs  w here  
h e  m e t  a  fellow  B lack fee t w om an  w ho 
ta u g h t  h im  th e  in s  a n d  o u ts  o f  th e  c ity ’s 
po litica l m achinery .

T h e  in s ig h t cam e w ith  s t r ic t  in s tru c 

tio n s  t h a t  h e  p ick  som eone from  h is  tr ib e  
a n d  te a c h  th e m  w h a t h e  know s.

“T h a t’s  th e  w ay  i t  is  in  th e  tr ib e : th o se  
w ho know  h elp ,” J u n e a u  says.

H e  sa y s  tu it io n  fee w a iv e rs  fo r qu a lified  
In d ia n s  a n d  tr ib a l  co m m u n ity  co lleges on 
e a c h  o f  th e  sev en  M o n ta n a  re se rv a tio n s  
h a v e  g iven  N a tiv e  A m erican  s tu d e n ts  
in c re a se d  access to  ed u c a tio n . H e  sa y s  i t  is 
a n  in s t i tu t io n  In d ia n  peop le c a n  no  longer 
afford  to  v iew  coolly.

“I n  o rd e r  for u s  a s  In d ia n  p eop le  to 
becom e e q u a l in  ev e ry  a s p e c t o f  life we 
need  a n  e d u c a tio n ,” h e  say s.

P e rh a p s  fitting ly . I r is  H eav y  R u n n e r  
h a s  a  m o re  t ra d i t io n a l  an sw er. E d u ca tio n  
is  lik e  a  b lizza rd , sh e  say s.

“W e h a v e  to  pay  a t te n t io n  to  w h a t o u r 
a n c e s to rs  to ld  u s  a b o u t th e  bu ffa lo ,”
H eav y  R u n n e r  sa y s . “T h e  b u ffa lo  n ev e r 
ru n  aw a y  from  a  b liz za rd  b ec au se  th e y  
know  i f  th e y  d id  i t  w ould  follow  th e m  an d  
th e  ch an ces  a re  th e y  w o u ld n ’t  m a k e  it.

“So, a s  s tu d e n ts ,  w e h a v e  to  b e  like  
th o se  buffalo. W e h a v e  to  p u t  o u r  h ea d  
dow n a n d  go r ig h t  fo r t h a t  b liz za rd .”



S ince  C heryl S m o k er m oved with h e r m other a n d  children  to  M issoula sh e  s a y s  th e  sacrifice is exposing  h e r kids to u rban life “w ithout th e  com fort of family." T h e  m antel in 
their sm all ap a rtm en t te lls s to rie s  of their lives a n d  th e  u n iq u e n e s s  of their culture.

Pride and prejudice
M any Native Americans are accustomed to the security and comfort o f living 
with their own people. In  a new place, prejudices and stereotypes often emerge.

Story by
Katie Oyan

Photos by
Amy Zekos T

w elve-year-old M andi H enderson likes W ashington M iddle 
School because o f  th e  opportun ities i t  y ields, like being able 
to  p lay  th e  cello in th e  school’s  orchestra .

W hat she  says sh e  doesn’t  like is  being called a  “d irty  
In d ian ” a n d  a  “p ra ir ie  nigger,” an d  told th a t  she doesn’t  

“belong on th is  E a r th .”
S he moved to M issoula from  th e  B lackfeet R eservation tw o years 

ago, an d  w h a t M andi says sh e  m isses m ost is  “being around  people 
th a t  a re  like me."

“T h ere ’s  m ore s tu ff  to  do h ere ,” sh e  says. “B u t I don’t  ge t trea ted  
bad in  Brow ning.”

W h e th e r it’s  in-your-face nam e calling  or m ore sub tle  form s of d is
crim ination  encountered  when try in g  to  r e n t  a  house or ge t a  loan, 
M ontana’s N ative A m ericans, who com prise m ore th a n  6  percen t of 
the  s ta te ’s population , rou tine ly  su ffer th e  hum iliation  of racism .

M andi’s  m other, G lenda G ilham , will g rad u a te  from the  
U niversity  o f M ontana w ith  a  degree in social anthropology th is  
spring. L ike h e r  daughter, G ilham  h as  few non-Indian  friends in 
M issoula. She feels com fortable going anyw here she w an ts  on th e  
reserva tion , bu t she  an d  h e r  two d au g h te rs  don’t  go ou t on th e  tow n 
m uch in M issoula; th e y  ra re ly  go to  movies o r o u t to  d in n e r because 
of d iscrim ination  they  say  pervades m uch of th e  city.

“I t’s  su b tle  th ings —  how we ge t looked a t  an d  spoken to, o r not 
spoken to ,” she says. “Som etim es w e ju s t  g e t o u trig h t ignored.

“We feel alone and a p a r t  from society in  M issoula. I never realized  
how bad i t  w as u n til I had to  leave m y com fort zone.”

G ilham  an d  o th e r m em bers of M issoula’s  Ind ian  com m unity feel 
th a t  business ow ners, especially, label them  w ith  stereotypes. They 
say  th a t  clerks w atch  Ind ians because they  believe they  a re  more 
likely to  shoplift.
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S in ce  u rb an  life h a s  
b rough t rac ism  into 
th e  daily  lives of 
G lenda  G ilham  and  
h e r tw o y o u n g es t 
children, th ey  te n d  to 
sp e n d  a  lot of tim e a t 
hom e. Lately, ou t
s id e  of h e r  c la s s e s  at 
th e  U niversity of 
M ontana, G ilham  h a s  
sp e n t m o s t of h e r 
tim e doing deta iled  
beadw ork.

J a n e t  Robideaux, an  o rgan izer a t  
M issoula’s  Ind ian  People’s Action, says: 

“Nobody looks a t  me an d  says, ‘I be t th a t  
she has a  m aste r's  degree in  psychology.’ 
They look a t  me like I ’m  going to ta k e  som e
thing. They see  brown sk in .”

G ilham  h as  the  sam e reaction. “W hen we 
go shopping som ew here, w hy do they  follow 
us so m uch?” sh e  asks. “We contribu te a  lot 
to these  com m unities in  M ontana. Nobody 
stays hom e w hen they  g e t paid, they all 
head  o u t an d  blow th e ir  money, b u t ye t we’re 
trea ted  so low.”

W hile shopp ing  a t  J .C . Penney in  
M issoula’s  S ou thgate  M all abou t a  y ea r  ago, 
form er Big P ine P a iu te  tr ib a l chairw om an 
Cheryl S m oker says a  clerk  asked  her, “C an 
you really  afford this?"

Rob K ruckenberg  h as  been th e  m anager 
a t  J.C . P enney  since F ebruary , a n d  he says 
th e re  have been no d iscrim ination  com
p la in ts  du rin g  th a t  tim e.

“We don’t  d isc rim ina te  in  te rm s of em ploy
m en t or service on race, creed, religion, you 
nam e it,” K ruckenberg  says. “We have a  
s tro n g  an ti-d iscrim ination  policy, an d  a ll our 
em ployees go th rough  anti-d iscrim ination  
tra in ing .”

G ilham  says h e r  encounters w ith  racism  
are  no t confined to  M issoula. T hree  years 
ago she tr ie d  to r e n t  a  motel room in  G re a t 
Falls. The vacancy sign w as on, she  says, 
b u t w hen she w en t inside, th e  w om an a t  the  
coun ter told h e r  no room s w ere available.
H er husband , O ren , who is h a lf  B lackfeet 
and C ree an d  h a lf  Irish  descent an d  is m ore 
non-Ind ian  in  appearance , w en t in to  the  
m otel im m edia te ly  a f te r  G ilham  w as re jec t
ed. The clerk  ren ted  h im  a  room.

T h a t’s no t u n u su a l, N ative A m ericans 
report, though  few confront those  they  say  
offend them , C hery l Sm oker has.

S m oker moved to  M issoula from th e  Big 
P ine R eservation  in  C alifornia m ore th a n
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It's subtle things —  

how we get looked a t  
a n d  spoken to, or not 
spoken to. Sometimes 
we ju s t get outright 
ignored.

Glenda Gilham

y y
th re e  y ea rs  ago w ith  h e r  two daugh ters, 
K ree, 7, an d  Kylee, 14, an d  h e r  m other. They 
say  th a t  since th e  move they  have encoun
te re d  d iscrim ination  no t only a t  businesses, 
b u t also  a t  a  school an d  from police officers.

S m oker says W ashington M iddle School 
ignored  h e r  fam ily’s cu ltu ra l v a lu es d u rin g  a  
period w hen Kylee w as very  ill. She says th e  
school excused absences w hen Kylee w en t to 
see  a  doctor an d  w as hosp italized , b u t would 
n o t excuse absences to  le t h e r  see  a  tr a d i
tional healer. According to  Sm oker, a  school 
counselor told h e r  th a t  since K ylee a lready  
h a d  too m any absences, S m oker w ould be 
p rosecuted  for ta k in g  h e r  d au g h te r  o u t o f 
class to  see a  healer.

B u t a  W ashington School counselor

expressed  su rp rise  a t  th o se  allegations.
“I can’t  im agine th a t  would b e  th e  case,” 

says C arol M arino.
M arino says such absences a re  norm ally 

considered m edical ap p o in tm en ts , an d  a s  
long a s  a  p a re n t ca lls o r se n d s  a  note, the  
child  will be excused.

“B u t th e re  a re  k ids w ho m iss a  lo t of 
school th a t  we w atch very carefully ,” she 
says.

N ever hav ing  lived off th e  reserva tion  
before, Kylee had  difficulty ad ju stin g . In 
addition  to problem s w ith  h e r  school, du rin g  
h e r  f irs t y ea r  in  M issoula, Kylee, who nor
m ally  d resses  in  N ike c lo thes an d  baggy 
p a n ts , says sh e  w as stopped  by a  police offi
ce r an d  asked w h a t g ang  sh e  belonged to.

T he inc iden t occurred a t  ab o u t 8  p.m . one 
n ig h t a  couple o f  y ea rs  ago, Kylee says, 
w hile she  w as p lay ing  b ask e tb a ll w ith  som e 
N ative A m erican  friends a t  a  neighborhood 
court. Kylee says th e  policem an stopped and 
asked  them  w h a t g ang  they  belonged to  and 
w h e th e r th e y  w ere “going to rob  aga in .” 
Kylee an d  h e r  friends den ied  being p a r t  o f  a 
gang, an d  th e  officer left, sh e  says.

“T hey  didn’t  have an y  proof,” Kylee says. 
“I felt really  in su lted .”

Kylee an d  h e r  m other, a n d  several people 
who spoke a t  a  rec en t m eeting  betw een  the  
city  police an d  th e  In d ian  P eople’s  Action 
(IPA) allege N ative A m erican  y o u th s  have 
been ta rg e ted  by cops a s  being  g ang  m em 
bers.

M issoula Police C h ief P ete  Law renson 
says h e  believes th e  com plain ts m ade  a t  the  
m eeting  w ere  no t en tire ly  unfounded , b u t he 
doesn’t  th in k  h is  officers in te n tio n a lly  d is
c rim in ate  a g a in s t anyone.

“Kids an d  cops alw ays h av e  an  ad v e rsa ri
a l role, w h e th e r they ’re  N ative  A m erican  or 
an y  e thn ic  group ,” L aw renson  says. “We 
h av e  to  be ex trem ely  aw are  o f  how  easy  i t  is 
to  be d iscrim inato ry  a g a in s t young people in
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K ree Sm oker, 7, 
sh o w s off the 

s a s h  a n d  crown 
s h e  w on for 

being th e  b e s t 
traditional pow 
wow d a n c e r  in 
h e r a g e  group.

general, regard less o f ethnicity .”
P a r t  of th e  problem , IPA m em bers say, is 

th a t  th e re  a re  no Ind ians on th e  M issoula 
police force.

G ale A lbert, h ead  o f  rec ru itm en t for th e  
M issoula police departm en t, says th e re  is  no 
d iscrim ination in th e  process o f  h irin g  offi
cers, b u t few m inorities show  up  for testing .

M any N ative A m ericans a re  h e s ita n t to 
apply for m unicipal an d  police positions 
because they  don 't feel they h av e  a  chance, 
according to  Ken Thole, p rogram  d irector of 
the  M ontana H um an  R ights N etw ork. Toole 
feels th is  is due to low self-esteem  th a t 
comes from a  lifetim e of rejection  an d  d is
crim ination . Also, Toole says th a t  N ative 
A m ericans receive th e  m essage th a t  people 
in city  positions a re  am ong those  who dis
crim inate  ag a in s t them , an d  “W ho w an ts  to 
work w ith  people w ho have stereo types?”

A lbert says N ative A m ericans have no 
basis for such assum ptions. However, 
Robideaux says, “th e  word on th e  s tre e t is if  
you 're  Ind ian , don 't bo ther applying."

According to Law renson, th e  M issoula 
Police D epartm en t is  se rious ab o u t rec ru it
m en t efforts an d  bridging th e  gap  betw een 
th e  force an d  th e  N ative  A m erican com m uni
ty-

“We’re  n o t ju s t  blowing sm oke a t  th em ,” 
Law renson says. “W e’re  a s  se rio u s a s  we can 
be abou t this.

“W e’ve w ritten  to  a ll seven tr ib a l colleges 
an d  asked to partic ipa te  in th e ir  ca ree r  fairs. 
We w an t build th e  confidence a n d  t r u s t  th a t  
we’ll give them  a  chance. R ecru itm en t will 
come n a tu ra lly  a s  we build th e  confidence 
level."

Law renson is also organizing diversity  
tra in in g  courses w ith  IPA for police superv i
sors a n d  officers, to  begin possibly a s  soon as 
September.

B ead ed  jew elry is a  part of th e  traditional pow 
wow d an ce  co stu m e, K ylee Sm oker, 14, 
show s h e r m ore m o d em  app ro ach  to  th e  c e re 
monial g arb  with a  Nike sw oosh  a n d  C hicago 
Bulls m ascot.

A fter problem s w ith  h e r  school and the 
incident w ith  th e  police, Kylee packed up 
an d  re tu rn ed  to  C aliforn ia to  live w ith her 
father.

“T h a t w as probably the  h a rd e s t tim e for 
m e because we’d  never been a p a r t,” Sm oker 
says. “I t  m ade me m ad. I felt like the  city 
was not kind. M issoula took h e r  aw ay from 
me.”

Kylee cam e back to  M issoula to live w ith 
h e r  m other, b u t she now com m utes daily  100 
m iles ro u n d -trip  by b u s to Two R iver Eagle 
School in  Pablo, a  tr iba l-opera ted  school 
com prised en tire ly  o f  Ind ian  studen ts.

U nlike m any N ative  A m ericans who 
re tu rn  to  rese rva tions a f te r  facing discrim i
nation  in cities. S m oker an d  G ilham  have 
s tuck  around.

“We have a  rig h t to  be here ,” S m oker says.
Racism th a t  goes beyond nam e-calling 

and stereo types can  be h a rd e r  to sh ru g  off.
In  a  te s t for d iscrim ination  in  G re a t F alls

housing  in  th e  la te  1980s, m ore th a n  50 
percen t o f  th e  Ind ians w ho participa ted  
w ere tre a te d  d ifferently  by landlords th a n  
w ere w hites. T hey w ere asked  to pay h igher 
ren ts  an d  deposits, an d  given lim ita tions 
no t placed on o th e r  te n an ts , such a s  being 
allow ed to  have only one car, an d  being 
w arned  no t to  crowd th e  house by le tting  
ex tended  fam ilies move in.

L es S tevenson, executive d irec to r of 
O pportun ities Inc. in  G re a t F alls h as  seen 
positive changes in h is com m unity since 
th a t  study. H e feels th a t  som e form s of d is
crim ination , like in  housing, have decreased 
due to a citizens’ com m ittee, th e  Indian  
Action Council. Com prised of city officials 
an d  N ative A m erican com m unity leaders, 
th e  com m ittee opened com m unication and 
addressed  sensitiv ity  issues th a t  had  been 
ignored d u rin g  th e  1960s th rough  the  1980s. 

A lthough it  d idn’t  com pletely elim ina te  th e  
problem , an  effort w as m ade to educate the  
business com m unity th a t  “ju s t  because 
they 're  N ative  A m erican doesn’t  m ean 
they’re  a  th ief,” h e  says.

G rea t F a lls  now h as  a  fa ir  housing  officer 
an d  a  land lord  association  s triv in g  to  m ain
ta in  consisten t deposits an d  applications. A 
R ealto rs association  is help ing  Ind ians in 
G re a t F a lls  become hom eowners.

However, critics say  th e y  fear housing d is
crim ination  in  g e ttin g  w orse statew ide.

T he nu m b er of com plain ts filed by N ative 
A m ericans w ith  M ontana F air  H ousing 
a lm ost doubled (from  37 in 1996 to  69 in 
1997) in  th e  la s t year, according to Executive 
D irector S ue Fifield. She says a  m ajority  of 
these  com plain ts cam e from  u rb an  a reas  
n ea r  rese rva tions, such a s  M issoula, G rea t 
F a lls  an d  B illings. Fifield expects these 
num bers to  con tinue to increase.

Toole believes th e  num bers a re  h igher
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th a n  reported.
“You have to  be careful w hen you look a t  

s ta tis tica l ana ly sis  o f com plaints,” Thole 
says. “A lo t doesn’t  ge t reported , because 
m any tim es th e  victim  doesn’t  know they ’ve 
been d iscrim inated  ag a in st.”

This occurs w hen a n  In d ian  w an ts  to re n t 
a  hom e, an d  th e  landlord  claim s i t  has 
already  been ta k en , or w hen  th e  application 
process o r deposit is d ifferen t, an d  the  
Ind ian  ap p lican t h as  no w ay  of knowing.

A ssum ing th e  victim  is aw are  of discrim i
nation , Toole says th a t  because th e  process 
o f filing a  com plain t is in tim id a tin g  an d  
tim e-consum ing, m any  victim s a re  n o t w ill
ing to  ta k e  th e ir  com plain ts to  a  form al 
level.

A con tribu ting  factor to  the  problem  lies 
in N ative A m erican upbringing.

“They’re  n o t from  a  cu ltu ra l background 
th a t  encourages them  to ge t involved w ith 
th e  legal process,” Toole says. “I t  can  be con
fron ta tiona l a n d  accusatory, a n d  th a t’s no t 
th e  Ind ian  w ay o f  doing th in g s .”

Robideaux says th a t  like m any  N ative 
A m ericans, sh e  w as ra ised  trad itiona lly  to  be 
soft-spoken. As a  youth, h e r  g ran d fa th e r 
ta u g h t h e r  to  ta k e  p ity  on racists.

“B u t I ’m  tire d  of se ttin g  th e  exam ple; I 
w an t people to  ge t th is ,” she says.

An exam ple o f  th e  type of com plain ts th a t  
com prise th e  M ontana F a ir  H ousing s ta tis 
tics is  a  1994 case in  w hich R ichard and 
D onald Lee, ow ners o f Lee A partm en ts in 
B illings, w ere accused o f  d iscrim inating  
ag a in s t N ative A m ericans by denying  them  
a p a rtm e n ts  based  on th e ir  race an d  national 
origin.

T he case ended  w ith th e  Lees pay ing  a 
to ta l se ttle m en t o f  $65,000, w hich w as divid
ed am ong th e  12 ind iv iduals who filed com
p la in ts , a now -defunct group called the

C oncerned C itizens Coalition an d  th e  U n ited  
S ta te s  governm ent.

“You can’t  defend yourself ag a in s t som e
one w hen th e y  do th a t  to  you,” says D onald 
Lee, w ho w as born an d  raised  on a  re se rv a 
tion  an d  s a y s h e  had  m any Ind ian  friends 
an d  never d isc rim ina ted  a g a in s t them .

“T h ere  w ere 36 governm ent people w ork
ing  on th e  case,” h e  says. “A nd they coached 
th e  te s te rs  on w hat to  say.”

Lee says h is  a tto rn ey  told h im  h e  could 
prove Lee d idn’t  d iscrim inate, b u t ta k in g  the  
case to court would cost a ro u n d  $100,000.

“We se ttled  ou t o f  court because th e  deb t 
w as  so  h igh we couldn’t  afford to  defend o u r
selves,” h e  says.

Lee says, however, th a t  he w as constan tly  
filing com plain ts w ith  th e  police because of 
th e  un ru ly  behavior o f N ative  A m ericans 
who lived in  h is  ap a rtm en ts .

“M y b ro th er told one o f  th e  Ind ians, “You 
fellows g e t y o u r m oney from  th e  governm ent 
an d  you go to  the  Lobby Lounge an d  ge t 
d ru n k  an d  come over an d  pee in  th e  h a lls  
an d  poop in  th e  h a lls .’ ”

“B u t we r e n t  to  anybody now," he says. 
“We’re  a fra id  no t to .”

Robideaux th inks that one of th e  causes 
o f d iscrim ination  is a  lack of education  abou t 
Ind ian  people.

“W e’re  a lm ost to th e  new  m illenn ium  an d  
we s till h av e  people who believe we ge t th a t  
governm ent check every m onth ,” Robideaux 
says. “U n less people stop  believing th a t ,  d is
c rim ination  will continue."

W ym an M cDonald, M on tana 's  coordinator 
for In d ian  Affairs, believes th is  problem  
begins in  th e  s ta te 's  public education  system . 
He says ch ild ren  should  be ta u g h t N ative 
A m erican history, so th a t  both  In d ian s  an d  
non-Ind ians can  develop an  u n d e rs ta n d in g

u

We should he learning  
about how we lost our 
lan d , in stead o f  how  
the other people go t it.

Jeremy MacDonald

77

a n d  apprecia tion  o f  In d ian  cu ltu re . Ind ian  
ch ild ren  should  no t be left on th e ir  own to 
find o u t abou t it, h e  says.

“G overnm ent c lasses s ta r t  in  abou t fifth 
g rade  o r  so, an d  th e y  exp ress negatively  
w h a t tr ib a l governm ents a re  doing,” he says. 
According to M cDonald, th e  negative  im pres
sion  a n d  criticism  In d ian  ch ild ren  ge t from 
school ex tends in to  th e ir  lives, causing  them  
to develop self-esteem  problem s.

N ineteen-year-o ld  Je re m y  M acD onald, an  
enro lled  C hippew a C ree  from Rocky Boy, 
says h e  lea rn ed  A m erican h isto ry  in  h igh 
school, b u t d idn ’t  have an  opportun ity  to 
ta k e  a  N ative A m erican h is to ry  c lass  un til 
h e  becam e a  s tu d e n t a t  th e  U n iversity  of 
M ontana.

“We shou ld  b e  learn in g  ab o u t how we lost 
o u r land , in s tea d  of how  th e  o th e r  people got 
it,” M acD onald says. “I f  m a in s trea m  society 
w ere m ore educated  (about In d ian  history), 
th e y  w ould u n d e rs ta n d  u s  m ore.”

Now th a t  he 's in  college, M acD onald is 
lea rn in g  a s  m uch ab o u t N ative  A m erican 
h is to ry  an d  politics a s  h e  can , so th a t  
th ro u g h  education  h e  can  help  p reserve “the  
old w ays” a s  a  teacher, a  coach an d  a  role 
model to  N ative  A m erican  ch ildren .

“In d ian s  a re  figh ting  to  hold  on,” he says. 
“We’re  try in g  to ge t back o u r pride.”

G ilham  an d  h e r  d a u g h te rs  con tinue s tru g 
g ling  to  m a in ta in  th e ir  p ride  in  th e  face of 
racism  on a  daily  basis. T hey  avoid certa in  
s to res  an d  re s ta u ra n ts  w here th e y  know 
they ’ll be m is trea ted , an d  they  know by 
word-of-m outh the  p laces w here  they  will be 
welcome, o r  will a t  le a s t be allow ed to cash  a 
check.

G ilham  says they ’re  “g e ttin g  used  to i t .” 
“W e ju s t  w a n t to  w alk  th ro u g h  life like 

everybody else,” she  says. “You h av e  to  try  
no t to w ear (d iscrim ination) like a  cloak.”
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In some families one 
child is enrolled while 
siblings are not eligible 
to be members o f the 
tribe. A nd  on the Fort 
Belknap Reservation, 
enrollment really 
matters.

R
unn ing  F ish w as the last o f  the 
great Gros Ventre chiefs. He died  in  
1906 with five  ru stin g  bullets in  his 
body from  h is  years a s  a  warrior 
figh ting  w hites a n d  w arring  tribes. 
A fter an epidem ic ravaged the tribe. C hief 
R u n n in g  Fish adopted 100 Assiniboine  

women into the band, m arrying one, to 
strengthen the  bloodlines a n d  to  ensure their  
survival.

A lm ost 9 0 years later, R u n n in g  F ish ’s 
descendants w ould regret h is  decision.

W illy  Hughes has blue eyes. The navy 
blue baseball cap h e  w ears low on his fore
head  covers caram el-colored hair. He is  a  
fifth-generation descendent o f C h ie f R unning 
F ish  an d  the  son of a Scot. W hen he w as 2 
y ears  old h is  fa th e r left h im  an d  h is  b ro ther 
to  be ra ised  by h is Gros V entre m o th er on 
th e  F o rt Belknap R eservation  in  northcen- 
tra l  M ontana.

Since then  h e’s sp e n t 20 y ea rs  lis ten in g  to 
h is  g ran d fa th e r’s sto ries  of C h ief R unning  
F ish  an d  rid ing  horses on h is  g ran d fa th e r’s 
land . B u t despite h is lineage a n d  how  h e  was 
ra ised , the  people o f  th e  G ros V entre tr ib e  
don’t  consider him  an  Ind ian . N or does the  
federal governm ent.

N either does he.
“I’m  a  w hite m an,” h e  says, b u t the  words 

come b itte rly  because h e ’s too w hite  to  be 
Ind ian  and too Ind ian  to be w hite , an d  on 
th e  reserva tion  i t  m akes a  difference.

f 4

Jo e  Fox, a  tribal councilm an an d  chairm an of th e  Fort B elknap enrollm ent com m ittee, aw aits  the 
beginning of a  council m eeting . Fox h a s  grandchildren w ho d o n 't qualify to  b e  enrolled  a n d  d o es  
no t fo re see  any  c h a n g e s  in enrollm ent regulations.

I t ta k e s  o n e-q u a rte r A ssiniboine or Gros 
Ventre o r a  com bination of th e  two bloodlines 
to be enrolled  on th e  F o rt Belknap 
R eservation, w hich w as es tab lished  in 1888. 
W ith th a t  blood q u an tu m  comes th e  r ig h t to 
governm ent money for h ea lth  care and an 
annua l “C h ris tm as cash” allo tm ent of about 
$40. E nro llm en t also allow s tr ib a l m em bers 
to apply for federal college g ra n ts  and gives 
them  preference w hen applying for jobs on 
th e  reserva tion  an d  eligibility  for one of the 
hom es b u ilt on the  rese rva tion  by the 
D epartm en t o f  H ousing an d  U rban 
Development.

H ughes is 1/64 blood degree aw ay from 
m em bership  in  th e  G ros V entre tribe. 
Because of th a t  fraction , he can’t  work a t  the  
reserva tion’s  vo lun teer fire departm ent.

H is Gros V entre blood quan tum  began to 
w ane w hen C h ief R unning  F ish  m arried  an 
A ssiniboine w om an an d  h a sn ’t  stopped

dim in ish ing  since. H ughes’ ancesto r’s 
a tte m p t to m ake th e  tr ib e  strong  is now a  
factor in w h a t is w eakening triba l bloodlines, 
reducing the  num bers o f  people who a re  con
sidered  Ind ian . Now th e  tr ib e s  perm it a  com
bination  of th e  two trib a l bloodlines for 
en ro llm en t eligibility, b u t for 25 y ea rs  the  
bloodlines w ere separa ted . S ince 1921, the 
tribes have a lte red  the  en ro llm en t requ ire
m en ts  four tim es, each change allow ing more 
an d  m ore people to  be enrolled.

H ughes w orks on h is g ran d fa th e r’s  ranch  
an d  lives in  h is m o th er’s  hom e on the  ranch. 
Through h is  m other, he can  ge t h ea lth  care 
coverage a t  th e  hosp ital. B u t h is  g ran d fa th e r 
J a y  M ount, 80, says H ughes doesn't ge t the  
sam e q u a lity  of ca re  because h e’s  n o t eligible 
for th e  com prehensive coverage negotiated  
by the  tribe.

W hen M ount w as 3, w hite  m en w earing 
crisp navy  su its  an d  suede h a ts  cam e to th e
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reservation . T ribal m em bers lined up  side by 
side so th a t  th e  governm ent could determ ine 
who should  be enrolled , en titlin g  them  to 
land an d  money. He rem em bers 
th e  m en used an  in te rp re te r  to ask 
questions in G ros Ventre; h is 
answ ers w ere in English.

“S ta te  your nam e.”
“W here w ere you born?”
“W hat is y o u r fa th e r’s  nam e?”
“W here is your m other?”
D ocum ents s till a t  th e  rese rv a

tion en u m era te  o th e r  queries.
“D id you ever leave th e  rese rv a

tion to live?”
“D id you ever try  to  g e t enrolled 

in  an o th e r  reserva tion?”
“Did you ever receive land ou t

side the  reservation?"
“How m any tim es have you been 

m arried?”
“W hat a re  th e  nam es o f  your 

children?"
“W here did you a tte n d  school?”
Two w itnesses signed th e ir  

nam es a t  th e  bottom  of th e  paper 
filled w ith  h is  answ ers , a tte s tin g  
th a t  M ount w as te lling  the  tru th .
H e, h is  p a re n ts  an d  bro ther, w ere 
am ong th e  f irs t G ros V entres to  be enrolled  
a t  th e  rese rva tion  in  1921 —  th e  y ea r  the  
tr ib e s  finally ag reed  to a  land  allotm ent. 
M ount’s  a llo tm en t num ber is 133.

The orig inal a llo tm en t lis t h a s  1,189 
nam es, an d  th e  questions an d  answ ers of 
those  A ssiniboine an d  Gros V entre people. 
M arlis Lone Bear, an  en ro llm en t clerk  for 
th e  B ureau  of In d ian  A ffairs, u ses th a t  lis t to 
verify new  people who a re  try in g  to  enroll.

Today 5,266 a re  enrolled  b u t approx im ate
ly h a lf  o f them  five off th e  reservation .

Tb enroll, a n  app lican t fills ou t two pages 
of paperw ork answ ering  questions s im ila r  to 
those  asked  in  1921.

Every m onth  a  list of peo p le  approved  for m em bersh ip  in the 
tribes is p o s te d  a t p la c e s  a c ro s s  th e  reservation . Tribal m em bers 
h av e  3 0  d a y s  to  ob ject to  th e  enrollm ent of a  poten tial m em ber.

“W here born?”
“W hat is your degree of A ssiniboine/G ros 

V entre Ind ian  blood o f  F ort Belknap?”
“W h a t is your degree of o th e r Ind ian  blood 

an d  Tribes?”
“Is  your m other enrolled  a t  F ort 

B elknap?”
“W hat is h e r  blood degree?”
“Is  your fa th e r  enrolled in  an o th e r  tr ib e?” 
A certified copy of th e  app lican t’s  b irth  

certifica te  m u s t be su b m itted  show ing th e  
p a re n ts ’ nam es. If  th e  fa th e r’s  nam e isn ’t  on

th e  b ir th  certifica te , th e  ap p lica n t m ust 
coun t only th e  m o th e r’s  blood degree. A m an 
who la te r  c laim s p a te rn ity  m u s t prove it

th rough  a  DNA te s t. I f  e ith e r  p a r 
e n t is  enro lled  in  a n o th e r  tribe , the  
child m u s t su b m it proof th a t  he 
isn ’t  enro lled  in  th a t  o th e r  Indian  
tribe.

Lone B ear th e n  de term ines th e  
app lican t’s blood degree, looking 
th rough  pages filled line  a f te r  line 
w ith  701 possible fractions of 
A ssiniboine a n d  G ros V entre blood. 
I f  th e  ap p lican t h a s  enough Ind ian  
blood to  be enrolled , Lone B ear 
subm its  th e  nam e to th e  Tribal 
Council. O nce a  m onth  th e  council 
approves o r  re jects th e  nam es, an d  
a  lis t is th e n  d is trib u ted  to grocery 
s to res , gas s ta tio n s  a n d  th e  hospi
ta l, allow ing enro lled  m em bers 30 
days to  object to  th e  p o ten tia l tr ib- 
a l m em ber.

B e rth a  Snow, 79, know s w hy i t ’s 
so d ifficult to  enroll.

S he recalls w h a t sh e  says w as 
th e  jea lousy  a n d  g reed  th a t  cam e 
w ith  a  $211.19 governm en t check 
in  1936.

“Before th e  tre a ty  p ay m en t cam e up, any 
k ind  of In d ian  blood m e an t you were 
Ind ian ,” sh e  says. “T h a t  w as before people 
got greedy a n d  you h a d  to en ro ll u n d e r  one 
tribe .”

The G ros V entre tr ib e  received i ts  f irs t 
la rge  tre a ty  p ay m en t in  1936 a f te r  i t  negoti
a ted  land  r ig h ts  w ith  th e  federa l govern
m en t. T he A ssiniboine tr ib e  go t no paym ent. 
B u t because th e  bloodlines w ere by th e n  so 
in te rtw in ed , In d ia n s  could choose a t  th a t  
po in t to  be enrolled  in  e i th e r  tribe.

J a y  M ount a sk s  his 
g ran d so n  Willie 
H ughes so m e  q u e s 
tions befo re  H ughes 
leav e s  to  m ove cattle  
for th e  day. H ughes 
is 1/64 blood d e g re e  
aw ay from  eligibility 
for enro llm ent in the 
G ros V entre Tribe. 
H is m o ther is G ros 
V entre a n d  his fa ther 
is  a  w hite m an .
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Marlis L one Bear, 
en ro llm en t clerk for 
th e  BIA, looks a t  a  

list of th e  q u es tio n s  
a sk e d  w hen  th e  first 
allo tm ent rolls w ere  

m ad e . S ev era l o th er 
boo k s h a v e  family 

tr e e s  d raw n o u t an d  
all tribal m em b ers ' 

b lood q u an tu m s 
reco rded  in them .

Serving m ore th an  2 5  
y e a rs  on  a  trea ty  

com m ittee , G ilbert 
Horn, an  A ssiniboine, 

u s e s  his know ledge 
o n  Fort B elknap 

is su e s  to  lobby not 
only for h is tribe, but 

for his ow n family.

friends w hen  a  few old w om en cam e up  to 
h e r  and asked  h e r  w ho she was. She told 
them . And she rem em bers vividly w hat they 
said:

“O h, you’re  th a t  lit tle  half-breed; you came 
from down sou th .”

“A t th e  tim e i t  d idn’t  m ean m uch,” Lewis 
says. “I never really  paid  a tten tion . B u t la ter 
on w hen I w as in m y early  teens I knew 
w hat they  w ere ta lk in g  about. I realized 
the re  a re  d is tin c t c lasses o f people here  and 
they a ll keep  trac k  of w h a t fam ily you come 
from  an d  how In d ian  you are .”

In 1978, B ertha  Snow w as th ink ing  ahead 
an d  enrolled  h e r  g ran d d a u g h te r in the  
N avajo tribe  in  New Mexico, enab ling  Lewis 
to apply for money for h ig h e r education. 
Lewis is h a lf  Navajo an d  1/164 aw ay from 
qualifying for G ros V entre enrollm ent.

U nfortunately , in  1980, w hen i t  cam e tim e 
for college, th e  N avajo told Lewis they didn’t  
have enough school g ra n ts  for tr ib a l m em 
bers who lived on the  reserva tion , le t alone 
for her. She also d id n 't qualify  for money 
from  th e  F o rt B elknap  R eservation  because 
enro llm ent is requ ired  to qualify  for the  col
lege g ran ts.

Lewis worked h e r  w ay th rough  school for 
th ree  years, w inning  a  few college scholar
sh ips, b u t had to  drop  o u t w hen college costs 
grew  too high.

She w ent to w ork in  th e  F o rt Belknap 
C om m unity College re g is tra r’s office, w here 
she filled in  for h e r  boss w hile th e  college 
looked for h is  rep lacem ent. Lewis applied  for, 
bu t didn’t  get, the  p erm a n en t position, she 
says, because she w as n o t enrolled, even 
though the  job w as one of few on th e  rese rv a
tion  th a t  d idn ’t  give h ir in g  priority  to triba l 
m em bers. Fortunate ly , she says, th e  enrolled 
cand ida te  declined th e  job  an d  she w as sec
ond on th e ir  list.

“W henever I apply  for som eth ing  I’m  very 
careful to do a  good job  an d  I check to m ake 
su re  I can qualify,” sh e  says. “I t gets frus
tra tin g  to  try  to do som eth ing  an d  keep h ea r
ing no. T he d isappo in tm en t is th e  w orst.”

“T he A ssiniboine a re  th e  ones th a t  labeled 
u s  $200 Gros V entres,” Snow says. “I t  w as 
derogatory. B u t m oney was scarce a t  the  
tim e; G ros V entres w ere going to ge t some 
money, so they said, ‘I ’ll be a G ros V entre.”  

Snow’s  fa th e r signed h e r  check over to th e  
n u n s  to pay for h e r  schooling in  Hays.

Even am ong fam ilies, Snow says, blood 
q u an tu m  w as an  issue. F red Gone, Snow's 
father, w as a  full-blood. H er m o th er w as 
seven-eighths Gros V entre, a  fact th a t  Snow

says he refused  to 
le t h e r  m o th er for
get. H er m o th er’s 
nam e w as M ary 
Jo h n , a  shortened  
version of Snow’s 
g ra n d fa th e r’s 
nam e, Gros 
V entre Johnny . It 
w as a  nam e given 
to  him  by w hite 
m en an d  Gone 
ridiculed  h is wife 
for it.

“I t  w as a  pride 
th ing ,” sh e  says. 
“H e h a d  to  prove 

to m y m other th a t  h e  w as a  full-blood and 
sh e  w asn’t.”

Y ears la te r  Snow’s  fam ily would aga in  be 
ta u n te d  for a  fractioned blood degree; th is  
tim e th e  ta rg e t w as h e r  g ran d d au g h te r 
Michele.

M ichele Lewis h as  lived on th e  F ort 
B elknap  R eservation all bu t five o f  h e r  37 
years. She w as ra ised  by h e r  g ran d m o th er in  
a house w here fam ily photographs h an g  on 
pale b lue w alls nex t to  pa in tings of Jesus. 

Lewis considers h e rse lf  G ros V entre in
every way.

Every way, th a t  is, except on paper. B u t 
som ehow  th a t  fact alw ays m anages to  creep 
back  in to  h e r  life.

As a  young  girl, Lewis rem em bers w hat 
happened  a f te r  she f ir s t  moved to  th e  re se r
vation  from C alifornia. She was p lay ing  w ith

Lew is looks 
down a t  th e  papers 
on h e r  desk. H er 
long black h a ir  cas
cades down her 
back, trickling  over 
h e r  slum ped shoul
ders.

“You get used to 
it,” she says w ith 
resignation .

B u t still, it 
m akes h e r  weary.

“I t’s  ju s t  like not 
being an  Indian 
even though you 
really  a re ,” she 
says.

N ed ra  H o rn 's  
h o u s e  is n ’t m u ch .
I t also isn ’t  hers.

T he D epartm en t 
o f H ousing and 
U rban
D evelopm ent gave 
F o rt Belknap 
money to  build 
houses on the 
reserva tion  an d  th e  
au tho rity  to choose 
who g e ts  those 
homes.

H orn is a  L ittle  Shell, a  band  th a t  doesn't 
have a  reserva tion . And th a t  m eans sh e  h as  
now here to  enroll.

B ecause she m arried  an  A ssiniboine, the 
F o rt B elknap  tr ib a l governm ent gave the  
couple a  hom e in  Hays. B ut w hen  they 
divorced recently, th e  hom e w ent to h e r  h u s
band  even though H orn w as living the re  
w ith  h e r  th ree  children  and paying for the  
hom e. H er ex-husband  w anted to  give Horn 
th e  house b u t couldn’t  because she w as not 
enrolled. Instead , h e  gave it  to h e r  oldest 
daugh ter. B randy, who is 20.

B randy is a n  enrolled  A ssiniboine, using  
h e r  fa th e r ’s  bloodline. S he is half 
A ssiniboine, b u t because th e  A ssiniboine 
tr ib e  divided in to  two reserva tions —  F ort 
B elknap  an d  F ort Peck bands — her blood 
degree is also  sp lit. She h as  sligh tly  more 
th a n  a  q u a r te r  F o rt Peck A ssiniboine, and 
sligh tly  less th a n  a  q u a r te r  F o rt Belknap 
A ssiniboine. B u t while the  F ort Peck 
R eservation  com bines the  two bloodlines to 
come u p  w ith  a n  individual’s blood quan tum , 
F o rt B elknap  does not.

In  1972, a  se ttlem en t paym ent w as m ade 
to anyone who w as one-eighth G ros V entre 
o r A ssiniboine, a  definition th a t would con
tin u e  for th e  nex t 11 y ea rs  to determ ine who 
could be enrolled.

B randy  w as lucky; she w as born before 
1983 w hen th e  D istribu tion  A ct was passed, 
giving a n o th e r  trea ty  paym ent to  th e  tribes 
an d  chang ing  th e  definition of an  enrolled 
m em ber to  a  q u a r te r  tr ib a l blood. H er 
younger s is ter, Lacy, an d  brother, Scotty, 
w ere born  a f te r  th e  change, which m eans 
they  are  a  fraction aw ay from enro llm en t a t 
F o rt B elknap , desp ite  th e ir  h a lf  A ssiniboine 
blood.

To enroll in stead  a t  F o rt Peck, Lacy, 14, 
an d  Scotty, 5 , would need to have th e ir  
fa th e r  also enroll th e re  an d  re linqu ish  his 
tr ib a l m em bership  a t  F o rt Belknap. T h a t 
would m ean  he couldn’t  ge t a  job  w here he 
lives.

“A lot o f people don’t  know th a t  my
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y oungest ch ild ren  a re n ’t  enrolled," N edra 
Horn says. “People see my young dark  
Ind ian  d au g h te r  an d  th in k  sh e ’s enrolled.”

B ut H orn is  hopeful th ings will change.
“The blood q u an tu m  is th in n in g  ou t,” she 

says. “P re tty  soon my k ids’ blood quan tum  
m ay be acceptable."

Lacy’s cheekbones boldly m ark  h e r  ances
try. She looks like  h e r  fa th e r  an d  she’s  proud 
of it. H er sk in  is d ark , h e r  eyes exotic, her 
h a ir  flows black.

Scotty seem s a ttach ed  to  h is  m other’s hip. 
A co n stan t sm ile  fills h is round face. W hen 
h is  m other ca rrie s  him , h is  pale brown cheek 
m elds w ith  hers.

This year, th e  school h ad  money from  the  
governm ent to  buy shoes for th e  enrolled 
ch ild ren  a t  Hays/Lodgepole School. H orn, 
who teaches second an d  th ird  g rad e rs  there, 
saw  the  form s an d  w hispered  to a  teacher 
“b u t they’re  n o t enrolled." T he teacher told 
h e r  to  fill them  o u t anyw ay a n d  see w hat 
happened.

H er A ssiniboine-looking d au g h te r  was 
given the  $30 for shoes, w hile h e r  “half- 
breed” son w as not.

“I'm a  half-breed ,” H orn says. “T h is com
m unity  is  so sm all th a t  everyone know s th a t. 
I t’s  hard . We’re  really, really  looked down on. 
B u t a s  long a s  you don’t  ge t too involved in 
th ings people respect you.”

Brandy m ay be enrolled, b u t because of 
h e r  light sk in  an d  the  "half-breed” stigm a of 
some family m em bers, she says she is  often 
h it w ith th e  prejudice th a t  comes from  not 
being enrolled. H orn says B randy  has 
applied for tem porary  sec re ta ria l jobs and 
w as fired w ith in  hours because people have 
asked w hy she got the  job when ano ther 
enrolled m em ber needed one. B randy’s 
grandfather, G ilbert Horn, is a  longtim e 
A ssiniboine lead e r who h a s  tr ie d  to open 
doors for his g randch ild ren . H e h as  also 
fought b a ttle s  for h is tribe.

H orn, 85, h as  been on th e  Assiniboine 
tre a ty  com m ittee for th e  p a s t 28 years, ta k 
ing  over a  role h is  fa th e r  had. T he trea ty  
com m ittee nego tia tes w ith  th e  federal gov
ernm en t, rep resen tin g  F ort B elknap tribal 
m em bers’ in te res ts  in rese rva tion  lands.

In th e  1950s, H orn w as th e  voice o f  the 
A ssiniboine tribe. M ost o f  th e  e lders couldn’t  
speak E nglish  an d  H orn w as th e re  to  rep re
se n t them  in th e  w h ite  m an’s world using 
th e  w hite  m an’s ways.

“I w as younger then ," he says. “I t  d idn’t  
bo ther me to  c u t m y b ra id s  a n d  ta lk  
English .”

Horn trave led  to W ashington, D.C., sever
a l tim es a  m onth  rep resen tin g  th e  tr ib e  on 
d iffe ren t com m ittees, lobbying Congress on 
Indian  issues.

H e rem em bers one tr ip  in  particu lar. He 
w alked into a  room a t  th e  W atergate Hotel 
an d  w as g ree ted  by 17 w h ite  lawyers. He s a t 
a t  th e  end of a  long, g leam ing oak tab le  and 
th e  law yers in  th e ir  su its  s a t  along th e  sides. 
I t  w as th e re  before all those w hite m en, th a t  
H orn decided new  enro llm en t guidelines for 
th e  F o rt B elknap  tribe.

J a y  M ount a n d  B e rth a  Snow also s a t on a 
tre a ty  com m ittee, both  for th e  Gros V entre 
tribe. They rem em ber th e  d iscussions about 
w ho could ge t tre a ty  paym ents an d  who 
would be in  th e  tribe . Now they  express 
reg re t a t  how th in g s  tu rn ed  out.

“I th in k  it’s  w rong,” Snow says. “I t’s  wrong 
for th e  younger generation  to  scra tch  and 
scrape for in form ation  to  prove who they  a re  
to th e  w h ite  m an  w hen they  look like C hief 
Joseph .”

B u t an y  change m u st s t a r t  w ith  th e  tribal 
council, elected by people w ho already  are  
enrolled.

W illiam  “Snuffy” M ain h as  been on th e  
tr ib a l council 11 of th e  p a s t 15 y ears  a n d  the  
o th e r  four y ea rs  he sp e n t w orking for th e  
BIA in  W ashington. H e says a  change isn ’t  
likely.

“T here’s been a  lo t o f discussion abou t it,” 
he says. “M y position on i t  is  blood degree 
m ay n o t be th e  ideal w ay to  go abou t it, bu t 
show  m e an o th e r  way. How do you look in 
som ebody’s  h e a r t  an d  determ ine w hether 
th e y  are  In d ian  or not?”

E xpanding  en ro llm en t w ould m ean  th a t  
money, la n d  an d  o ther benefits would be fu r
th e r  divided. A nd th a t, says M ain, is no t 
som eth ing  th e  people who now get th e  bene
fits  would favor.

Jo e  Fox, w ho is  a  tr ib a l councilm an an d  
ch a irm an  of th e  en ro llm en t com m ittee, has 
g randch ild ren  who don’t  qualify  for enroll
m en t. He know s th a t  they probably never 
will.

“You can ’t  change th ings now; th e re ’s  ju s t  
too m any factors th a t  g e t tangled  up  in  it,”

h e  says. “There’s been ta lk  a b o u t it, b u t I 
don’t  see anything happen ing .”

The tribal council h as  ta k e n  s te p s  to 
incorporate the people w ho live on th e  re se r
vation  an d  can’t  be enrolled. They’ve created  
“com m unity m em bers,” unenro lled  people 
w ho have a  paren t w ho is  en ro lled . B u t com
m unity  members don’t  ge t an y  o f  th e  bene
fits  th a t  come w ith being  a  m em ber of the  
tribe , including the  honor.

“I t’s  ju s t  a  title ,” M ichele Lew is says. “I t 
doesn’t  mean any th ing  w hen  you look for a 
job  or when people see you on th e  s tree t.” 

T he com m unity m em ber ti t le  m ay  be the  
b e s t Lewis will ever get.

Non-Indians see h e r  a s  In d ian  an d  judge 
h e r  because of it. M em bers o f  h e r  tr ib e  see 
h e r  a s  a  half-breed an d  som e show  h e r  con
tem pt. Luckily, she  says, th e re  a re  o the rs  
w ho don’t  see it  th a t  w ay  a n d  will figh t for 
h e r  an d  others like her. J a y  M ount is  one of 
them .

“As long as you have one drop  o f  Ind ian  
blood in  you,” M ount says, “you’re  still a 
dam n  Indian .”

N edra Horn 
su p e rv ise s  h e r 
seco n d - and  
th ird -g raders a s  they 
aw ait th e  las t bell a t  
H ays/L odgepole 
S chool. Enrollm ent 
c h a n g e s  m ean  one  
of H orn 's  children  is 
a  tribal m em b er 
a n d  th e  o ther 
two a re  not.
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We have to pay attention to what our ances
tors told us about the buffalo. The buffalo 
never run away from a blizzard because 
they know i f  they did  it would 
follow them and chances are they wouldn’t 
make it. We have to pu t our head down 
and go right for that blizzard.

Iris Heavy Runner
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