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M oney is spread th in  across th e  c o u n try . F in a n c ia l 
w o rrie s  co n s tra in  th e  A m e ric a n  d ream , w h ile  go ve rn ­
m e n t spend ing  cu ts  sweep across state and reserva­
t io n  boundaries . F o r M o n ta n a ’s N a tiv e  A m ericans , 
spend ing  has to  be s tre tched  across vast expenses.

O v e r the  past year, th e  U n ite d  S tates fede ra l gov­
e rn m e n t pa id  o ve r $3 b i l l io n  fro m  the  C o b e ll and 
Salazar se ttle m e n ts  fo r  decades o f  m ism anag ing  In ­
d iv id u a l In d ia n  M o n e y  accoun ts , b r in g in g  in  m oney 
to  fa m ilie s  and  tr ib e s  across the  n a tio n  and  state.

B u t m a k in g  ends meet rem a ins  a cha llenge  fo r  
M o n ta n a ’s rese rva tions ; 33 p e rce n t o f  th e  sta te ’s 
N a tiv e  A m e ric a n  p o p u la t io n  lives in  pove rty .

S te reo types  o f  m oney m anagem ent in  In d ia n  
C o u n try  fo cu s  o n  c ro o ke d  tr ib a l law m akers and casi­
nos as th e  o n ly  source  o f  revenue. T h e  U n iv e rs ity  o f  
M o n ta n a  S choo l o f  Jo u rn a lism ’s N a tiv e  N ew s H ono rs  
P ro je c t seeks to  c u t th ro u g h  th e  s u p e rfic ia l image o f  
N a tiv e  A m e ric a n s  and m oney to  focus on  the  spend­
in g  issues and  dec is ions  fac ing  M o n ta n a ’s tr ibes .

Families o n  the  N o r th e rn  C h e y e n n e  reser­

v a tio n  are s t i l l  re co ve rin g  fro m  the  2012 f ire  
season th a t des troyed  m ore  th a n  20 hom es. 
O th e r  hom eow ners  o n  the  C ro w  re se rva tio n , es­
p e c ia lly  those  seeking  to  b u y  houses, face years o f  
b u re a u c ra tic  h u rd le s  and  in v is ib le  hom elessness.

T r ib a l m em bers and  descendants q u e s tio n  e n ro ll­
m en t in  the  B lack fee t and  the  h ig h  cost fo r  m a in ta in ­
ing  tr ib a l id e n tity . F o r th e  landless L it t le  S h e ll tr ib e , 
the  p rice  o f  keep ing  th e ir  c u ltu re  a live  has led  them  
to  depend on  vo lu n te e rs , w h ile  peop le  on  the  F o rt 
Peck rese rva tion  v o lu n ta r i ly  f ig h t  h ig h  p rices w ith  
an in fo rm a l, tra d e -a n d -b a rte r econom y. M e a n w h ile , 
on  the  F o rt B e lkn a p  re se rva tio n , the  cos t and a va il­
a b il i ty  o f  he a lth  care can be a life -o r-d e a th  m a tte r.

O n  rese rva tions , spend ing  does n o t f i t  a neat equa­
t io n . I t  is co m p le x  and  messy. T h e  s to rie s  here span 
a v a rie ty  o f  them es, ra n g in g  fro m  research ing  c e n tu ­
r ie s -o ld  b lo o d lin e s  to  c u t t in g  th ro u g h  b u re a u c ra tic  
red tape. Each th o u g h , shows spend ing  as a persona l, 
fa m ilia l and  tr ib a l a f fa ir ,  th e  im pacts  o f  w h ic h  a ffe c t 
the  day -to -d a y  live s  o f  M o n ta n a ’s N a tive  A m ericans .
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R o c k y  B o y ’s
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o f Journa lism . Th is is th e  22nd annual ed ition .
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like to  hear from  you. E -m ail us at jason.begay@  
um ontana .edu , o r jerem y.lurg io@ um ontana.edu, 
o r w rite  to  N ative  N ew s H onors P ro ject, S chool 
o f Journa lism , U n iversity o f M ontana, 32 C am pus 
Drive, M issou la , M T 59812. M ontana Reservations
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Fbppithe C  o  i  n  Fin?Rsikeaith care °?ther  o rt Belknap reservation

Jack Plumage sits in his living room while his granddaughter’s friends retrieve some snacks from the kitchen. Plumage is one of relatively few American Indians in Montana who has the 
benefit of Medicare and Veterans Affairs to cover what the Indian Health Service cannot.

Story by TAYLOR W. ANDERSON 
Photographs by HUNTER DANTUONO

ack Plumage d ied once, b u t he’s 
one o f  the  lucky  ones.

H e ’d had a stroke and lay in  
his hospita l bed w hen  he died. He re­
members having a v is io n  before com ing 
back, he says, five hours later.

He's 66 now. T h a t’s n o t considered 
p a rticu la rly  o ld . N o t in  most places in

O the coun try . B u t fo r  a N ative 
A m erican  liv in g  on  one o f 
M on tana ’s seven reservations,

he’s close to  the  horizon  o f  the  average 
life  expectancy o f  abou t 68.

Plumage has one k idney. H is le ft one 
died fro m  diabetes and was replaced by 
his sister’s k idney. T he  r ig h t one g o t a 
tu m o r on  it,  so i t  had to  go.

“ 1 w en t th ro u g h  surgery on  a Friday, 
and they were ju s t gonna take o u t three 
m illim eters, i t  wasn’t th a t big,”  P lum ­
age says. “ T h e n  they decided they ’d 
jus t take the  w ho le  k idney  o u t. I t  m ig h t 
have spread, so they to o k  i t  a ll ou t."

Plumage is lucky  because he can 
access the  c o u n try ’s hea lth  care sys­

tem  w ith o u t hav ing  to  go th rough  the 
In d ia n  H ealth  Service. T h e  system is in  
place to  p rovide hea lth  care, as m andat­
ed in  federal treaties w ith  the na tion ’s 
565 recognized tribes. B u t in  M ontana, 
i t  is unde rfunded  and understaffed, u n ­
able to  p rov ide  fo r people like  Plumage 
and others.

Plumage, a descendant o f  b o th  tribes 
on  the  Fort B elknap reservation, the 
G ros V en tre  and A ss in ibo ine , is a vet­
eran, and fo r three decades his aging, 
m uscular body has been in  and o u t o f 
hea lth  c lin ics  across the N orthw est for

dialysis, transplants and diagnoses n o t 
p rov ided  on  the  F o rt Belknap In d ia n  
R eservation in  no rthcen tra l M ontana.

A b o u t 40 percent o f  M on tana ’s 
N a tive  Am ericans are un insured , ac­
co rd ing  to  M ontana Budget and Policy 
C en te r estimates, m eaning a s ign ifican t 
num ber o f  tr ib a l members re ly so le ly on 
the IHS.

Services such as c h ild  de live ry  and 
operations need to  be outsourced to  
o ff-reserva tion  c lin ics  in  nearby Havre, 
47 m iles away, and as far away as B il l­
ings, about 200 miles away fro m  Fort



FORT BELKNAP RESERVATION ^

ABOVE | Plumage reaches into his refrigerator to  retrieve his insulin. He takes around a 
dozen pills a day to manage his health and to keep his transplanted kidney functioning.

TOP | Plumage, 66, has run a long health gauntlet. He has had diabetes since 1984 and 
suffered from a stroke in 1996. A tumor wrecked one of his kidneys while his diabetes 
ravaged the other, leaving him to rely on dialysis until his sister, Jill Plumage, donated one 
of her kidneys.

Belknap Agency.
Put sim ply, the IH S  needs more 

people like  Plumage, the  m an w ith  one 
k idney w ho  doesn’t believe he cou ld  
have surv ived th is  long on  loca l IH S  
care alone. H aving  M ed ica id  and later 
M edicare and Veterans A ffa irs  insu r­
ance allowed Plumage to  get the care 
n o t p rovided near th is  40-m iles-by-30-

m iles p ra irie  landscape reservation. It 
also d id n ’t  cost the  IH S  a dime.

I t ’s com m on fo r  the  F o rt Belknap 
H ealth  C e n te r to  send patients to  doc­
to rs  in  o ff-reserva tion  tow ns fo r  the 
care th a t can’t  be p rov ided  in  the clean 
b rick -and -m orta r fa c ility  in  the m idd le  
o f  the  c ru m b lin g  A gency roads. W h e n  
a N ative A m erican  patien t w ith o u t

insurance uses the IH S , the  federally 
funded  p rogram  is responsib le fo r  the 
b ill.

M eanw h ile , nurses in  the  F o rt 
B e lknap service u n it  were on  a supply 
freeze in  A p r i l ,  m ak ing  due w ith o u t 
basic supplies, like  gauze, o r m ore  tech­
n ica l equ ipm ent, such as in travenous 
needles th a t de live r flu id s  to  pa tien ts ’ 
hearts. T hey sometim es resort to  using 
m akesh ift equ ipm en t to  trea t patients.

N a tionw ide , the  IH S  can’t  afford  
the  need, so w ith o u t insurance, Na­
tive  A m ericans face g rim  hea lth  care 
scenarios.

In  term s o f  people as do lla rs, pa­
tien ts  in  need o f  im m edia te  trea tm ent 
are costly, and there  isn ’t  enough m on­
ey fo r preventative care. Plumage w o n ’t 
use the IH S  anymore. He doesn’t have 
to. He gets h is  p ills  there, b u t th a t’s 
abou t it .  He is insured and can d rive  
west a long  the M ontana H i-L in e  and 
lazy M ilk  R ive r to  N o rth e rn  M on tana  
H osp ita l in  Havre, 45 m inutes away.

In  the  liv in g  room  o f  his hom e in  
F o rt Be lknap Agency, w ith  fa m ily  p ic ­
tures on  the w a lls  and fa m ily  members 
sleeping upsta irs and o thers  p lay ing  
dow nsta irs, Plumage lif ts  his s h ir t to  ex­
pose a deep and reddened scar. I t  runs 
dow n h is  stom ach. G iven  h is  d a ily  d ie t 
o f  in s u lin  and pharm aceuticals, today, 
Plumage is lu cky  to  be alive.

“ T he re ’s been a lo t o f  changes th a t 
I see in  the IH S , fro m  re c ru it in g  to  care 
to  a ll th a t,"  he says. “ A n d  a lo t  o f  the 
In d ia n  people here, they d o n ’t  realize 
th a t they  shou ld  be ge tting  be tte r care. 
T hey rea lly shou ld . T h a t’s a ll they  got 
w hen they go there.”

People on  M on tana ’s seven reserva­
tio n s  d ie  younger than  many others 
a round  the  coun try . T h e y ’re ge tting  
diabetes at an a la rm ing  rate. T h e y  have 
less m oney to  live  on , and the  do lla r 
has to  go fu r th e r at the  grocery store or 
gas s ta tion . T h a t means the  processed 
foods a t the A lb e rtso n s  in  H arlem  
make up  a good p o rtio n  o f d ie ts  on  th is  
reservation.

M any  on  and near F o rt Belknap 
are overw e ight and at risk  o f  diabetes 
and o th e r diseases. Parents are increas­
ing ly  concerned w ith  the  obesity  rates 
in  schools. “ N early  60-percent o f  the

40%
o f  M o n ta n a  
N a tiv e  A m ericans  
live  w ith o u t  
h e a lth  insurance
studen ts  are in  the  abnorm al w e igh t 
category,”  said Julie  K in g  K u lbeck , w ho 
ru n s  the tr ib a lly  managed Diabetes 
P reven tion  Program.

Plumage is one o f the 60 
percent o f  N a tive  A m ericans 
in  M ontana w h o  have health 

insurance. M os t people between the  
ages o f  18 and 64 are un insu red , another 
n a tio n a l h igh  am ong N ative  people. 
A b o u t one -in -five  have p riva te  insu r­
ance, accord ing  to  the M on tana  Budget 
and Policy C enter.

In  M ontana , N a tive  A m ericans rely 
heav ily  o n  the  IH S  fo r  care, checkups, 
physicals and pharm aceuticals. Les­
lie  Racine, a p la n n in g  o fficer at the 
reg iona l B illin g s  IH S  office, said the 
reg ion  has fu n d in g  fo r  abou t a quarte r 
o f  the  need.

A cco rd in g  to  a repo rt filed  th is  
year, fu n d in g  fo r the  B illings  IH S  office 
decreased by a lit t le  more than  a m il­
lio n  do lla rs  fro m  2012-2013. In  i t ’s 2014 
budge t ju s tifica tio n , th e  office is seeking 
to  recoup th a t sho rtfa ll in  its requested 
$66.5 m illio n .

A m erican  Ind ians  and A laska Na­
tives are six and a h a lf  tim es m ore like ly  
to  d ie  fro m  a lcohol-re la ted illness than 
any o th e r U.S. races; alm ost th ree  times 
as lik e ly  to  d ie  fro m  diabetes and tw ice  
as lik e ly  to  be m urdered o r  d ie  u n in ­
te n tio n a lly , according to  IH S  m o rta lity  
d isp a rity  rates.

W a itin g  tim es in  the state’s IH S  
c lin ics  are h igh . T he re  a ren 't enough 
docto rs  o r nurses to  p rov ide  p rom pt 
care. T h e  docto rs  w h o  come d o n ’t  stay 
long. T h e y  d o n ’t  w an t to  live  anywhere 
near th is  ru ra l reservation, says tr iba l 
counc ilw om an  Patty Q u isno . T h e y ’ l l



Patty Quisno, 72, is the River Gros Ventre representative on the Fort Belknap Community 
Council and a former Indian Health Service employee. Quisno now provides oversight for tribal 
health entities on the reservation, other than the IHS. She is covered by Medicare and the 
private insurance she kept after retiring from IHS.

come fresh fro m  school and stay fo r 
a few years be fore m ov ing  on. They 
come because w o rk in g  fo r IH S  forgives 
$20,000 per year in  s tuden t loans fo r up 
to  tw o  years o f  service at the  c lin ics.

In  m id -A p ril, there  were 103 open­
ings at IH S  c lin ics  th ro u g h o u t M o n ­
tana. A n o th e r 10 w ere open in  W yo ­
ming. Jobs pay w e ll, m uch more than 
the average wages made by the  20-30 
percent w ho  are em ployed o n  Fort 
Belknap.

A  d o c to r came a few  years ago from  
New York and an o th e r fro m  W est 
V irg in ia . Plumage liked  the  d o c to r from  
W est V irg in ia , and the  d o c to r liked  it 
here. H is w ife  d id n ’t. So they moved 
back east, and the IH S  fa c ility  here had 
an open position  again. Today, i t  has 
open positions fo r  m edica l officers, 
nurses, lab techn ic ians and pharm a­
cists.

Plumage says th e  fac ilitie s  around 
here aren’t  hospita ls. H osp ita ls  b ir th  
babies and treat cancer pa tien ts and 
perform  surgeries and typ ica lly  have 
more patients th a n  adm in istra tors. 
These fac ilities are c lin ics ; A rm ories , as 
Plumage calls them .

“ Ind ian  H ea lth  used to  be, n o t say- 
' ing  i t  isn’t  today, b u t i t  used to  be a lo t 
better in  my o p in io n ,”  Plumage said. “A  
lo t better staffed, they  had an am bu­
lance crew.”

He w ou ld  know . He used to  be the 
Fort Belknap service u n it  d irec to r. He 
was also tr iba l cha irm an once.

Plumage w o rked  fo r the Bureau o f 
Indian A ffa irs  on  F o rt Belknap in  the 
1980s when h is  physical tests spotted 
diabetes, the disease th a t w o u ld  lead to 
a fa iling  pair o f  k idneys, sending h im  
away to  th e  b ig  hosp ita ls  in  Oregon.

M ore recently , i t  was the  cancer tha t 
sent h im  back to  P ortland. T he  doc­
tors found  a tu m o r o n  h is  r ig h t k idney 
in  2012 and decided to  take the  whole 
th ing  ou t. A fte r  b a tt lin g  an abscess 
after the surgery, Plumage has been 
feeling better.

Because he was insured, Plumage 
saved a b ig  ch u n k  o f  m oney fo r  the In ­
dian H ealth Service ’s C o n tra c t H ealth 
Service, w h ich  coord ina tes hea lth  care 
coverage fo r tr ib a l members treated in 
off-reservation fac ilities .

H e ’d  p robably have

© ranked h igh  on the  C on trac t 
H ealth  Service referra l lis t— a 
t2 -tie red  ra n k in g  system

A cross marks an anonymous grave site 
at a cemetery off Highway 2 on the Fort 
Belknap reservation. The average life 
expectancy for American Indians living on 
Montana reservations is 67 — markedly 
lower than the United States average of 77.

fo r judg ing  w h o  can’t  w a it to  get to  a 
hospita l. “ I usually ju s t go to  the  V A  
whatever troub les me,”. Plumage said.

The V A  bough t Plumage plane t ic k ­
ets ju s t fine, b u t i t  w o u ld n 't re im burse 
h im  fo r the tra in  tickets he bought fo r 
tr ip s  to  doctors th ro u g h o u t the N o rth ­
west. He like d  go ing th ro u g h  G lacier 
N a tiona l Park on the  tra in  anyway, 
and the  track fo llow s the H i-L in e  and 
R oute 2 th ro u g h  the p la ins o f eastern 
M ontana.

He ended up  paying fo r some tra in  
tickets and a knee surgery. A  com bina­
tio n  o f M edicare, V A  and the IH S  has 
paid fo r every th ing  else he's needed.

For those w ith o u t insurance here, 
they have to  e ithe r w o rk  o r pray fo r 
health, o r hope to  make i t  o n to  the  lis t 
fo r referra l o u t o f  the IH S  and in to  the 
N o rthe rn  H osp ita l in  Havre to  sec a 
d o c to r in  a fa c ility  w ith  more services.

Leslie Racine, the  B illings IH S 
p lann ing  officer, p u t i t  ano ther way. 
“ W e have to  have one fo o t in  the  grave 
before they send us o u t,”  she said.

T he  IH S  can’t a ffo rd  to  send every­
one to  see a d o c to r o f f  the  reservation, 
so an IH S  com m ittee  uses the 12-step 
evaluation to  see w ho  the  C on trac t 
H ealth  Service should  send to  the  doc­
to r on  its tab  and w ho  can w ait. Appea l 
times are slow, and it's  the  w a iting  
they’re sick o f, and maybe sick from .

A dm in is tra to rs  w a it and see how 
m uch the federal governm ent w ill give 
them , and then they ad just lunds. I f  
there are cuts, as there may be next year, 
fewer patients w ill get to  the doctors o ff 
reservations, and m ore w il l  w a it.

Many here are poor. Seventy 
to  80 percent d o n ’t  have 
w o rk  and w a it bn  e ither 

tem porary jobs passing th rough  w ith  
the seasons o r  governm ent assistance.

T he re ’s a casino, gas sta tion and" 
no  ho te l on  Fort Belknap. T he  largest 
em ployer is the tr ib a l governm ent. But 
even counc il delegates aren’t  m uch d if­
fe ren t than  unem ployed residents.

C o u n c ilo rs  sat in  chambers on  a 
Tuesday, w a itin g  fo r a quorum  to  arrive 
to  start the  meeting. Triba l President 
Tracy K in g  was there, patched up after 
a ru n - in  on  the road w ith  a cow. He 
d id n ’t have insurance e ithe r at the tim e 
o f his accident, and he said health care 
is an issue th a t shou ld  be addressed 
here.

T h e  counc il know s the residents 
are suffering, and some express va lid  
in te rest in  addressing the  issue fro m  a 
leadership pos ition .

“ W h a t we ta lked about was tak ing  
th e ir  C o n tra c t H ealth  dollars, w h ich  
is p robably several m illio n  dollars, jus t 
tak ing  th a t m oney and converting  it 
to  a universal reservation insurance 
po licy, w h ich  w o u ld  cover everybody," 
Q u isn o  said.

President K in g , Buster M oore, A n d y  
W e rk  and o th e r tr ib a l councilm em bers 
agreed: T he re  needs to  be a be tte r way

fo r tr ib a l members to  seek care. But 
tha t's  a long way, off.

Q u isn o  w orked  fo r  the Ind ian  
H ea lth  Service fo r 34 years before 
re tir in g  in  1994. She's kept her private  
insurance a fte r leaving the IH S , and 
she has Medicare. Some o lde r residents 
here have tha t. T he  e lderly typ ica lly  use 
the health System m ore and cost more 
m oney to  care to r, and the IH S  encour­
ages people to  sign up fo r  Medicare.

Patients w ith  insurance he lp  earn 
IH S  revenue, as the program  b ills  trea t­
m ent costs to  insurance companies 
and health programs like  M edicaid.
T he  IH S  expects to  co llec t about $120 
m ill io n  m ore nex t year fro m  b ill in g  
M edica id , Medicare and priva te  in su r­
ers, m ostly because the  2010 A ffo rd ­
able Care A c t expanded M edica id  in  a 
num ber o f  states.

K ev in  H o w le tt, head o f  the  Flathead 
reservation ’s tr iba l hea lth  departm ent, 
said m ore insured Native A m ericans 
is o n ly  one side o f  the co in . "T he re 's  a 
w ho le  host o f  factors, and one th in g  I 
emphasize across the  state is i t  doesn’t 
do  any good to  get people on  M edica id  
i f  they go r ig h t by yo u r c lin ic .”

H o w le tt’s program  is one o f  tw o 
on  reservations in  M ontana where the 
tr ibe  runs  its o w n  departm ent aside 
fro m  the  IH S , w h ich  H o w le tt says im ­



Ethel Bear works at Fort Belknap Agency's tribal health center, an Indian Health Sen/ice- 
funded offshoot facility. Bear is responsible for patients' third-party billing, which brings 
money back into the IHS by billing a patient's insurance, such as Medicaid, if they have it.

proves care fo r  people.
“ IH S  as an in s titu tio n  is more 

concerned w ith  the preservation o f the 
in s titu tio n , ra ther than  the  status o r  im ­
prov ing  the  hea lth  o f  Ind ians,”  he said.

A b o u t 43 percent o f  N a tive  A m e ri­
cans in  M ontana c ith e r have Medicare, 
M edica id  o r  p riva te  insurance. I f  more 
patients b o th  had insurance and used 
the  c lin ics  on  reservations, i t  w ou ld  
generate revenue and keep money from  
flow ing  o u t o f  the IH S ’s lim ite d  budget, 
leading to  more m oney fo r im proved 
care fo r N a tive  A m ericans th ro u g h o u t 
the  state.

S om eth ing has to  change. For pa­
tients w ho  use th e  IH S , there ’s nowhere 
else to  go.

T he young people fro m  Fort 
Belknap typ ica lly  aren’t born 
in  Fort B e lknap anymore.

Plumage says h is  daughter was one 
o f  the last bo rn  in  the  F o rt Belknap 
hospita l before i t  was to rn  dow n and 
replaced by the c u rre n t c lin ic , ju s t a few 
blocks fro m  h is  house.

T he  F o rt B e lknap service u n it  lost 
accred ita tion  to  de live r babies years 
ago. I t  co u ld n ’t a ffo rd  it. Keeping a doc­
to r  on sta ff fo r  the few deliveries each 
m onth  wasn’t w o rth  it.  N ow , pregnant 
N ative A m ericans are asked to  apply 
fo r M ed ica id  before they are referred 
elsewhere. II they are den ied  M edicaid, 
the IH S  w il l  pay fo r  the  pregnancy care.

Relative ly few  N ative  A m ericans

Patty Getten works in the Tribal Insurance Department and says she will not sign up for 
Medicaid or any form o f health care outside of the Indian Health Service. She wants the 
health care arid education pledged by the federal government in the original treaties. 
Getten plans to  rely on what was promised, even though she blames the Indian Health 
Service for mistreating her mother’s diabetes, which Getten believes led to her death.

in  th is  state have M ed ica id , the state- 
and federa lly  fu n d e d  program  fo r 
low -incom e people. I t ’s clear m any are 
qua lified . T he  average N ative  A m erican 
in  M on tana  made abou t $26,000 a year, 
abou t $16,000 less than whites.

M any N a tive  A m ericans are e lig ib le 
b u t e ithe r d o n ’t k n o w  o r don ’t  w an t to 
en ro ll in  the  federal program . In  her 
office in  the  diabetes center, Ku lbeck 
said she d id n ’t  have insurance because 
she c o u ld n ’t  a ffo rd  it,  and she d id n ’t 
th in k  she was e lig ib le  because she was 
w o rk in g . B u t she d id n ’t know  w hether 
she w ou ld  meet the  e lig ib ility  requ ire ­
ments. U n d e r M ontana ’s stingy M ed ic ­
aid e lig ib ility  lim ita tio n s , she probably 
w o u ld n ’t, b u t she doesn’t  know.

T w e n ty  thousand m ore N ative 
A m ericans w ou ld  have been e lig ib le  i f  
the state decided to  expand M edica id  
under the A ffo rdab le  C are A c t. W ith  so 
m any residents on  F o rt Belknap o u t o f  
w o rk , i t ’s safe to  say many w ou ld  have 
m et the  expanded 138 percent poverty 
th resho ld . B u t, in  A p r il,  a conservative 
state Legislature decided i t  w ou ld  w a it 
and spend tw o  years re fo rm ing  w ha t it  
considers a b roken  system.

The re  are th ree  parties around Fort 
Belknap w hen i t  comes to  stances on 
M ed ica id : the  one th a t has i t  o r is e li­
g ib le fo r it ,  the one th a t isn’t e lig ib le to 
be on  it, and the  one th a t doesn’t w an t 
to  be on  it.

Patty G e tten  w orks in  the T riba l

Insurance D epartm ent, and she’l l  never 
be on  M ed ica id . H er m o th e r had d iabe­
tes and was on  M ed ica id . H er husband 
has had tw o  heart attacks. B u t she says 
she w o n ’t  pay fo r  w ha t’s owed to  her, 
re fe rrin g  to  the  federal treaty righ ts  to  
hea lth  care prom ised to  the  n a tio n ’s 
tribes. “A s  long as the w ater flows and 
the  grass is green, I ' l l  get m y hea lth  care 
fro m  the  IH S ,”  she says.

W h a t’s im p o rta n t to  people 
here doesn’t seem to  be 
th a t th e y ’re dying.

T h e  IH S  keeps people alive, b u t i t ’s 
go ing to  get tougher w hen federal bud­

get cu ts s ink in  deep. T h e  c lin ics  were 
already cu t back. U nless som eth ing  
changes and m ore people get lu cky  like  
Plumage, the  system w il l  fu n d  fewer 
patients annually.

T h e  people w ill con tin u e  w a itin g  fo r 
preventative care. T h e y ’l l  keep dy ing , 
and unless the  people can have ready 
access to  the hospita ls in  H avre  and 
elsewhere, they  may d ie  faster.

Plumage isn ’t  dead yet. He struggles 
o ff  h is  couch to  h is  feet and 
w a lks a round  his house.
Plumage lives.
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Id e n tity A grassroots push  to  change 
enrollm ent policy is dividing 
the  Blackfeet tribe.

Story by HANAH REDMAN 
Photographs by STACY THACKER

T here is no  fu tu re  fo r Seth 
Fenner o n  the B lackfeet Na­
tion .

Seth Fenner can’t  in h e r it the  
house he grew  up  in . T h e  house that 
sits on the same land  w here his great- 
grandparents are buried . It 's  where his 
grandparents, T rum an  H a ll and w ife  
Joy, raised three ch ild re n  and many 
grandchildren, and i t ’s where they  s till 
live  and ranch.

Once Fenner’s grandparents are 
gone, Fenner w on ’t  be a llowed to  use 
the triba l land he is ranch ing . He w on ’t 
get em ploym ent preference on the 
reservation. He cou ld  be le ft w ith  no 
options b u t to  leave h is  home, h is  roots.

Fenner uses H a ll’s land and leases to  
run  his ranch and make a liv in g  on  the 
Blackfeet reservation— land and leases 
he can't get on  h is  ow n, because he is 
no t an enro lled mem ber o f  the  tribe.

“ He can’t  ru n  h is  cattle, he can’t 
in h e rit ou r m u tua l hom e o r tr ib a l land, 
because he doesn’t have a tr ib a l e n ro ll­
ment card,”  H a ll said.

The bed o f  an o ld , horse-drawn 
wagon sits at the  entrance to  the prop­
erty w ith  the w ords “ H a ll R anch" and 
“ Home Sweet H om e”  pa in ted on  i t  in  
w hite. It's  a cozy hom e in  the  coun try  
on the B lackfeet In d ia n  Reservation.
I t ’s fu l l  o f  p ic tu res o f  his fam ily , go­
ing a ll the way back to  the  early 20th 
Century.

H a ll and h is  w ife  are b o th  enro lled  
members o f  the tr ibe , and all three o f  
the ir daughters are en ro lled , too.

In  1962, the B lackfee t tr ib a l council 
amended the  c o n s titu tio n  to  include 
a b lood  quantum -based enro llm ent 
policy. N ow, anyone born  a fte r Aug. 30, 
1962, look ing  to  e n ro ll as a member o f  

the  B lackfeet tr ib e  m ust prove

© they are one-quarte r Black- 
fce t by lineage. T h is  means 
an en ro lled  c itizen m ust have

at least— o r the equ iva len t o f— one 
fu ll-b looded  B lackfeet grandparent to 
barely meet the  quan tum  crite ria .

In  the  past year, a m ovem ent chal-* 
lenging the  b lood  q uan tum  requ ire ­
ments has created a r i f t  th ro u g h o u t the 
tribe , po lariz ing citizens and challeng­
ing  the  very d e fin itio n  o f  B lackfeet 
iden tity . Supporters and opponents ar­
gue tha t a change to  the  cu rre n t policy 
cou ld  affect the  reservation on  several 
levels, fro m  p o lit ica l to  financial.

Fenner doesn’t  have enough 
Blackfeet b lood  in  h im , by the  tr ib e ’s 
standards, to  be enro lled . I t ’s a question 
o f  id e n tity  his g randm other remembers

puzzling Fenner as a ch ild .
She remembers Fenner asking her, 

“ G randm a, I ’m  dark as Grandpa. H ow  
come I can’t  be an In d ia n !”

T he Blackfeet tribe has con­
sidered changing the e n ro ll­
m en t po licy  before. In  1994, 

the  tr ib a l counc il pe titioned  the Bureau 
o f  In d ia n  A ffa irs  to  change to  a model 
based on  linea l descent: I f  you r par­
ents are enro lled , so are you. T he  reply 
q u ick ly  shot dow n fu r th e r discussion 
o f  the  m atter.

T h e  B1A  responded to  the  request 
w ith  a le tte r w a rn ing  the  tr ibe  tha t 
e lim in a tin g  b lood  quantum  as a mea­

sure o f  tr iba l e n ro llm e n t cou ld  b lu r, o r 
even e lim ina te , the re la tionsh ip  tr iba l 
members have w ith  the tribe . A s a re­
su lt, th is  co u ld  endanger the  Blackfeet 
N a tio n ’s federal recogn ition .

“A  tr ib e  does n o t have a u th o r ity  
under the  guise o f de te rm in ing  its  ow n 
m em bership to  inc lude  as members 
persons w ho  are n o t m a in ta in in g  some 
m ean ing fu l so rt o f  p o lit ica l re la tionsh ip  
w ith  the tr ib a l governm ent," the le tte r 
states.

I t  goes on  to  say th a t the 
D epartm ent o f  the In te r io r is 
“ extrem ely re luc tan t”  to  approve an 
am endm ent th a t w ou ld  jeopardize th a t

Truman Hall and his wife, Joy, stand outside their home on the Blackfeet reservatien. Both are enrolled members of the Blaqkfeet tribe 
and lease the land on which their ranch sits. The couple hopes to leave it to their grandson one day. but with the current blood quantum 
requirements, their grandson isn't able to enroll.
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TOP | The Blackfeet Against Open Enrollment group meets at the home of Gabe Grant 
and discusses why opening enrollment would hurt the tribe. The group is fighting to  keep 
the current enrollment requirement because they feel the tribe will lose funds if more 
people are allowed to enroll.

re la tionsh ip . I t  warns th a t i f  N ative 
A m erican  tribes fa il to  dem onstrate 
a measurable re la tionsh ip  between 
the  tr ib e  and  its members, “ the  courts  
o r Congress may w e ll decide th a t a 
tr ib e  has so d ilu te d  the  re la tionsh ip  
between a tr ib a l governm ent and its 
members th a t i t  has ‘se lf-de term ined ’ 
its  sovere ignty away."

N ow , nearly 20 years la ter, the  issue 
o f  b lood  q u a n tu m  has risen once again 
w ith  a vocal g roup  push ing  a p lan to  
change the  tr ib e ’s e n ro llm e n t po licy 
to  one th a t w o u ld  m ir ro r  the  linea l 
descent m odel considered in  the  m id - 
1990s. Supporters o f  the  p lan say the 
e n ro llm e n t po licy  w o u ld  be m ore in c lu ­
sive o f  descendants and essentia lly va li­
date th e ir  tr ib a l id e n tity . O pponents  
say such a move w o u ld  be financ ia lly  
catastroph ic and  co u ld  possibly resu lt 
in  the loss o f  th e  en tire  reservation.

In  February 2012, B lackfeet E n ro ll­
m ent A m e n d m e n t R eform , a g roup  o f 
en ro lled  and un -en ro lled  tr ib a l mem­
bers, proposed the tr ibe  abandon the

idea o f  b lo o d  q u an tum  and instead 
a dop t a po licy  o f  lin e a l descent fo r  up 
to  th ree  generations. A n y  in d iv id u a l 
whose parents, grandparents o r great- 
grandparents were en ro lled  B lackfeet 
co u ld  en ro ll.

A n o th e r g roup  opposes the  change 
in  e n ro llm e n t po licy: B lackfeet A ga ins t 
O pen  E n ro llm e n t. T h e  tw o  groups 
clashed in  ra llies, protests and c o n fro n ­
ta tions  last summer.

T he re  are a l it t le  m ore than  17,000 
en ro lled  B lackfeet members and ap­
p ro x im a te ly  3,000 registered descen­
dants, accord ing to  estimates fro m  
the  B lackfeet T ribe  E n ro llm e n t O ffice. 
H owever, n o t a ll descendants o f  the 
tr ib e  reg is ter w ith  the  e n ro llm e n t office, 
so the re  cou ld  be many m ore l iv in g  on 
o r o f f  th e  reservation.

Those against chang ing  the  po licy  
say lack o f  a b lood  q u an tum  re q u ire ­
m ent w o u ld  eventua lly  destroy the 
reservation, using the  B IA  response 
saying th a t do ing  so cou ld  re su lt in  the 
B lackfee t tr ib e  los ing  its  tr ib a l status.

G eorge C a lfta il, an oppo n e n t o f  
chang ing  the  e n ro llm e n t po licy, ho lds 
a b leak and cynical view. He said he 
fears th a t once people w ho  have no  ge­
ne tic  co n nec tion  to  the  B lackfeet tr ibe  
become en ro lled  and h o ld  pos itions  o f 
pow er, they ’l l  be more lik e ly  to  sell o u t 
and te rm ina te  the  reservation once they 
fin d  o u t the re ’s no  m oney fo r  them .

“ W e ’re fig h tin g  to  stop  th ings  like  
th is , and  to  try  to  preserve o u r land, to  
preserve the  cu ltu re , to  preserve w ha t 
we are,” C a lfta il said. "A n d  i f  they open 
the  ro lls , th a t ’s w h a t’s go ing to  happen. 
W e ’re go ing  to  cease. Y ou ’l l  ju s t read 
a bou t us in  a book.”

S upporte rs o f  changing the  sys­
tem  share the  same fear o f  los ing  the 
reserva tion. H a ll, whose grandson can’t 
in h e r it  h is  land  because he is leasing 
i t  fro m  the tr ibe , is w o rried  th a t as the  
n u m b e r o f  en ro lled  B lackfeet decreases 
and  the  num ber o f  descendants increas­
es, th e  tr ib a l land base w il l  eventua lly  
pass o u t o f  the  hands o f  the  tr ib e  and 
in to  the general popu la tion .

“ T h e  land  is really w ha t ho lds th is  
reserva tion  together,”  H a ll said. “ I ’d 
lik e  to  see i t  so the  B lackfeet reserva­
t io n  w il l  always be here. I th in k  tha t

ABOVE | Gabe Grant is an enrolled member of the Blackfeet tribe and an active member 
of the Blackfeet Against Open Enrollment group. The main goal of the group is to keep the 
current blood quantum requirement in place.



Clyde Home Gun, rancher and enrolled member of the Blackfeet tribe, opposes changing the enrollment policy. As a member of Black­
feet Against Open Enrollment, he feels letting descendants enroll would decrease tribal finances.

i f  they d o n ’t  do som eth ing  about the 
b lood, i t ’s go ing to  disappear. The 
frac tions are go ing to  get sm aller and 
sm aller and smaller.”

A n y  reservation land th a t is owned 
e ithe r by the tr ibe  o r  by an ind iv idua l 
mem ber o f  the tr ib e  has “ tru s t"  status. 
T h a t means i t  is he ld  in  tru s t fo r the 
tr ibe  by the  governm ent and the in d i­
v idua l holders o f  the land are exem pt 
fro m  paying taxes o n  it.

People w h o  are n o t enro lled  in  the 
tr ibe  arc n o t allow ed to  buy tru s t land 
on  the reservation unless i t  has already 
been refused by tr ib a l members, said 
tr iba l counc ilm an Roger R unn ing  
Crane.

Fenner canno t in h e r it his fa m ily ’s 
land because i t  is leased from  the triba l 
governm ent and n o n -tr ib a l members 
canno t ho ld  tr ib a l leases. T he  H a lls  do 
n o t know  w ha t w o u ld  happen to  the ir 
lease a fte r they die.

A fte r  tw o  generations o f  
non -enro lled  heirs, the  land 

\  | | 1  au tom atica lly  loses its  trust 
status and becomes “ fee”

land, w h ich  is subject to  the  same taxes 
and laws as any o th e r in d iv id u a lly  held 
piece o f  p roperty  in  the  U n ite d  States. 
Proponents o f  changing the en ro llm en t 
po licy fear tha t land th a t loses its trus t 
status, since i t  can be sold to  anyone, 
w ou ld  like ly  be sold to  outsiders. They

cla im  th a t a llow ing  descendants to  
keep the land they in h e r it in  tru s t w il l 
p ro tec t the reservation ’s lands from  
non-B lackfeet buyers.

N on-en ro lled  heirs o f  tru s t land 
cannot ho ld  th a t land in  tru s t fo r more 
than tw o  generations, accord ing to  a 
2004 U.S. D epartm ent o f  A g ricu ltu re  
pro ject, “ P lann ing fo r the  Passing 
o f Reservation Lands to  Future

G enerations.”

K i t ty  B u ll C a lf  has long, 
stra igh t b lack h a ir and a 
round  face, te llta le  B lack­

feet features, b u t her moss-green eyes 
give away her Ir ish  heritage. B u ll C a lf 
is against changing the  enro llm ent

policy, and she said the controversy has 
d iv ided  the reservation and her fam ily.

“ R ig h t now  there's really a separa­
tio n ,” she said. “ It 's  like  an open wound 
tha t never should 've been opened.
They d o n ’t realize w ha t they ’re d o ing  to  
the reservation."

B u ll C a lf  has e igh t sib lings, and 
many o f  he r nieces and nephews aren’t 
enro lled. She said th a t w h ile  some o f

her fa m ily  agrees w ith  her about keep­
ing  b lood  quan tum  as a requirem ent fo r 
e n ro llm en t, o thers don ’t  even speak to 
he r anymore.

“ I t  tears people apart, like  fam ilies,” 
she said. “ T h is  w ound  is go ing to  take 
tim e, tim e  to  rea lly  heal. A n d  i t ’s sad.”

M any fam ilies  on the  reservation 
are s p lit between enro lled  and un-en- 
ro lled  members. H a ll’s son-in -law  isn’t 
enro lled  even though  all o f  h is  siblings 
are, because he was bo rn  rig h t after the 
1962 c u to ff date fo r  en ro llm en t through 
descent.

Gabe G ra n t, a fo rm er counc il 
mem ber w h o  opposes the  enro llm ent 
change, has been fo llo w in g  the  issue 
since i t  began. He keeps huge stacks 
o f newspaper c lipp ings, o ffic ia l docu­
ments and letters in  large plastic bins in 
his back room  and garage, a ll o f  w h ich  
have to  do  w ith  e n ro llm e n t re form  and 
b lood  quantum .

G ra n t emphasized th a t he and the 
o the r g roup  members ho ld  no anim os­
ity  tow ard supporters o f  enro llm ent 
change o r fro m  o the r e thn ic  back­
grounds. He said one reason the group 
favors b lood  quan tum  as an en ro llm en t 
requ irem en t is to  ensure Blackfeet 
D N A  w ill n o t disappear th ro u g h  m ar­
riages outs ide  the  tribe . He is afra id  tha t 
w ith o u t a b lood-quan tum  measure, the 
genetic tra its  m aking  B lackfeet people 
d iffe ren t from  o th e r e thn ic  groups w ill 
disappear.

“ W e’re un ique ," G ra n t said. “ W e 
w an t to  m a in ta in  th a t uniqueness. 
W e ’re p roud  o f  w ho  we are. W e ’re 
p roud  o f  o u r h is to ry. W e w a n t to  keep 
B lackfeet go ing forever.”

G ra n t and o thers w ho  oppose the 
linea l descent system o f  en ro llm en t 
c la im  the  o n ly  way to  keep Blackfeet 
b lood  fro m  disappearing is to  urge 
B lackfeet to  m arry o th e r members o f 
the tribe.

C a lfta il remembers his parents 
exp la in ing  b lood  quan tum  to  h im  and 
his sib lings w hen they were younger 
and encouraging them  to  m arry in to  
the  tribe.

B u t the d is tin c tio n  may n o t be so 
clear. Even though  bo th  o f  R obert 
H a ll's  parents support changing the 
en ro llm en t po licy  and are enro lled , he 
isn’t. They were born  before 1962, and 
were enro lled  before b lood  quantum  
was a requirem ent.

B lackfeet b lood  quan tum  is

uWe’re p ro u d  o f  who we a re . We’re 
p ro u d  o f  o u r h istory. We w a n t to keep 
Blackfeet going forever. ” 

Gabe Grant 
Enrollm ent change opponent



BLOOD QUANTUM IN FUTURE GENERATIONS
K it ty  B u ll C a lf is one o f  n in e  s ib lings, a l l  o f  w hom  are en ro lled  m em bers o f th e  B lack fee t tr ib e . L ik e  m any fa m ilie s  on th e  rese rva tion , B u ll C a lf  s 

fa m ily  is  d iv ided betw een those who believe the  e n ro llm e n t ru les  shou ld  change and  those  w ho su p p o rt the  s ta tu s  quo. O n ly  10 pe rcen t o f  the  s ib lin g s ’
g randch ild ren  -  10 o u t o f  over 100 -  a re  en ro lled  m em bers u n d e r th e  tr ib e ’s c u rre n t policy.

CHILDREN 
•  •  •  •

GRANDCHILDREN

WmK itty  Bull C a lf

S ister 1

S ister 2

S ister 3

S ister 4

Enrolled member

Not enrolled



Linda Juneau holds up a small replica of the Blackfeet tribe's flag during a Blackfeet Enroll­
ment Amendment Reform meeting. The group has been banned from using tribal facilities 
to meet, so they hold their meetings at a member's home.

measured in  64ths. R obert H a ll (a 
cousin o f  T ru m a n  H a ll) is i5/64ths 
Blackfeet, w h ich  pu ts  h im  i/6 4 th  
under the am oun t he w o u ld  need to 
be enrolled. T he  m ath  is com plicated, 
Robert H a ll said, b u t basically each 
parent con tribu tes  h a lf  o f  th e ir  own 
b lood  quan tum  to  th e ir ch ild ren .

For instance, a c h ild  w o u ld  need 
at least 16 “ p o in ts ”  to  be considered a 
Blackfeet tr iba l m em ber. R obert Hall 
autom atically passes 7.5 po in ts— h a lf 
o f  the  15 po in ts  passed dow n by his 
parents— to  h is  ch ild . T h a t means he 
w ould have to  fin d  a w ife  w h o  could  
con tribu te  a t least 8.5 p o in ts  fo r the 
ch ild  to  be enro lled.

T rum an H a ll sees the  b lood  quan­
tum  system as the  tr ib e  d ic ta tin g  w ho  
people should  marry.

“ They say d o n ’t  m arry  fo r  love. They 
marry some lady because she’s go t an 
enro llm ent num ber. M a rry  fo r  rights,” 
he said. “ W e ll, th a t ’s p re tty  u n fa ir 
in  th is  day and age to  have to  breed 
hum an beings like  you w o u ld  breed 
quarter horses.

Since Fenner, H a il's  grandson, 
is n o t en ro lled , there are some 
priv ileges tr ib a l members can 

claim  th a t he can’t, such as per capita 
payments, em p loym ent preferences, 
p ro tection  under the  In d ia n  C h ild  W e l­
fare A ct, and C o n tra c t H ea lth  Service 
from  the Ind ian  H ea lth  Service, w h ich  
sends patients o f f  the  reservation fo r 
specialty treatm ent.

O n  the  o th e r hand , non-enro lled  
Native A m ericans can s till receive pay­
m ent fro m  law su its  against the  federal 
government, such as the C obe ll and 
Salazar settlem ents, i f  they have an 
Ind iv idua l In d ia n  M oney account w ith  
the B IA .

B u t w ha t supporters o f  en ro llm en t 
reform  w ant m ost fo r  descendants o f 
the tr ibe  is the  r ig h t to  vote.

T roy W oodw ard  is an a tto rney 
liv in g  in  W ash ing ton , D .C ., w h o  has 
been he lp ing  the  B lackfeet E n ro ll­
m ent A m endm en t R eform  g roup  deal 
w ith  the legal process o f  p e tit io n ­
ing to  change e n ro llm en t. He called 
enro llm ent a p o lit ica l issue in  w h ich  
descendants o f  the  tr ibe  have los t th e ir 
po litica l rights.

“ W e shou ld  be able to  vote 
in  elections, and we should  
be able to  have a say about 
w ha t happens to  land tha t

we in h e rit, and we shou ld  be able to  
pass o u r tru s t land th a t we in h e r it fro m  
o u r Ind ian  parents to  o u r In d ia n  kids,” 
W oodw ard  said. “A n d  a ll o f  th a t has 
been taken away fro m  us."

G ran t, one o f the  m ain  opponents 
o f  en ro llm en t re fo rm , said the  biggest 
benefit to  be ing en ro lled  is the rig h t to  
vote.

“ T h a t’s w h a t we d o n ’t  w an t to  give 
them , because there ’s such a large 
num ber th a t they w o u ld  take over the 
th in k in g  and the  way they v iew  things, 
b ring ing  in  th e ir  values th a t they have,” 
he said. “ E ve ry th ing  th a t the Blackfeet 
s tood fo r— th a t w ou ld  change w ith  the 
large en ro llm en t num ber.”

o re  than  100,000 people 
c la im ed to  be at least par­
t ia lly  B lackfeet on  the  2010 

census. G ra n t said the  large num ber 
o f  people w ho  cou ld  po te n tia lly  en ro ll 
w o u ld  ove rrun  the  services on  the  res­
erva tion , such as housing  o r  C on tract 
H ea lth  Service th rough  the  IHS.

C ounc ilm an  R unn ing  C rane said i f  
the  e n ro llm e n t po licy changed, some 
programs, like  IHS, m igh t end up  pay­
in g  fo r  health care fo r people o f f  the 
reservation w ho  cou ld  become enro lled  
under a lineal descent model.

There are about 40 program s on  the 
reservation th a t receive fu n d in g  based 
on  tr ib a l en ro llm en t num bers, in c lu d ­
in g  Head S tart, F ish and W ild life  p ro­
grams, several in  fo restry  and w ild fire  
w ork , and some hea lth  programs, Run­
n ing  C rane said. A s  fo r  g ran t-funded 
programs, the tr ibe  w o u ld  have to  
re-apply a fte r upda ting  num bers in  the 
g rant request app lications. T h a t fu n d ­
ing  w o u ld n 't au tom atica lly  increase 
w ith  a change in  en ro llm ent.

L inda Juneau, the  spokesperson 
to  the  B IA  fo r the B lackfeet E n ro ll­
m ent A m endm en t R eform  group, isn’t 
w o rried  about be ing suddenly overrun 
w ith  new tr ib a l members. She said the 
en ro llm en t re fo rm  g roup  expects closer 
to  7,000 people w ou ld  e n ro ll under 
the  linea l descent policy. She also said 
ju s t because someone claims Blackfeet 
descent i t  doesn’t mean they can prove 
th e ir  parents, grandparents o r  great- 
grandparents were en ro lled  members.

T he linea l descent m ode l doesn’t 
stop  a fte r a ll the c u rre n t descendants 
are enro lled. T h e  g randch ild ren  o f  a 
person w ho  is en ro lled  as a descendant 
m ig h t end up  w ith  very l it t le  B lackfeet

b lood  a t a ll and w ou ld  s till be enro lled 
because th e ir  grandparent was.

A cco rd in g  to  its Ind ian  H ealth 
M anua l, IH S  reviews d iffe ren t param­
eters th a t dem onstrate need. A m ong 
them  is  p o p u la tion , along w ith  qua lity  
o f  care and overa ll health in  the  area.
I f  an increase in  en ro llm en t means an 
increase in  the  popu la tion  o f  the reser­
va tio n , then those funds m igh t increase 
as w ell, b u t i t ’s n o t guaranteed. A n d  it 
w ou ld  mean th a t B lackfeet C o m m u n ity  
H osp ita l w ou ld  also have to  treat more 
people, creating a po ten tia l stra in  on  an 
already underfunded  health program.

T h e  tr ib e  cou ld  try  to  show a greater 
need fo r  fu n d in g  th rough  a d irec t con­
versation w ith  the IH S  once en ro llm en t 
changes, b u t n o th in g  is guaranteed.

Since the  B lackfeet reservation’s 
educa tion  system is part o f  the larger 
p u b lic  school system in  M ontana, the 
schools d o n ’t  receive fu n d in g  from  
the  B IA . Instead, funds are d is tribu ted  
based o n  the  num ber o f students at­
tend ing  the  school, w hether o r n o t they 
are en ro lled  tr ib a l members o r  even 
N ative  A m erican.

T h e  supe rin tenden t o f  the  B row n­
in g  Pub lic  S choo l D is tr ic t, M ary John­
son, said o n ly  the  Johnson O ’M alley 
Fund co u ld  be affected by the num ber 
o f  tr ib a lly  e n ro lled  students at the 
school. T h a t g ran t is sent to  the  triba l 
counc il, w h ich  can then d is tribu te  i t  to  
schools in  the  area.

W oodw ard, the a ttorney 
w o rk in g  w ith  the  Black­
feet E n ro llm e n t A m end­

m en t R e fo rm  group, said they have to  
co llec t signatures fro m  tw o -th ird s  o f  
the  tr ib a lly  en ro lled  members fo r the 
p e titio n  to  ho ld  a vo te  to  be accepted by 
th e  B IA W . T h e  group  estimates i t  w il l  
have to  co llec t a round 4,300 signatures.

O nce  the  signatures, a ll o f  w h ich  
have to  be notarized, have been co llec t­
ed, the p e tit io n  w il l  be sent to  the  B IA  
and p u t on  p u b lic  d isp lay fo r  15 days. I f  
anyone w anted  to  challenge a signature 
o r  c la im  th a t a non-enro lled  member 
was carry ing  the  p e titio n  (w hich is 
against the  regulations), the pub lic  
p resenta tion  tim e  w o u ld  be the  tim e  to  
do  i t ,  W oodw ard  said.

T h e  B IA  w o u ld  then  m ail o u t a 
vo te r reg is tra tion  fo rm  to  a ll enro lled  
members o f  the tribe. Those members 
w ho  respond w il l  then  receive a ba llo t 
to  vote on  w hether to  keep the  e n ro ll­
m ent po licy  the way i t  is o r to  change 
i t  to  a system o f  linea l descent fo r up 
to  th ree  generations, as stated in  the 
p e tition .

Those opposed to  changing the  en­
ro llm e n t po licy  recognize th a t someday 
there may n o t be enough Blackfeet 
members to  con tin u e  using b lood 
q uan tum  as a measure o f  en ro llm ent. 
G ra n t said the group  th in ks  certa in  
th ings  w il l  have to  happen before the  
issue can be p u t to  a vote.



First, he said, the standard o f liv in g  
fo r  B lackfeet mem bers l iv in g  in  pov­
e rty  needs to  be im proved  so they can 
th in k  clearly about the  po licy  change 
and its possible outcom es. Second, 
an e n ro llm e n t a u d it w o u ld  have to  
be done to  correct any m istakes or 
fraud  th a t m ig h t have taken place in  
the records o f  e n ro llm e n t and b lood  
quan tum . Lastly, an ou ts ide  group  
w o u ld  have to  conduc t a s tudy  to  see 
exactly  how  m any people w o u ld  en ro ll 
unde r the  new  system and w ha t it  
w ou ld  mean legally and fin a n c ia lly  fo r 
the  tribe .

T rum an  H a ll th in k s  the  tr ibe  
shou ld  p u t the  issue to  a vo te  so the 
people can decide and hopes they 
w o u ld  decide to  e n ro ll descendants.
He said his grandson ’s en tire  l iv e li­
hood depends on  chang ing  th e  e n ro ll­
m en t policy.

“ [Fenner is] focused o n  m ak ing  his 
l iv in g  w ith  ranch ing ,”  he said. “ B u t in  
o rde r to  ranch you have to  have co n ­
tro l o f  real estate. A n d  by n o t being 
e n ro lle d , he doesn’t  have any co n tro l 
o f  real estate a t a ll. He has to  do  w hat 
the  p o lit ic ia n s  te ll h im  to  do.”

Fenner w en t to  schoo l in  C u t Bank, 
ju s t ou ts ide  the  reserva tion  borders, 
be fore he moved back in  w ith  his 
grandparents on  the  reservation.

H a ll said Fenner go t in to  fis tfigh ts 
nearly every day there, because “ the  
w h ite  p o p u la tio n  in  C u t Bank was 
pre jud iced  against h im  fo r  be ing an 
In d ia n .”  N ow  th a t he’s o lder, H a ll 
said, Fenner is fac ing  th e  same type o f  
p re jud ice  fro m  h is o w n  people.

“ I f  1 pass on , he’s go t no  home here.”

TOP RIGHT | Omie Crawford is an 
enrolled member of the Blackfeet tribe and 
lives in Heart Butte. She is a supporter 
of the Blackfeet Enrollment Amendment 
Reform group and wants the enrollment 
requirements to change from blood 
quantum to lineal descent.

BOTTOM RIGHT | Sterling Holy White 
Mountain, left, and Robert Hall discuss 
why it is necessary to change the 
tribal enrollment policy. Both men are 
descendants of the Blackfeet tribe and 
active members of the Blackfeet Enrollment 
Amendment Reform group. If enrollment 
requirements change from blood quantum 
to lineal descent then both will be eligible 
for enrollment.
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The inform al economy on th e  Fort Peck Reservation

Brittany Deavila, 19, holds her 2-month-old baby O ’Ryan in her Wolf Point apartment. 
Deavila is waiting to  buy a high chair she found on the Facebook group, Fort Peck Rez 
Online Yard Sale, for $40. The chair is too big for O ’Ryan now, but Deavila says he will 
soon grow into it.
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Photographs by SAMUEL WILSON

O ’Ryan wakes up, b u t his 
m o the r doesn’t  m in d . He 
ha rd ly  makes a fuss as sun 

breaks the b lin d s  o f  th e ir  W o lf  P o in t 
apartment.

B rittany Deavila  is w a itin g  in  her 
sweats. She has an h o u r before head­
ing to  one o f  her tw o  jobs. She stares 
absently at the T V  w h ile  the  2-m onth- 
o ld  bounces on her knee.

F inally, a p ickup  tru c k  grow ls o u t­
side, the  noise rousing her cat, Oreo.
It's  here. B rittany  stands up to  check, 
w a iting  w ith o u t expression, and sees 
A u tum n A r th u r  w a lk in g  across the 
stubbly yard from  he r s ilve r Chevy.

Inside, A r th u r  sets do w n  the  de liv ­
ery, O ’Ryan’s new  h ig h  cha ir.

’ “ I t ’s 80 to  100 do llars at W a l-M a rt,"  
Deavila says, w h ich  is nearly 100 miles 
from  here.

Instead i t ’s here at her f ro n t doo r 
after traveling 24 m iles fro m  Poplar. A r ­
th u r sets dow n the  h ig h  chair, a co lo rfu l 
contraption com plete w ith  k id -fr ie n d ly  
animals, and shows its  new  ow n e r how 
to  adjust the he ight. She then  stands a 
lit tle  im patien tly  before Deavila  disap­
pears in to  a bedroom , re tu rn s  w ith  $40, 
inc lud ing  $10 fo r  de livery, and A r th u r  
is gone as q u ick ly  as she appeared.

T he cha ir is D eav ila ’s latest suc­
cess at on line  w indow -shopp ing . She 
arranged the de live ry  o n  the Facebook 
group, Fort Peck Rez O n lin e  Yard Sale.

“ M ost o f  the  c lothes m y son has I 
got on  the group," the  19-year-old says. 
“ I check i t  p re tty  o fte n .”

Though  the In te rn e t helps f i l l  the 
gaps, there’s no shortage o f  goods and 
services on the reservation, o r in  W o lf 
Point at least. B u t w ith  ris in g  ren t, $50 

pairs o f  jeans, $6 gallons o f  
m ilk , the  nearest W a lm a rt in 

f t  W illis to n , N .D ., and gas at 
$3.60 a ga llon , the  Fort Peck

economy incentiv izes many to  find  a 
be tte r deal on M on tana ’s m ost isolated 
In d ia n  reservation.

The Fort Peck Ind ian  Reservation 
lies in  the northeast co rner o f  the state 
close to  the  M issouri rive r. Nearly 
the size o f  C o n n ec ticu t, i t ’s hom e to  
around 10,000 people; ju s t over ha ll o f  
them  arc tr iba l members.

Being u ltra -ru ra l is on ly  h a lf  o f  it. 
T he  2011 per capita incom e in  Roosevelt 
C o u n ty , the largest swath o f the Fort 
Peck reservation, was $17,433, compared 
to  $24,640 in  the  rest o f  M ontana.

For S ioux and A ss in ibo ine  tr iba l c it­
izens, housing is scarce, and i t  doesn’t 
ju s t come fo r  free. There  are po lar ends 
o f  live lihood  here: those w ith o u t a job  
w ho  q u a lify  fo r housing assistance, and 
those w ho  make enough to  afford ris ing 
re n t o r the  rates on  h igh  in te rest loans. 
Those in  the m idd le  o fte n  get le ft out, 
m aking too  m uch money to  q u a lify  fo r 
aid o r too  lit t le  to  th rive .

“ A  lo t o f  o u r people are in  surviva l 
mode,”  says fo rm er counc il mem ber In ­
g rid  F irem oon. “ People choose between 
paying th is  o r th a t b i l l  o r  feeding th e ir  
ch ild ren . But eventua lly  we’l l  he lp  each 
o th e r ou r.”

W h ic h  means th a t alternatives to  
the regular s to re fron t economy, such 
as bartering, trad ing  and secondhand 
purchasing, are ju s t a way o f  life  up 
here. People spend money, tim e and re­
sources on  each o ther. T he re ’s no other 
way to  bridge th e  distances.

High-speed In te rn e t and 3G 
service have been a huge 
boon to  life  on  the reserva­

tio n  since becom ing available in  the  
past few years. I t  connects th e  m ajor 
popu la tion  centers— Frazer, W o lf  
Po in t, Poplar, B rock ton— in  ways tha t 
H ighw ay 2 cannot. I t  also gave b ir th  to  
the  O n lin e  Yard Sale.

N ow  boasting over 1,800 members, 
i t ’s a way fo r  people to  get a h o ld  o f 
necessities w ith o u t hav ing  to  travel o r

o rde r on line . By vo lum e and frequency, 
w ith  p opu la tion  taken in to  account, i t ’s 
more active than  C ra igs lis t fo rum s in  
B illings  o r  M issoula.

O n  M ay 3, a few  o f the top  listings 
inc luded  makeup, g irls ’ jeans, a d ig ita l 
camera and  an ’87 F-150 fo r $350. Rarely 
w ill there  be a post o lder than a few 
days —  someone’s always look ing  fo r 
w h a t’s be ing  offered.

A m y  Headdress D eHerrera created 
the  Facebook group, som ething akin 
to  C ra igs lis t o n ly  reservation-specific, 
in  September 2011. She tu rns  dow n the 
cha tte ring  po lice  scanner (everyone 
here has one, she says) in  her w ell-kept 
house in  Poplar’s A irp o r t  A d d it io n , a 
tr ib a l hous ing  developm ent.

“ W e’re very in to  yard sales, and I 
th o u g h t th is  w ou ld  be a great way to  
he lp  the  com m un ity ," she says. “ I never 
th o u g h t i t  w ou ld  get so big.”

A m y ’s husband, James DeHerrera 
chimed in : “ W e’re in  a high-poverty area. 
T h is  is jus t one way fo r us to  survive.”

T ru ly , one room  dow nsta irs is nearly 
filled  w ith  fu rn itu re  they acquired 
solely th ro u g h  the  site. There ’s a leather 
cha ir, a leather jacket and a fu to n . Even 
th e ir o ldest son, Santigo, bough t his 
w h ite  Ford E xp lo re r th ro u g h  the group.

T h e  emphasis on  he lp ing  young 
fam ilies  and ch ild ren  keeps her m o ti­
vated in  cu ra ting  the  site.

“ Someone once was in  need o f  baby 
fo rm u la , and w ith in  a few  hours they 
found  it,"  D eH errera  says.

M ike  T u rco tte  and h is  w ife  use the 
group  to  get c lothes and diapers for 
th e ir  k ids  as w e ll as th e ir  ow n clothes.

Tu rco tte  taugh t seven classes a t the 
Fort Peck C o m m u n ity  C ollege over 
spring  semester. He is young b u t p ro ­
fessional and speaks w ith  earnestness 
d u rin g  h is  In tro  to  N ative A m erican  
Studies class lecture.

“ You’re going to  have you r times 
w hen you say, ‘W h ic h  b ill am I n o t go­
ing  to  pay th is  m onth? ’ Because th a t’s 
how  we do,”  he says in  an in te rv iew
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Kaydence Brown stands on the conveyor belt at Tande Grocery in Poplar while cashier Charley Swanson rings up the family's purchases.

a fte r class. “ W e d o n ’t  have any extras. 
W e have o u r car paym ent, insurance; 
o u r re n t got jacked up  because o f  the 
o il fie lds; o u r phone b ill,  gas. It adds up. 
W e’re far fro m  rich  and far fro m  having 
all the m ateria l th ings  th a t w o u ld  be 
nice to  have.”

W h ile  Poplar is in  w ha t many w ou ld  
consider a bea u tifu l pa rt o f  the coun ­
try , the  tow n  its e lf appears less so. A  
v is ito r ’s firs t im pression w ill lik e ly  be 
the  trash. Because i t ’s everywhere; in  
the  streets, in  yards and p ilin g  up  on  an 
em bankm ent ove rlook ing  the  o ld  A+S 
Industries warehouse. A  quarte r-m ile  
removed fro m  th a t scene sits the pris­
tine  tr ib a l headquarters, the seat o f  gov­

e rnm en t fo r the  S ioux  and A ss in ibo ine  
tribes o f  the  F o rt Peck reservation.

D o w n  a gray ha llw ay sits the  Eco­
nom ic  and Energy D evelopm ent O ffice. 
Policy analyst Tashina T ib b its  taps 
away at her ce ll phone w h ile  the w in d  
blows, across an em pty amber fie ld  o u t 
the  w in d o w  b e h ind  her.

She’s a fan  o f  the  F o rt Peck Rez 
O n lin e  Yard Sale, too. In  the  past, jus t 
as she said m any people here do  in  
th e  present, she’s had to  make harder 
trades. “ I had in  tim es sold W IC  and 
E B T  (food stamps),”  she says. “1 w ou ld  
trade the  m o n th ’s last $20 in  food 
stamps fo r  m oney fo r gas o r diapers.”

T h a t m uch in  food  stamps doesn’t

get very fa r on  the  reservation. In  
the center o f  Poplar, surrounded  by 
shutte red  bars and s to re fron ts , are the  
to w n ’s tw o  grocery stores, M a in  Street 
G roce ry  and Tande G rocery. M a in  is 
small and w e ll- lit ,  b u t n o t exactly an 
oasis o f  choice. C heap ($3.75) bacon is 
sold o u t, and many people are spending 
tim e  in  the  frozen foods aisle.

A ro u n d  the  co rner at Tande's, the 
cheap bacon is also nearly sold ou t.
A  w om an offers warm ed pizza ro lls  to  
those en te ring  as l it t le  Kaydence B row n  
stands on  the  o n ly  cashier conveyer belt 
alongside a stock o f  m ilk  and bread.
T he  produce is lim ite d  to  she lf-life  
fr ie n d ly  item s like  carro ts and on ions,

th o u g h  the avocados d o n ’t look  too  
dark.

“ W e  had 10 gas stations, a bow ling  
alley, fo u r  o r five restaurants, five or 
s ix  g rocery stores, fo u r car dealerships 
a ll w ith  a sm aller popu la tion  in  the  
’60s and ’70s,”  says F loyd A zure , the 
e lected cha irm an o f  the  T rib a l Execu­
tive  Board.

H e says though p o p u la tio n  has 
s low ly  g row n , businesses have q u ick ly  
disappeared. Cheaper prices at b ig  
box stores o f f  the reservation have 
d rive n  m oney o u t o f  the  loca l economy. 
A zu re  says the  m a jo rity  o f  money 
spent by tr ib a l members is spent o f f  the 
reservation.



Lenny Gray Hawk inspects the engine compartment of a Ford Windstar. Gray Hawk has 
been working on cars since his childhood, a skill that now provides him with extra income 
and fills a niche in the community for inexpensive car work.

“ W e p re tty  m uch k ille d  ourselves,” 
A zu re  says. “ I d o n ’t kn o w  w here we 
start to  change the  a ttitu d e  o f  th is  
reservation."

T h e  a ttitude  reflects the idea th a t 
there  is a vo id  on the reservation; tha t 
drugs, a lcohol and poverty  are w in n in g .

“ W e're in  northeast M ontana. There 
are a lo t  o f  drawbacks to  liv in g  here.”

A t  least there ’s no shortage 
o f  roads. Day and n ig h t the 
diesel engines roar up  and 

do w n  the  m ain  drag in  W o lf  P o in t, and 
the  bum py roads o ff  the h ighw ay are 
specked w ith  more cars and trucks  than 
homes.

“ T hey d rive  constantly,”  A zure  says. 
“ T he re ’s m ore traffic here 24 hours a 
day than  in  any b ig  c ity  I ’ve v is ited ."

T he  b ro thers  G ray H aw k have ben­
efited fro m  th a t cu ltu re , having spent 
th e ir  lives inside o f  vehicles.

Lenny ’s leaning o n  his sister's red 
Ford W in d s ta r w h ile  Tote gets the hy­
d rau lic  jack ready at the garages o f  Fort 
Peck T ranspo rta tion , where he w orks as 
a bus d rive r and mechanic.

“ I ju s t w an t to  p u t some gas in  and 
get i t  to  go," Lenny says. T h e  52-year- 
o ld  is w earing a th ic k  camouflage sh irt. 
He has a b lack bandana tied  across his 

forehead h o ld in g  h is  sun­
glasses up and h is  h a ir back 
tig h t. H is  h u m or is as d ir ty  as 
the flu id  they release from  the

antifreeze tank.
T hey 're  w o rk in g  on  reconnect­

ing everyth ing  under the  hood p f  the 
m in iva n  a fte r successfully ins ta lling  a 
transm isison. A fte r  they free the  engine 
b lock from  "the  oc topus" o f  chains 
th a t had been used to  ho is t i t  o u t o f  
the  vehicle, Tote  and Lenny jack up the 
fro n t end a few feet. Lenny gets on his 
back firs t as the th ird  m echanic brother, 
Brad, 54, walks in to  th e  garage.

“ Someone w ill see you w o rk in g  
on a car on  the side o f  the  road o r in  a 
snow drift,”  Tote says, “ and they’ l l pu ll 
over and say, ‘Hey I ’ve g o t a car you 
cou ld  w ork on .’ A l l  o f  a sudden yo u ’ve 
go t 200 bucks in  yo u r pocket and you 
d id n ’t  have a d im e before."

Everyone on  the  reservation seems 
to  know  a car m echanic, and n o t the 
ones w ho  w ork a t the dealerships in 
W o lf Point.

“ A  lo a f o f  bread is $4 a loa f, dude. 
People have m ore im p o rta n t th ings  to 
spend th e ir  m oney o n  th a n  p u ttin g  
$1,200 in to  a car," Lenny says. “ B u t 
everyone w ants to  d rive  around. Every­
one wants to  get fro m  p o in t A  to  p o in t 
B.”  So w ord  gets o u t fast o f  w ho  can get 
a car back on  the road fo r h a lf the price 
the dealers charge. •

He po in ts  o u t th a t the hundreds o f 
vehicles in  the “ car graveyard”  in  a field 
between Poplar and W o lf  P o in t p rob­
ably on ly  need a few hund red  do llars o f

w ork . T he  red m in ivan  above h im  sat 
there fo r  tw o  years.

Lenny gets o u t fro m  under the  steer­
ing  co lum n and po in ts to  his biceps. 
“ N a tive  A m erican  to rque  wrench,”  he 
says, laughing.

Brad once w orked in  a Cenex garage 
in  Poplar, and To te  is also certified, 
though  Lenny he ld  o u t on  the educa­
tio n  and certifica tion . M ost o f  what 
they know  came fro m  th e ir  mechanic 
fa ther and practice.

The s tock ie r b ro ther, Lenny, jus t 
fin ished a day s h ift w o rk in g  as an elec­
tr ic ia n  at the  under-construction  triba l 
de ten tion  center, b u t seems genuinely 
th r ille d  to  keep o n  w ork ing  in to  the 
n igh t. He says many people in  Fort Peck 
help fam ily  and friends tha t otherw ise 
can’t  (or shou ldn ’t) a fford car repairs.

Even C ha irm an  Azure ran a garage 
in  Poplar fo r 30 years. He could open it 
back up any day, he says w h ile  check­
ing  on  his ye llow  T -b ird  and impec­
cably restored M ercury. Just th is  year 
he’s helped o u t tw o  of h is  co-workers 
at the tr ib a l offices w ith  maintenance 
fo r low er rates than  w hat they can find 
at o the r garages, w h ich  charge around 
$70 an h o u r plus the  cost o f  parts. Too 
expensive fo r  most, he says.

“ T h e  m a jo rity  o f  people here on ly  
th in k  o f  today and n o t tom orrow .
W e’ve got to  get over that. I t ’s one o f 
o u r biggest h indrances," Azure says. “ It 
upsets me w hen people can’t  make it 
paycheck to  paycheck.”

People o fte n  d o n ’t w a it u n til the 
next paycheck. They make ends meet 
trad ing  car w ork, clothes, diapers or 
horses.

O n a sunny M onday a fte r­
noon , Julie Acheson drives 
w ith  he r daughter along the 

“ Ind ian  H ighw ay,”  w h ich  runs parallel 
to  H ighw ay 2 n o rth  o f  the tra in  tracks. 
“ I t ’s w arm ing  up today,”  her daughter 
Jocelyn says, p o in tin g  to  the car’s over­
head therm osta t reading 38 degrees.

T h e y ’re on th e ir way to  some lapd 
n o rth  o f G lasgow, ju s t outside the west­
ern bo rde r o f  the  reservation, to  drop 
o f f  O phe lia , an 1,800-pound quarter 
horse. T hey decided against the main 
rou te , since any th ing  above 35 m ph 
m ig h t scare her and send the w hole 
D odge D urango  and tra ile r o f f  the  road. 
O phe lia  is be ing traded fo r $1,500 and 
the  lum ber salvaged from  a felled barn.

“ M y  g rand fa the r was a horse trader,

he broke horses,”  Acheson says. “ He 
was one o f  th e  last to  travel in  wagons 
back and fo r th  between the Dakotas.
So I guess i t ’s in  m y b lood  to  continue 
trad ing  horses.”

Back at her hom e on the  edge o f 
W o lf  Point, her fa m ily  keeps a dozen 
horses, a 34-year-old mule and a few 
cashmere goats. She w ants to  use the 
reclaim ed lum ber to  b u ild  a new  home 
on  her p rope rty  to  replace the aging 
tra ile r.

“ O phe lia  is he lp ing  us bu ild  a better, 
safer home,”  she says. “ I was careful in 
p ick in g  o u t a new hom e fo r  her.”

Acheson expla ins on  the 120-mile 
round  tr ip  th a t she is always look ing  for 
good trades b o th  on  and o ff  the reser­
va tion . H er daughter Jocelyn recently 
traded a car stereo to r amps fo r her 
own car and o fte n  trades between her 
friends.

“ I th in k  people used to  barter a long 
tim e ago before grocery stores,”  Ache­
son says. “ I ’d  like  to  see i t  come back. A  
lo t  o f  tra d itio n s  have been lost due to  
outs ide  in fluence. I th in k  i t ’s im portan t 
to  teach k ids  abou t trad ing  and m ora l­
ity .”  Acheson uses the O n lin e  Yard 
Sale fo r he r barters, too, m aking  trading 
a v is ib le  presence am ong its active 
menibers.

T h e y  buy groceries at W o lf P o in t’s 
A lbe rtsons , ju s t like  the  many people 
w ho  can afford to  in  tow n . Occasionally 
they’l l  buy clothes at Bryan’s, the on ly  
re ta il c lo th in g  store on  the  reservation, 
b u t o fte n  fin d  i t  to o  expensive fo r w hat 
they offer. T hey stop  at the  new A L C O  
(th in k  Shopko) occasionally instead o f 
m aking  the  t r ip  to  G lasgow o r W ill is - ’ 
ton  fo r the few b ig -box item s i t  carries.

Few h o ld  o u t hope fo r low er prices', 
increased choices and stable re n t on  the 
Fort Peck reservation. I t ’s to o  ru ra l, too  
econom ica lly  depressed, they say.

T here ’s a reason Acheson trades, 
though . T he re ’s a reason the  G ray 
H aw k bro thers share th e ir  m echanical 
strengths, and B rittany  Deavila  and 
o th e r young m others have an advan­
tage th a t comes w ith  a new means o f 
connec tiv ity . Every necessity o f  life  gets 
met, though  the  means may be a b it 
d iffe ren t.

“ W e ’ve struggled a ll o f  o u r lives,” 
fo rm er counc il mem ber Ing rid  Fire- 
m oon  says. “ A n d  we have fo u n d  a way 
to  survive. W e 'll always survive."



LEFT | Courtney Gunter, left, Julie Acheson and 
Angie Soper stand with Ophelia, an 1,800-pound 
quarter horse Acheson is trading to Soper for 
reclaimed lumber and $1,500.

BELOW | Julie Acheson and Angie Soper 
stand next to a fallen barn on Soper's property 
in Glasgow, which is just outside the Fort Peck 
reservation. Acheson traded her 1,800-pound 
quarter horse, Ophelia, for the salvaged lumber 
and $1,500.



H om e
The long path  to housing development on the Crow reservation

ABOVE LEFT | Mandy Plainfeather, 41, 
shows off an elk-ivory dress she made for 
her daughter in her home outside of Lodge 
Grass. Plainfeather said she likes the extra 
space her new home gives her for dress­
making.

ABOVE RIGHT |Tessa Plainfeather and 
Emily Moccasin embrace in front of their 
grandmother's home. Tessa and her par­
ents live with her grandmother and uncle 
in separate homes on the same allotment 
of land.

RIGHT | Danny Plainfeather, 40, gives a 
tour of the land surrounding his family's 
home. An offshoot o f the Bozeman Trail 
ran through the property close to this area, 
known as the “chicken crossing," and was 
a path for travelers centuries ago.
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The sun rises over the unfinished Good Earth Lodges in Crow Agency. The project on the Crow reservation was started in 2010 in conjunction with the University of Colorado-Boulder. 
The team developed large bricks made from materials found on the Crow reservation to build the houses.

Story by MATT HUDSON
Photographs by TIM GOESSMAN

I t  to o k  three years o f w o rk  fo r 
M andy P la in fea ther to  secure her ow n 
home on the  C ro w  reservation.

Three years fo r a process that 
required m uch m ore than  ju s t a nest 
egg and good c red it. Instead, the 
P lainfeathers were bogged dow n by a 
stream o f  red tape m andated by the  fed­
eral Bureau o f  In d ia n  A ffa irs . M andy 
P la infeather, 41, had to  gather a bou t 20 
signatures fro m  governm ent offic ia ls 
jus t to  lay c la im  to  a sm all p o rtio n  o f 
the ru ra l tru s t land on  w h ich  her fam ily  
has lived  fo r  generations.

T h e  cu lm in a tio n  came w hen the 
P lainfeathers— M andy, her husband

D anny, 40, and th e ir  three k ids—  
moved in to  th e ir house in  2008.

“ I th in k  a ll the  s tu ff we w ent 
th ro u g h  ju s t to  get to  th is  p o in t, I was 
so used to  try in g  to  get more paperwork 
and m ore paperw ork and m ore paper­
w o rk ,”  she said. “ So w hen th is  house 
came, to  me i t  was jus t k in d  o f unbe­
lievable. T h is  has been a life long  dream 
fo r me.”

She is am ong a firs t generation o f  
en ro lled  C ro w  mem bers to  indepen­
d e n tly  finance th e ir  ow n homes on  the 
reservation. U n t i l  recently, tr iba l c i t i ­
zens re lied  o n  the local housing  a u tho r­
ity , w h ich  has struggled to  keep up  w ith  
the  increasing housing  demand.

B u t financ ing  a hom e on  tru s t p rop ­
e rty  also means dealing w ith  th e  s tr ic t

federal oversight. I f  som eth ing  is to  
be b u ilt ,  i t  m ust be federally approved 
th ro u g h  a process tha t is d a un ting  and 
tim e  consum ing.

“ I t ’s a lo t  o f  paperw ork,”  said C ro w  
C h a irm a n  D a rr in  O ld  C oyote. “A  lo t 
o f  people, ha lfw ay th ro u g h  the paper­
w o rk , say, ‘ Heck w ith  th is ,’ and basical­
ly  give u p  on  pu rsu ing  a loan because o f 
a ll the  paperw ork invo lved.”

For m ore than  a century, the  treaties 
betw een N a tive  A m ericans and the  
U .S. governm ent th a t p rom ised sover­
e ign ty  and suppo rt fo r  the C ro w  also 
created a ba rrie r to  tru e  hom e ow ner­
ship.

“ Even though  we’re w ith in  the 
U n ite d  States o f  A m erica , we’re s till 
like  a fo re ig n  coun try ,”  P la infeather

said. “ T h a t’s w h y  you  ha rd ly  see any 
k in d  o f  m a jo r developm ents, because 
we have to  go th ro u g h  the  B IA . A n d  
once they say yes, then  you  can do 
certa in  th ings, like  th is  house.”

The m ain  reason i t ’s d iff ic u lt 
to  p u t a hom e on  the  reserva­
t io n  is because the  federal 
governm ent holds the  land in  trus t, 

m eaning i t  ho lds the  tit le  to  the  physi­
cal acreage on  beha lf o f  the  tribe. I t ’s 
the resu lt o f  the  federal po lic ies form ed 
m ore th a n  a cen tu ry  ago, leaving in t r i ­
cate land  ow nersh ip  issues and a check­
erboard o f  tr ib a l and n o n -trib a l land.

Because the  tr ib a l and in d iv id u a l 
a llo tm en ts  are he ld  in  tru s t by the  fed­
eral governm ent, the  Bureau o f  Ind ian  
A ffa irs  m ust approve land-leasing deals.



T h a t includes p lacing homes on 
tru s t land.

A n d  because the federal govern­
m ent has prim acy over land usage, 
N a tive  A m ericans o fte n  cou ld  n o t use 
th e ir  trus t land as a security  fo r a stan­
dard mortgage loan.

“ T h e  local banks w o u ld n ’t  loan to  
tr iba l members in  some cases,”  O ld  
C oyo te  said.

Banks arc pa rticu la rly  hesitant to  
loan to  tr iba l members liv in g  on  trust 
land because the  ju r is d ic tio n  bound­
aries w hen i t  comes to  co llec ting  on 
defaulted accounts are, at best, hazy.
In  the  past, he said, the  loan programs 
available o ften  came w ith  in te rest rates 
so h igh  th a t people ended up selling 
th e ir  homes to  escape the debt.

“ Predatory lenders were a 
big th in g  on the  reservation i f  
you w anted  [to  ow n] a home,”

O ld  C oyote said. “ Y ou 'd  get anywhere 
fro m  6 percent and up.”

M ost C ro w  triba l members lease 
housing th rough  the reservation’s 
housing au tho rity , an extension o f  the 
tr ib a l governm ent. Tenants can ren t 
u n its  o r pay one o ff  over the  course 
o f  up  to  30 years. B u t w ith  the  l im it ­
ed fu n d in g  and a g row ing num ber o f  
tr ib a l members needing housing, i t  has 
struggled to  mediate the  reservation ’s 
housing  issues, w h ich  inc lude over­
crow ded un its , long w a itin g  lists and 
substandard liv in g  cond itions .

“ These homes are fa llin g  apart 
faster than we can m a in ta in  them ,”
O ld  C oyote said. “A  lo t  o f  these homes 
are fa llin g  apart even though  we th row  
m oney at them . T h e y ’re s ti l l  fa lling  
apart because they weren’t  b u ilt  up to 
standard, up to  code.”

W h e n  P la infeather and her husband

w anted a home, they looked fo r  a way 
a round the  housing a u tho rity ’s w a it­
in g  lis t. B u t on  tru s t land, there is no 
c ircum ven ting  federal oversight.

T h e y  found  a program  tha t landed 
them  in  th e ir  ow n  home, b u t n o t before 
a leng thy process requ iring  the coor­
d in a tio n  o f  the tr ib a l governm ent, her 
bank and the  B IA .

P la infeather applied fo r  a mortgage 
loan th ro u g h  the  U.S. D epartm ent o f  
H ous ing  and U rban  D evelopm ent’s 
Section 184 Ind ian  Home Loan G uar­
antee Program. Im plem ented in  1992, 
i t  was designed to  increase the  w il l ­
ingness o f  lenders to  w o rk  w ith  trus t 
allottees. H U D  guarantees the  loan for 
the  lender in  the event o f  a default.

P la in feather’s lender was a W ells 
Fargo branch in  S ioux Falls, S.D., 
w h ich  has an office fo r N ative A m e r­
ican lend ing . W h ile  n o t a ll banks are

tra ined  fo r lend ing  on  trus t property, 
the  b ranch has adapted to  serve th is  
n iche fo r  c lients on  reservation lands 
and th ro u g h o u t the  country.

Juel B urnette , the b ranch ’s sales 
manager, said th a t on  n o n -triba l land, 
they can close a tra d itio n a l home 
mortgage in  30 to  45 days. For a Section 
184 loan, the  land survey alone usually 
takes longer than  that.

“ W e ’re w a itin g  a m in im u m  o f 60 
days ju s t to  get the land in fo  back fro m  
the  Bureau o f Ind ian  A ffa irs ,"  he said.

P la in feather took  the  firs t step to ­
w ard hom eow nersh ip  in  2005 w hen she 
filed w ith  the  B IA  to  receive a 2.5-acre 
p lo t fro m  her m other.

Then the  B IA  handed her a lis t o f  
r ig h t o f  ways th a t needed to  be ap­
proved. T o  clear the gravel road from  
the h ighway to  her house, she had to  file 
three r ig h t o f  ways th rough  fee land and 
separate trus t allotments. The rig h t o f 
way fo r her electrical service came w ith  
a $2,200 b ill fo r a new  u til ity  pole. O n  
the ru ra l, checker-boarded landscape o f 
the C ro w  reservation, th is  is a com m on 
occurrence.

To be able to  p u t a house on  trus t 
land, Plainfeather had to  ob ta in  a home- 
site lease. For th is , the  B IA  performs 
surveys, inc lud ing  land appraisals, 
checking fo r cu ltu ra l o r h is to rica l s ign ifi­
cance and exam in ing  the environm enta l

im pact o f  developm ent. T he  paperwork 
travels th rough  the  tr iba l adm in istra tion 
bu ild ing , the  local B IA  realty office in  
C ro w  Agency and the regional B IA  
office in  B illings fo r separate approvals. 
D epending on  the capacity o f  each 
office, the form s can get bottlenecked. 
Some hom eowners claimed the B IA  lost 
th e ir paperwork m u ltip le  times du ring  
the process.

P la infeather said she collected about 
20 signatures in  all, fro m  the B IA , the 
C ro w  triba l governm ent and the bank. 
A t  times, she had to  show up at people’s 
offices to  get them  to  sign, sometimes 
more than once.

“ I t  was basically the  same people to

get those signatures,” P lainfeather said. 
“ W e ll, they d id n ’t te ll me tha t u n til after 
each one.”

T h e  B IA  perform ed surveys o f  fo u r 
d iffe ren t sections o f  her p lo t, because 
they found  h igh water tables on the  first 
three. I t  was a headache fo r Plainfeather, 
b u t she is th a n k fu l i t  d id n ’t  take longer.

“ Some people w a it fo r  hom e site 
leases fo r years,”  P lainfeather said.

O ne o f the m ajor com plica tions w ith  
ob ta in ing  home-site leases is the  frac­
tio n a tio n  o f trus t land. A fte r  more than 
a century o f  reservation a llo tm ent, the 
increasing num ber o f  heirs to  ind iv idua l 
a llo tm ents has made cla im ing a trus t 
p lo t d iff ic u lt fo r one person. A n  a llo t­

m en t co u ld  have m ore than  100 heirs in  
some cases. I f  one o f them  decides to  p u t 
a house on  th a t land, they need to  get 
signatures fro m  a m a jo rity  o f  the  heirs.

P la infeather o n ly  needed the  signa­
tu re  o f  her m other, w ho  was the  in d iv id ­
ual h o ld e r o f  the  land a llo tm ent.

In  2007, P la infeather and he r hus­
band began searching fo r the  perfect 
house w h ile  the  B IA  fin ished its  w o rk . 
A fte r  be ing pre-approved w ith  the  bank 
fo r th e ir  Section 184 loan, they had an 
idea o f  how  m uch they cou ld  spend.

“ I w anted a hom e th a t was go ing  to  
last us, like , five generations because, 
yo u  know , th is  is o u r home and i t ’s a l­
ways go ing to  be o u r home,”  P la in fea th­
e r said. “A n d  th a t my kids, m y grand- 
k ids, have a place to  come hom e to .”

She closed her loan w ith  W e lls  Fargo 
in  N ovem ber 2007. T hey also received 
$10,000 in  dow n paym ent assistance 
th ro u g h  a program  w ith  the housing 
au thority . Im m ediate ly her husband, 
w ho  has cons truc tion  experience, began 
w ork w ith  th e ir  son and nephew to  b u ild  
the fo unda tion . T h e  house was de liv ­
ered on  V a len tine ’s Day. T h e  fam ily  
m oved in  M ay 2008, nearly three years 
a fte r she filed  th e  first set o f  paperwork.

Burnette  said lend ing  on  the 
C ro w  reservation is uncom ­
m on  because in  add ition  to  

the  B IA , a triba l econom ic developm ent 
adm in is tra to r m ust also approve certain 
land lease transactions, adding another 

l in k  to  the chain.
T h a t jo b  rests w ith  Shaw n Real B ird. 

He know s a b it  about Section 184 loans, 
because he helped b rin g  i t  to  the  C row .

W h e n  Real B ird  was 13, he w ent w ith  
h is  g randfather to  B illings to  replace 
th e ir  o ld  Dodge p ickup. He said his 
g rand fa ther b rough t docum ents to  the 
dealership th a t showed a good income 
fro m  tr ib a l land  leasing. They bargained 
u n til i t  was nearly closing tim e, u n t i l  the 
dealer to ld  them  they co u ld n ’t  buy the 
p ickup  because the dealership cou ld  n o t 
ve rify  the leasing income. D istraught, 
they re tu rned  to  Real B ird 's  hom etow n 
o f  G arryow en o n  the reservation. Later, 
Real B ird ’s fa the r to ld  h im  th a t because 
they are N ative A m erican, “ th e ir  m oney 
is n o t as green as the rest o f  the  U.S. 
citizens.”

T h a t idea affected h im .
T h a t n ig h t he prayed he cou ld  
help change that.

“ I said to  the C reator, ‘L e t

ABOVE| Items from the family living in this house are scattered in the yard. Housing authority workers remodeling this home in Lodge 
Grass said there were 31 people living on the property.

RIGHT | Nevaeh Fisher, 4, blows bubbles outside of her great-grandmother Elizabeth Stewart's home in Crow Agency. Stewart secured 
the home through the Section 184 Indian Home Loan Guarantee Program.



Electrician Barry Glen, left, crew member Isaiah Dust, center, and head carpenter Chris Cole work on a house in Lodge Grass, As part of 
the renovation, the crew is making the house more handicap accessible for the elderly occupant.

me understand how  th is  financial system 
works, th is  money system. I'm  going to  
help my people th a t way,’”  he said.

Real B ird , 49, w orks as the  C ro w  
triba l economic developm ent specialist, 
b u t before tha t he was a rea lto r based 
o u t o f  B illings. T w o  o f  his real estate 
clients, a couple w o rk in g  fo r the Indian 
H ealth Service, wanted to  purchase 
a log cabin overlook ing  the L ittle  Big 
H orn  R iver. T he  couple met the cred it 
requirements. They had a com bined six- 
figure incom e and were pre-qualified for 
a mortgage loan.

S till, the underw rite rs denied the 
couple's loan application. The realty 
manager to ld  Real B ird  th a t the C row  
lacked the legal in frastructure , an official 
foreclosure procedure, to  support lend­
ing on  trus t land.

“ She said, ‘H ow  cou ld  i t  be in  the 
21st century tha t ind iv idua ls  don ’t  have 
the  righ t to  ob ta in  financing, live  tha t 

dream? T h a t a ll-Am erican 
dream?’”  Real B ird  said o f 
the conversation w ith  his 
manager.

The realty firm  manager to ld  h im  
tha t the  C ro w  were unable to  finance 
the ir homes because o f the  trus t status 
o f  th e ir land. Real B ird  recalled th a t day 
w ith  his grandfather.

“ I remembered tha t prayer a long 
tim e ago,”  he said. “ I t ’s com ing  fu l l  circle 
now.”

A rm ed w ith  a master's degree in  
com m un ity  economic development,
Real B ird  w ent to  w ork fo r the C row  
tribe w ith  his IH S  c lients in  m ind. In  
2003, he started w o rk  in  the economic 
developm ent departm ent. He had 
learned about the Section 184 loan 
program and w anted the C ro w  to  be 
eligible. T o  qua lify , tribes m ust develop 
trus t land leasing and foreclosure pro­
tocols. He w orked w ith  attorneys from  
a B illings bank and the C ro w  adm inis­
tra tio n  to  d ra ft those procedures. A n  
im p o rta n t p rovis ion  o f  the  Section 184 
loan rid e r fo r Real B ird  was that, in  the 
event o f  a foreclosure, the land stays 
w ith in  the tribe.

“ I f  an enro lled mem ber goes in to  de­
fau lt, the o n ly  a lternative buyers w ould

be the C ro w  tribe, an enrolled member 
o f the C ro w  tribe, o r an organization o f 
the  C ro w  tribe ," Real B ird  said. "A n d  
tha t way, i t  keeps its trus t status.”

H U D  and the C ro w  Legislature ap­
proved Real B ird ’s revised legal proce­
dures in  2004. Since then, he said he has 
helped 160 fam ilies get loans.

He said the program helps C row  
members see financial independence 
and allows them  to  dream big about 
where they w ant to  live. He wants them 
to  know  th a t tr ib a lly  sponsored housing 
is n o t the o n ly  op tion .

T he Apsaalooke N ation Hous­
ing  A u th o r ity  is headquar­
tered in  the tow n o f C row  

Agency. T h e  small tow n  surrounds the 
L ittle  Big H o rn  R iver and borders the 
L itt le  Big H o rn  Battle fie ld N ational 
M onum ent, the  site o f  Gen. George 
C uste r’s famous last stand.

T h e  housing a u tho rity  operates on a 
b lock g rant fro m  H U D  and serves three- 
quarters o f  the  housing on  the C row  
reservation, according to  its executive 
d irector, K a rl L itt le  O w l. In  2012, the ir

budget was ju s t over $3 m illio n . T h a t 
pays fo r  about 50 employees and goes to ­
ward b u ild in g  new  homes and renovat­
ing  existing models.

T h e  housing a u tho rity  offers low- 
ren t un its  o r mutual-help-leased homes 
fo r tr iba l members. T h e  m o n th ly  pay­
m ent on  a low -ren t u n it  is determ ined by 
an in d iv id u a l’s income. The m utual-help 
leases run  fo r up  to  30 years, and i f  the 
lease is com pleted, i t  is turned over to  
the tenant. T hey share the cost o f  repairs 
and appliance replacements th roughou t 
the lease period.

However, the  need fo r housing o u t­
weighs w ha t the housing au tho rity  can 
provide.

M iche lle  W ilson , the adm inistrative 
officer fo r  the  housing authority , said 
th e ir resources have decreased in  recent 
years. She said developm ent is now  at 
a standstill and the  au tho rity  can on ly 
meet one -th ird  o f  the reservation’s cur­
re n t housing needs.

“ W e're n o t b u ild in g  new homes," 
she said. “ W e d o n ’t  have any new homes 
available.”

A  2012 study by the  U n ive rs ity  o f 
C olorado-Bou lder estimated a backlog 
o f  1,300 housing applications at the 
C ro w  housing authority . W ith  nowhere 
else to  go, fam ilies o ften  move in  w ith  
o ther fam ilies, leading to  overcrowded 
units. O ld  C oyote said i t ’s com m on fo r 
tw o  o r  three fam ilies to  share a small 
house b u ilt  fo r a single fam ily. T h is  
contributes to  w ha t he calls an “ invis ib le  
homeless" popula tion.

W ilso n  said the  new triba l adm inis­
tra tio n  has made i t  a p rio r ity  to  address 
the housing disparity. The housing 
au tho rity  is becom ing stric te r w ith  ten­
ants w h o  fa il to  make the ir payments. 
She said th e ir fu n d in g  depends on  how 
closely they fo llo w  federal regulations 
and th a t previously, payment schedules 
were loosely enforced. The result was a 
decrease in  housing grants.

In  A p r il,  W ilson  was preparing to  
send o u t 100 com pliance forms, requ ir­
ing de linquen t tenants to  agree to  get 
back on  track. I f  they don ’t  agree, they 
w ill be evicted.

E nforc ing lease agreements is no t 
an easy job  b u t a necessary one, W ilson  
said. I f  tenants comply, the housing 
a u tho rity ’s fu n d in g  could  increase and 
more needs cou ld  be met.

“ They need a better standard o f  
liv ing , and in  order to  do that, i t  takes



fund ing  to  be able to  renovate these 
homes and make the upgrades th a t are 
necessary and provide homes th a t are 
really in  d ire  need,”  she said.

Pla infeather’s 2,000 square-foot 
m odu lar hom e looks unassum­
ing  fro m  the  highway, across 

a quarter-m ile stretch o f  fie ld where 
the fam ily ’s horses graze, biside, tall 
cupboards reach up to  the high, slanted 
ceiling in  P lainfeather’s k itchen . Three 
ovens are m ounted in  the  w a ll at the  end 
o f the  counter. She planned i t  tha t way, 
they are her favorite  com m odities in  the 
house.

She also planned how  the  house is 
situated, fo r a perfect v iew  fro m  the 
k itchen  table. In fro n t, the w indow  
frames the snow-capped m ounta ins. To 
the le ft, she can see her horses in  the 
field and the ro llin g  h ills  leading east­
ward to  the tow n  o f Lodge Grass. T o  the 
r ig h t is the fam ily  den and the bedrooms

o f the couple ’s ch ild ren . A  sewing ma­
ch ine sits o n  the d in in g  room  table next 
to  the  in trica te  dresses P la infether made 
fo r her daughters.

Tow ard  the south end o f  the larger 
fam ily  p lo t runs a ru tted  d ir t  tra il that 
crosses a q u ie t creek and leads in to  the 
h ills , a path  called the “ ch icken cross­
ing.”  She said th a t’s where travelers 
made th e ir way to  and fro m  the famed 
Bozeman T ra il fo r centuries. Today, 
P lainfeather and her husband, Danny, 
lead th e ir  cattle  on horseback to  graze 
over th a t same path.

P lainfeather has a deep respect fo r 
the property, w h ich  has stayed w ith  the 
fam ily. H er uncle lives in  a cabin nearby, 
and her m o the r’s house is there. Plain­
feather planned fo r a long tim e to  have 
her ow n place on  the a llo tm ent.

P lainfeather likes to  have fam ily 
func tions  at the ir house, using her three 
ovens to  prepare large meals. She and

her husband feel they are fina lly  settled 
dow n, in  th e ir  10th year o f  marriage.

T hey have horses and cattle, w ith  
three calves on  the  way. T hey ’ve b u ilt  
tw o  sweat lodges in  the tranqu il area 
near the  creek. O ne  is housed in  a 
w ooden shed fo r w in te r use. The o ther 
is a stick fram e w ith  no  covering, aw ait­
ing  use in  the  summer. I t ’s a sign o f 
permanence, a sign th a t they anticipate 
a long fu tu re  on  th is  p lo t. P lainfeather is 
p roud  to  live  where her fam ily  does and 
tha t she helped create th is  life  fo r her 
fam ily. It's  the  k in d  o f  v is ion  Real B ird  
has fo r C ro w  hom eowners.

“ I t  gives them  ow nersh ip  in  th is 
p roperty, and 1 believe tha t ow nersh ip  
e lim inates social problem s, personal 
problem s," Real B ird  said. “ I f  a husband 
and w ife  have a home, and th e ir ch ild ren  
can be someplace and they can own 
th ings and they can have d iffe ren t Na­
tive  A m erican  ceremonies on  tha t trus t

property, picnics, in v ite  th e ir  fam ilies, 
have b irthday  parties, then they have a 
hea lthy lifestyle.”

Both O ld  C oyote and Real B ird  
p roud ly  say they are among th e  firs t gen­
eration o f  C row s to  take th a t in it ia t ive  
and ow n  homes independently  on  the 
reservation.

P lainfeather is am ong them . She 
lives in  the  resu lt o f  her am b ition . She 
doesn’t have to  live  away fro m  her fam ­
ily ’s a llo tm ent in  a housing a u th o r ity  
u n it. She doesn’t  have to  s it on  a w a itin g  
lis t, hop ing  o ne 'o f the  tw o  repair crews 
th a t serve the 2.2 m illio n  acres o f  the 
C ro w  reservation w ill stop by.

Those duties are her ow n. H er house 
is her ow n. She’s liv in g  th a t A m erican  
dream.
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Danny and Mandy Rainfeather's modular home outside of Lodge Grass. It took them three years to complete the Section 184 loan process and move into their home.



U n se ttled
Spending the  Salazar settlem ent on the  F lathead reservation
Story by CARLI KRUEGER 
Photographs by ABIGAIL REDFERN

Som e w ou ld  say i t  was an 
unwise investm ent.

B u t fo r bro thers Jonathan 
Spotted Eagle and A lo n zo  BringsYellow, 
money spent on  th e ir m akeshift gym 
is money w e ll spent. Together w ith  
another fighter, they run  a m ixed 
m artia l arts c lub called F ighter's Island 
o u t o f  Spotted Eagle’s garage. They 
make no m oney o ff  o f  th e ir  hobby, b u t it  
keeps them  and the k ids  they tra in  o u t 
o f  trouble.

“ Before th is, 1 was d r in k in g  in  the 
bars,” said Spotted Eagle, w h o  has since 
given i t  up. “ [The gym] helps me stay 
away fro m  that. O n  the weekend, I can 
come in  here, and by the  tim e  I'm  done, 
I ’m to o  tire d  to  do  anyth ing .”

T he  brothers pooled together 
th e ir resources from  an unexpected 
w in d fa ll last year. As members o f  the  
Confederated Salish and  Kootenai 
Tribes, they each received m oney in  a 
m ajor settlem ent tha t awarded b illio n s  
o f  dollars to  41 tribes across the  nation.

C om bined  w ith  o th e r payments 
fro m  a separate b illio n -d o lla r 
settlem ent, 2012 saw an unprecedented 
in je c tio n  o f money in to  w ha t is 
com m on ly  know n to  be the most 
impoverished com m unities in  the 
country. A lth o u g h  the Flathead Ind ian  
Reservation, home to  the Confederated 
Salish and Kootenai Tribes, is more 
econom ically developed than most 
western reservations, the  in flu x  o f 
cash helped many Salish and Kootenai 
triba l members pay fo r  expenses tha t 
may have previously been unavailable 
before.

U n fo rtuna te ly , m uch o f  th is  money 
was spent off-reservation, largely 
because o f  a poor local economy.

“ The money [was] p robably spent 
more on  non -Ind ian  owned 
business than the N ative- 
owned business because

Alonzo BringsYellow, left, and Sheldon Fisher spar in the Fighter's Island gym. Fisher trains here almost every day, preparing for his title 
fight at the end of the month.

there are less o f  them ,”  said Eleanor 
YellowRobe, president o f  N ative Assets 
A ccoun ting  in  Box Elder and w ho 
authored the 2003 study "U ncovering  
Econom ic C o n trib u tio n s  o f M on tana ’s 
A m erican  Ind ian  Tribes.”

A cco rd ing  to  th a t report, the 
Flathead tribes con tribu ted  the largest 
am ount to  the state’s economy than any 
o the r tribe, spending about $317 m illio n  
in  2003.

YellowRobe said the 2012 settlem ent 
money w ou ld  have a s ign ifican t effect on 
the local economy bo th  on  and o ff  the 
reservation, inc lud ing  bordering  tow ns 
such as M issoula and Kalispell.

W ith  th e ir settlem ent, BringsYellow

and the bro thers Spotted Eagle 
purchased tw o  new th ro w in g  dummies, 
w h ich  cost up  to  $1,000 apiece. T hey ’ve 
spent a round $3,000 to ta l on the gym 
over the  last tw o  years, p ick ing  up mats 
fro m  o ld  gyms and o th e r equipm ent 
w hen they can.

Salish and Kootenai tr iba l officials 
deliberated fo r  a lm ost tw o  years before 
choosing to  d is tr ib u te  h a lf o f  th e ir $150 
m illio n  p o rtio n  o f  the  $1 b ill io n  Nez 
Perce T ribe  v. Salazar settlem ent. T h is  
settlem ent is separate fro m  the C obell 
settlem ent, w h ich  was settled in  2012 
w ith  its ow n  he fty  payout fo r  several 
tribes across the  coun try . The Salazar 
se ttlem ent was filed in  2006 over the

m ishand ling  o f tr iba l resources and 
funds by the  federal governm ent over 
the past century. T he  Flathead tribes 
jo ined  the law su it as a p la in t if f in  2008.

A s  a resu lt o f  the  d is tr ib u tio n , adult 
Salish and Kootenai tr ib a l members 
received $10,000 each. M in o rs  received 
$5,000 in  th e ir  In d iv id ua l Ind ian  M oney 
accounts, and the o the r $5,000 w ent to 
th e ir parents o r  legal guardians. I f  triba l 
members were at alL in  debt to  the tribe, 
w h ich  o ften  finances personal loans, the 
tribe reta ined up to  $5,000.

T h e  rem ain ing  h a lf  o f  the $150 
m illio n  is in  the  hands o f  the triba l 
governm ent, co llecting  in terest w h ile  
offic ia ls decide how  to  spend it.
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ABOVE | Vice president of The People's 
Voice, gathers signatures for a petition 
outside Pablo Family Foods. The petition 
proposes a full payout to tribal members 
from the Salazar settlement.

LEFT | Sheldon Rsher warms up his arms 
at the punching bag. Fisher says having 
the gym in the area gives him an outlet. "It 
keeps me busy, keeps my mind off of other 
things," Fisher said.

O ve r tim e, $4 m ill io n  o f the 
rem ain ing  sum  w il l  be'paid o u t to  
the N a tive  A m erican  R ights Fund to  
compensate fo r the rem ain ing  legal fees 
incu rred  in  the  suit.

T riba l C om m un ica tions  
C o o rd in a to r R obert M cD ona ld  said 
the  c o u n c il w anted to  create a balance 
by d is tr ib u tin g  h a lf  the  m oney to  
ind iv idua ls  and saving the  rest fo r 
o th e r in itia tive s  th a t w il l  benefit the 
tribe. T h e  money, he said, w il l  like ly  go

to  long-te rm  econom ic susta inab ility , 
cu ltu re  and language programs, and 
elder programs, b u t m oney has ye t to  be 
designated to  any specific programs.

A m o n g  the  discussions fo r  the 
m oney inc lude plans to  create language 
in s tru c tio n  and preservation programs. 
O ne  counc ilm an has an in it ia tiv e  to  
create a com pute r fo n t fo r  the  Salish 
and Kootenai languages.

M eanw hile , a g roup  o f  tr iba l 
members has m ounted a campaign 
u rg ing  lawmakers to  release the 
rem ain ing  m oney to  the  pub lic . Such 
a move w ou ld  give tr ib a l citizens an 
add itiona l $8,000 w ith  interest.

Less than a m ile  fro m  tr ib a l 
headquarters in  Pablo, a 
s ign w ith  ye llow  and orange 

balloons d irects people to  an area beside 
the  nearby grocery store. Mem bers 
o f  T h e  People’s Voice Inc. s it under a 
pop -up  te n t near a tra ile r, co llec ting  
signatures fo r  tw o  separate pe titions.

O ne  o f  the  pe titions  asks the 
tr ib a l counc il to  give the  p u b lic  an 
o p p o rtu n ity  to  voice its  o p in io n  
in  how  to  spend the rem ain ing  $75 
m ill io n  by way o f  a pub lic  election.
T he  o th e r proposes a change to  the 
tr iba l co n s titu tio n  a llow ing  triba l 
members the  ab ility  to  impeach council 
members— a priv ilege o n ly  he ld  by 
fe llow  council members— and w ou ld  
go to  the Bureau o f In d ia n  A ffa irs  in  
O regon fo r approval.

E lden W h ite  spent the  a fte rnoon  
exp la in ing  each p e tit io n  to  curious 
tr ib a l members. W h ite  has a wheeze in 
h is  voice and lost some sense o f  hearing, 
so people have to  lean close to  carry a 
conversation.

A s  vice president o f  T he  People’s 
Voice, W h ite  helps lead the n o n p ro fit, 
w h ich  has advocated fo r  fu l l  payout 
since news o f  the  Salazar settlem ent 
broke.

In  order to  hand the  pe titions  over to  
the  tr iba l counc il o f  the C onfederated 
Salish and Kootenai Tribes, the  People’s 
Voice needed to  co llec t signatures fro m  
at least h a lf o f  the  tribe 's  e lig ib le  vo tin g  
popu la tion , 1,280 signatures in  all. A fte r  
th e ir  first weekend, they were on ly  
abou t too  names shy.

“ W e ’re going to  go as long as we can.



Cassidy Johnson outside her home in St. Ignatius. Johnson is not a tribal member and 
did not receive settlement money. But because her husband is enrolled, they used his 
settlement money to pay bills and buy tires. __________

T he m ore signatures, the more i t  shows 
the pow er o f  The People’s Voice,”  said 
Sharon Rosenbaum, president o f  The 
People’s Voice.

M cD ona ld  said he has heard people 
say the tr ibe  should consider the 
legacy o f  the  money w hen i t  comes to  
spending it. He said some people believe 
th is  money does n o t jus t belong to  the 
people w ho  happen to  be alive today.

Those same people "d o n ’t  w an t 
to  have to  expla in dow n the road to  
[grandchildren], th is  money th a t also 
belongs to  you, w ent to  you r auntie,” 
M cD ona ld  said. “A  lo t o f  people w ho 
are alive today, elders and ancestors, 
w on’t  see th is  money, so there’s been 
ta lk  abou t how  to  h o n o r them .”

The counc il has rem ained 
tig h tlip pe d  on  its plans fo r  the 
rem ainder o f  the  settlem ent money.
B u t th a t hasn’t stopped tr iba l citizens 
fro m  speculating. Some say they 
th o u g h t some o f the money was going 
to  go tow ard expenses on  the  Kerr 
Dam, o f  w h ich  the tr ibe  w ill like ly  
take possession by 2015. There were 
b r ie f conversations, b ro u g h t up  in  tw o 
d is tr ic t meetings and one quarterly 
meeting w hen the d ire c to r o f  energy 
in fo rm a lly  asked the  tr ibe  to  loan funds 
fo r opera tion  costs.

T he  People’s Voice subm itted  a 
s im ilar p e titio n  asking fo r 
a vote on  d is tr ib u tin g  the 
rem ain ing money last fa ll, bu t 
the  e ffo rt was disorganized

and m any o f the signatures were 
dismissed because o f  questions o f 
redundancy and how  they were 
obtained.

S till, M cD ona ld  said th e  council 
w ou ld  be under no  ob liga tion  to  fo llow  
the pe tition  request.

“ 1 don ’t  th in k  there’s any mechanism 
fo r council being forced to  take any 
action because o f  these signatures,”  
M cD ona ld  said.

Rosenbaum said there’s no th ing  
leading the  group  to  believe they have 
a be tte r chance at success th is  time. I f  
the p e titio n  fa ils to  spur change again, 
Rosenbaum said they w ou ld  try  to  take 
the issue to  federal court.

Rosenbaum insists the  group ’s 
efforts are n o t a ll .about the money.
It 's  also about g iv ing  tr ib a l members 
another way to  be heard.

“ W e ’re about g iv ing  the people a 
voice to  determ ine how  the money 
is spent,”  Rosenbaum said. “ T h is  
referendum  [w ou ld ] o n ly  p u t i t  to  a vote. 
T h a t’s w ha t they should have done in  
the beginning.”

T h e  tr iba l counc il ho lds open 
meetings weekly and also has tim e  slots 
available fo r tr ib a l members to  come 
in to  the  triba l com plex and speak w ith  
the counc il about w hatever they want. 
People can also voice th e ir op in ions  at 
d is tr ic t and quarte rly  meetings w ith  the 
reservation's lawmakers. M cD ona ld  said 
there is a lo t o f  o p p o rtu n ity  fo r people 
to  speak th e ir m inds.

Rosenbaum adm its public 
attendance was low  at the counc il’s 
recent larger quarte rly  meeting, where 
tr iba l members had the  o ppo rtun ity  
to  voice op in ions  on  the settlement 
money.

Rosenbaum, w ho used her 
$10,000 to  clear o u t ro t in  her 
home and pay o ff  a vehicle, 

said she w o u ld  be fine w ith o u t the 
add itiona l d isbursem ent o f  the money 
b u t o th e r tr ib a l members need it.

“ T h is  is a very rich  tribe. A  lo t o f  
m oney comes in  here. B u t you r average 
tr iba l member, they ’re poor,”  she said. 
“ T hey ’re poo r people. A n d  i t  doesn’t 
need to  be th a t way.”

L ike  w ith  a ll o f  M ontana ’s tribes, the 
standard o f  liv in g  fo r most Salish and 
Kootenai tr ib a l members is far below 
national standards.

W h ite , the vice president o f  The 
People’s Voice, is b u ild in g  a new deck 
around his house w ith  his money and 
sees fu l l  payout as an o p p o rtu n ity  to  
im prove the day-to-day lives o f triba l 
members.

“ W e  can pay o ff  a lo t o f  ou r 
b ills ,”  W h ite  said. “ M os t us on  the 
reservations live  fro m  payday to  payday. 
W e trave l long  ways fo r w o rk ing  o n  the 
reservation. W e need money fo r the 
h igh gas prices.”

T riba l mem ber A n th o n y  A lexander 
d id n ’t  sign the  pe titions b u t w ou ld  have 
liked  to  have seen the money paid ou t 
fu lly . W ith  more money, he and his 
w ife , a B lackfeet tr ib a l member, w ou ld  
have purchased a hom e and land.

“ W e had a place picked o u t and 
everyth ing,”  h is  w ife , C harne ll, said.

Now, A lexander w ou ld  like  to  see 
the  m oney held by the  tribe go toward 
creating m ore tr iba l businesses, such 
as an insurance company, a bakery, a 
trea tm ent center o r an auto-repair shop.

“A  lo t o f  these businesses around 
here aren’t  tr ib a lly  owned, and th a t’s 
w hat I ’d  like  to  see,”  A lexander said. 
“ W e d o n 't even ow n  any o f the  stores 
o n  M a in  S treet [in  Poison].”

C harlene Petet, 68, said she does not 
w an t fu l l  payout.

“ Y ou ’ve g o t to  th in k  about 
tom orrow ,”  Petet said. “ There are th ings 
tha t the  tr ibe  needs to  leap and spend 
the  money on, and th a t’s the fu tu re . M y 
preference is fo r  the  tr ibe  to  invest the 
money and o n ly  use the interest so tha t 
we w ou ld  always have the  p rinc ip le .”

Just before the money was paid 
o u t, Eagle Bank in  Poison saw 
an increase in  the num ber o f 
checking accounts, like ly  because 

d ire c t deposit is easier and qu icker than 
w a itin g  fo r and cashing paper checks. 
A b o u t six m onths after the money was 
doled ou t, the bank is closing many o f 
those same accounts tha t have since 
gone inactive w ith  a zero balance.

A  lo t  o f  the  settlem ent money w ent 
o ff the  reservation and in to  western 
M ontana. T h e  tr ib a l counc il conducted 
an econom ic im pact s tudy about the 
settlem ent payout w ith  the U n ive rs ity  
o f  M on tana ’s Bureau o f Business and 
Econom ic Research b u t hasn’t  yet 
released the  report.

Police C apt. Louis F idd ler said there 
were no s ign ifican t trends regarding 
crim e, inc lud ing  D U I incidents and 
deaths, w hen the  settlem ent money was 
released. There  was a s ligh t increase, he 
said, b u t i t  was comparable to  s im ilar 
instances o f cash in flow , like  w hen 
members receive th e ir  $400 per capita 
checks three tim es a year, he said.

“ W e got xo,ooo, and we spent i t  
w isely fo r the  most part,” W h ite  said. 
“ In  any society, y o u 'll have people 
th a t’l l  squander it ,  lose i t  [and] make 
mistakes.”

O n  the  o the r hand, the tr iba l 
newspaper, the C har-Koosta  News, had 
an in flu x  o f  advertisements fro m  car 
dealerships in  the  su rround ing  areas 
and states.

“ T he  reservation was basically 
like  a car park ing lo t,”  said triba l 
descendant Cassidy Johnson, whose 
enro lled  husband received settlem ent 
money. Johnson, a lthough  Salish, is 
n o t en ro lled  and cou ldn ’t  receive a 
payment.

“ Everyone p u t th e ir cars up  fo r  sale. 
Deals w ent ou t. A ctua lly , I even heard a 
com m ercia l on the rad io  fro m  a dealer 
in  M issoula fo r people to  come buy a 
rig  fro m  there and they’d give them  so 
m uch m oney fo r accessories.”

Johnson and her husband, James 
Lozeau, spent th e ir money m ostly on 
th e ir fam ily. Lozeau w orks in  the tr ibe ’s 
fo restry  departm ent, and Johnson 
attends the  Salish Kootenai College, 
where she is m ajo ring  in  education. A  
p o rtio n  o f  th e ir  money w ent toward 
Johnson’s books. T h e  rest o f  the 
money was used on  b ills , b irthdays and 
C hristm as.



Sheldon Fisher runs from his house to  the Fighter’s Island gym, which is housed in a garage.

T h e  e n ro llm e n t office a t the tr iba l 
college said they had more students 
than usual com ing in  to  pay o ff  the ir 
student loans a fte r ge tting  th e ir  $10,000.

Johnson and Lozeau have tw o  
ch ild ren  o f  th e ir  ow n and one on  the 
way, b u t also raise th e ir nephew Robert 
and niece A u tu m n  th ro u g h  triba l 
k insh ip . There  is no  adop tion  th rough  
the C S K T , b u t Johnson has had 
A u tu m n , 3, since she was fo u r m onths 
o ld . A t  th is  po in t, they’ve fostered three 
o f  Lozeau’s sister’s six ch ild ren  and ho ld  
fu ll custody o f  two.

A s a descendant, Johnson's 
b io log ica l sons also were ine lig ib le  fo r a 
payment. B o th  are jus t shy o f  meeting 
the 25 percent b lood  quantum  needed to  
e n ro ll in  the  tribe.

"W e ’ve been try in g  to  get o u r two 
boys enro lled  fo r  a long tim e  because 
they’re, like, a fingerna il away from  
being enro lled, b u t [the settlem ent 
money] w ou ldn ’t  have been the reason 
we’d do that. Basically, i f  we enro lled 
o u r ch ild ren , i t  w ou ld  be because o f  the 
educational benefits and scholarships 
th a t they w ou ld  receive.”

However, th e ir  nephew Robert 
and niece A u tu m n  do  meet the  blood 
quan tum  and are enro lled. They

received $10,000 each. Because they arc 
n o t o ffic ia lly  adopted, th e ir fu l l  $10,000 
payments w ent d irec tly  in to  the ir 
In d iv id ua l Ind ian  M oney accounts.

“ T h e y ’l l  have th a t when they 
tu rn  18," Johnson said. “ I w an t to  
tr y  and change th a t so they d o n ’t 
get i t  u n t i l  they ’re 22 ju s t because o f 
respons ib ility .”

Johnson said she th o u g h t there were 
a lo t o f  people on  the  reservation w ho 
d id n ’t  k n o w  w h y  they were receiving 
money. There fo re , she made i t  a p o in t to  
educate th e ir 8-year-old nephew about 
w ha t was go ing  on. T hey explained 
w h y  he received his money and where it 
came fro m . “ W e try  to  teach tha t to  ou r 
ch ild re n , w he the r they're tr iba l o r not.” 

T h o u g h  Johnson cou ld  n o t vote in 
the  m atter even i f  she w anted to , she’s 
n o t in  favo r o f  fu l l  payout.

“ I ’m  relieved th a t i t  wasn’t  s p lit up 
between everyone,”  Johnson said.

Back at F igh ter’s Island gym, 
they’re tra in ing , ju s t like  
they do  every Saturday at 

2 p.m., teaching each o the r the a rt o f  
w restling , box ing  and j iu  jitsu . A l l  the ir 
know ledge comes fro m  YouTube videos, 
magazines and, now, some experience.

Inside, a car is parked, tak ing  up a

fo u r th  o f  the  space. A n  assortment o f 
belongings in  storage takes up another 
quarter. T he  rest is all room  to  wrestle.

Across m ismatched mats pieced 
together w ith  duc t tape, tw o  men 
grapple. T h e  M ontana sp ring  ch ills  the 
garage enough th a t th e ir  breath surges 
o u t in  w h ite , fro s ty  puffs. They 're  
sweating, though , bracing themselves 
on  th e ir  knees and push ing  against each 
o the r w ith  th e ir  arms.

“ W e ’re part o f  the  com m un ity  here 
in  Pablo, and th is  l it t le  area here by the 
tracks does n o t have a good repu ta tion ,” 
said BringsYeltow, 31, re fe rring  to  the 
ne ighborhood  around the  gym. “ I t ’s 
know n  fo r people d r in k in g  and people 
do ing  drugs, people ge tting  stabbed and 
k ille d . Bad s tu ff happens in  these tin y  
ne ighborhoods over here.

“ I t ’s sad to  see, and i f  we can have a 
few o f  those k ids w a lk  th rough  o u r door 
and say, you know , instead o f figh ting  
over there, beating the he ll o u t o f  each 
o the r, [you] can come tra in  here and 
change yo u r life .”

T h e  b ro thers  w il l  tra in  anyone fo r 
free b u t requ ire  th e ir students n o t to  
fig h t outs ide  o f  the  gym  and to  stay 
away fro m  drugs and a lcohol.

Spotted Eagle and B ringsYellow  said

tha t i f  they obta ined the fu l l  payout, 
they w ou ld  use some o f  i t  to  im prove 
the gym b u t they d o n ’t  w an t to  tu rn  i t  
in to  a fo r-p ro fit venture. R ather, they ’d 
like  to  in v ite  tra iners to  com e in  and do 
seminars, w h ich  is som ething th e y ’ve 
done in  the  past.

“ W e d o n ’t have any professional 
fighters. N obody ’s a b lack b e lt in  
anyth ing ,”  BringsYellow said. "T h is  is 
ju s t a ll love fo r  the  sport.”

Spotted Eagle said he’d like  to  see 
the  payout because i t ’d  he lp  a lo t  o f  
fam ilies.

“ I t ’d get me back on  my b ills  again, 
de fin ite ly ,”  he said. “ I ’d  have a lo t more 
money to  do  th ings w ith  my kids. I 
w ou ld  probably do some th ings  w ith  the 
gym  also. T h a t’s one o f the  tw o  m ain 
goals, i f  we do get it.”

BringsYellow no  longer fights 
because he has glaucoma and the  d o c to r 
said he cou ldn ’t a ffo rd  to  get h i t  in  the 
head anymore.

“ T he re ’s no v ic to ry  fo r me in  
figh ting  anymore,”  he said. “ M y  v ic to ry  
is in  the k ids.”
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The L ittle Shell move forward 
on a shoestring budget
Story by ALLISON MILLS and ALLISON BYE 
Photographs by CANDACE ROJO

Gerald G ray speeds up  to  85 
m ph, passing the slower 
drivers. They m igh t catch 

a flash o f his “ S hu t U p &. F ish” sticker 
on  the cab’s back w indow , b u t then he’s 
flow n past.

Gray, the elected leader o f  
M ontana ’s landless tribe —  the L ittle  
Shell T ribe  o f  Chippew a Indians —  is 
rush ing to  one o f  his tw o jobs, the job  
th a t he pays for. He pays in  miles, hours 
and cash. T hough  serious, he has an 
easy smile and a patch o f  silver hair 
tha t catches the ligh t. G ray jokes he 
can drive the 220 miles from  B illings to  
Great Falls in  his sleep. He does, after 
a ll, d rive  the route at least once a m onth 
fo r tr iba l council w ork.

He also w orks fu ll tim e as the 
vice president o f  G +G  Advertis ing  in  
B illings, i t ’s the jo b  tha t pays h im .

A ll  o f  G ray’s counc il w ork  is unpaid. 
Rather he donates more than 100 hours 
per m onth  to  his duties. H is travel 
expenses are uncovered, w h ich , based 
on M ontana state rates fo r personal 
vehicle use, amounts to  at least $736 per 
m onth .

“ I’m  defin ite ly  n o t in  i t  fo r myself, 
because i t  takes up  so m uch o f my 
tim e and money to  do  this,”  Gray said, 
jo k in g  th a t he and his w ife  call the 
intense com m itm ent “ The L ittle  Shell

Days o f  O u r  Lives."
In  B illings, G ray fills  up  the tank 

o f  his Ford F-250, a to ta l o f  about $83.
O n  the way up, he pu lls  over at Eddie’s 
C orne r near Lew istow n to  buy a coffee. 
He says he always stops here on his way 
to  Great Falls and at Ray's in  H arlow ton 
on his way back.

T ire  tribe relies on  volunteers such as 
Gray because i t  has no money. The L ittle  
Shell is n o t recognized as a tribe by the 
federal governm ent, so i t  is inelig ib le for 
federal aid. T h e  tr ibe  has no reservation 
and no treaty rights.

However, the state o f  M ontana 
does recognize the L ittle  Shell, and th is 
designation makes the tr ibe  elig ib le for 
state grants to  pay fo r on ly  three staff 
positions. Everyth ing else, includ ing 
the  tr ibe ’s highest elected position, is 
volunteer: D onations o f tim e and heart. 
Those volunteers are to rn  between a 
du ty  to  the ir tribe and the necessity o f  
paid w ork  to  live.

“ W ith o u t o u r volunteers, we 
w ou ldn ’t have an office, we w ou ldn ’t 
have enro llm ent, we w ou ldn ’t have 
anything,”  G ray said.

The tribe runs o ff  o f  at least 1,100 
vo lunteer hours per m onth . A b o u t 
850 o f  those are donated by the  triba l 
council. Based on estimates o f  other 
triba l councils ’ wages, the L ittle  Shell

TOP | Gerald Gray drives to Great Falls from his home in Billings at least once a month 
to participate in Little Shell activities. Based on estimates, he spends close to $740 of his 
own money to  fulfill his duties as tribal chairman each month.

MIDDLE | The Rocky Mountain West Building in Great Falls is home to the Little Shell’s 
tribal office. Since the tribe does not have a reservation, their population is scattered 
throughout Montana and the nation. Their headquarters is in Great Falls.

BOTTOM |The Little Shell council meets inside a room in the tribal office for a 
monthly work session. The council is made up entirely of volunteers who were 
elected to  office last November.
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ABOVE | Tribal Chairman Gerald Gray and council member Clarence Sivertsen use a pickup truck as a ladder to put up the Little Shell Chippewa Tribe Cultural Center's new sign. 
The building was completely renovated by volunteers and will open in the summer.

counc il members value the ir collective 
costs at about $30,000 m onth ly .

T h a t w ou ld  more than dra in  the 
L itt le  Shell tr ib a l budget, w h ich  is 
estimated to  be between $160,000 and 
$190,000 annually. T h is  is about one- 
ten th  o f a percent o f  the  2011 triba l 
budget fo r the Confederated Salish and 
Kootenai Tribes, M ontana’s wealthiest 
tribe . T h e  L itt le  Shell budget also 
fluctuates dram atically depending on 
incom e from  state grants.

There  are nearly 5,000 members o f

the L itt le  Shell spread across the state 
and country. The tribe hosts a handfu l 
o f  events th roughou t the year, b u t its 
biggest b ills  are rent, u tilit ie s  and payroll 
fo r certa in  employees. A  council o f 
seven volunteers oversees the  activ ity  
and adm inisters the money.

T h e  w o rk  is invaluable, especially 
since the  tr ibe ’s o n ly  incom e is th rough  
quarterly fundraisers, usually to ta ling  
around a few hundred  dollars. Book and 
license plate sales, as w ell as revenue 
from  a $5 fee fo r  enro llm ent applications,

also b ring  in  a small am ount o f  money. 
The budget’s b u lk  depends on  three 
state grants, estimated to  to ta l ju s t under 
$160,000 per year. These grants can vary 
m o n th -to -m o n th , are h igh ly  restrictive 
in  w ha t they cover and face threats o f  
dub ious fu tu re  fund ing .

T he  tr ibe  does have a financ ia l stake 
in  a 2006 law su it in  w h ich  the federal 
governm ent was sued fo r mismanaged 
funds. A s  a resu lt o f  th a t su it, there  is 
a $4 m illio n  account w a itin g  fo r the 
L itt le  Shell in  an A lbuque rque  bank.

However, the  tr ib e  can’t  touch  the 
p rinc ip le  u n til the  federal governm ent 
o ffic ia lly  designates i t  as a tribe.

G ray said the success o f  the  L ittle  
S he ll is like  a puzzle and ge tting  federal 
recogn ition  is ju s t one piece.

“ I t ’s an im p o rtan t piece, because i t ’s 
a piece th a t we deserve,”  G ray said. “ It's  
r ig h tfu lly  ours; i t ’s already been proven.”  

The L itt le  Shell filed fo r federal 
recogn ition  in  the  late 1970s. I t  took 
three decades before the D epartm ent 
o f  the  In te rio r den ied th e  request. T he
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federal governm ent claimed the  tribe 
d id  n o t meet a ll the  legal requirements 
and lacked po litica l influence over its 
scattered members. Taking the denial 
in  stride, and having gained recognition 
fro m  the  state governm ent in  2000, the 
tr ibe  moved forw ard and is collaborating 
w ith  M ontana's senators Jon Tester and 
M ax Baucus as well as Rep. Steve Daines 
to  push th rough  a federal b i l l  tha t w ou ld  
grant them  recognition.

The cu ltu ra l center looks 
small, especially nex t to  an 
egg processing p lan t and 

several construction  warehouses. To 
the northeast loom s H il l  57, the site on 
the ou tsk irts  o f  tow n w here the L itrie  
Shell com m un ity  used to  live. T he  d ir t 
road continues back to  a set o f  trailers, 
hemmed in  by an o ld  wooden fence.

G usty w inds, the k in d  tha t slam open 
car doors, w h ip  against G ray’s truck 
as he pu lls  in . W ith in  m inutes, fellow  
council member C larence Sivertsen 
has his ow n tru ck  backed up  to  a tall, 
black metal frame at the edge o f the lot. 
Gray pu lls  a large cardboard box from  
his truck and opens it, revealing a large, 
w h ite  sign.

F igh ting  w inds and ch illy  
air, G ray and Sivertsen clim b 
on  top  o f  the tru ck ’s cab,

wrestling w ith  the  sign. They push it 
in to  place, lock ing  i t  in to  the  frame. The 
sign displays a m edicine wheel w ith  the 
words “ L itt le  Shell C h ippew a Tribe  
C u ltu ra l C en te r”  beneath.

Sivertsen’s sister C olleen H ill serves 
as the L ittle  Shell treasurer on  top  o f 
her fu ll-tim e  jo b  as an accountant at 
the  H oliday V illage M a ll and managing 
her own accounting business. She has 
long, dark ha ir w ith  stra ight bangs and 
deep blue eyes. Since January 2012, H ill 
has pu t together the  o n ly  bookkeeping 
system the tr ibe  has ever had.

“ You p u t a pro ject in  fro n t o f  me, 
i t ’s gonna get done,”  H il l said. She 
volunteered to  p u t together the tr ibe ’s 
first budget and backlogged seven or 
eight years o f  data to  do so. “ It was just 
s itting  in  these tw o  storage sheds, just 
boxes and boxes.”

H il l  spends most o f  her evenings 
downstairs in  her home office and 
estimates tha t she dedicates about 30 
hours a week vo lun teering  fo r  the L ittle  
Shell tribe, b u t i t  was more w hen she 
was going th rough  the  o ld  tr iba l data.

“Those types o f  th ings make i t  w orth  
i t  when you kn o w  i t ’s going to  help 
someone,”  H i l l  said. “ You ju s t do w hat 
you gotta do.”

H ill says she vo lunteers most

weekends and her weekday nights have a 
routine. W hen  she gets home from  w ork 
at about 5:30 p.m., she jumps stra ight to  
crunch ing  numbers, stops fo r a b ite to 
eat sometime around 7 p.m., then checks 
invoices and tallies expenses late in to  
the n ight.

Rent totals about $1,750 each 
m onth between the  office and 
cu ltu ra l center.

Payroll w ou ld  be the next largest 
expense: A  state job -tra in ing  program 
pays fo r one part-tim e office receptionist, 
and the  office’s tw o  fu ll-tim e  employees 
are funded th rough  state grants. Kati 
A n to n ich , the tobacco-prevcntion 
specialist, and D arre l Rummel, the 
wellness program coord inator, are paid 
w ith  tw o  o f  the three grants the tribe 
receives. The th ird  grant is the Indian 
C o u n try  Econom ic Developm ent grant.

Rum m el receives her pay through 
the M ontana-W yom ing T riba l Leaders 
C ounc il, w h ich  also gives enough 
money to  cover program expenses and a 
small p o rtio n  o f re n t and u tilides.

A n to n ic h  receives her pay through 
the M ontana Tobacco Use Prevention 
Program. T h e  money also helps pay for 
part o f  the office ren t and u tilitie s , b u t 
paying fo r  program  expenses is more 
com plicated because i t  operates o n  a

reim bursem ent basis.
“ W e have to  basically f ro n t the 

state o f  M ontana money and then get 
reimbursed,”  C ha irm an G ray said.

D epending on  w ha t the tribe can 
afford, expenses fo r the program range 
fro m  $700 to  $9,000 a m on th . I t  is a 
m on th -by-m onth  balancing act.

G ray says the tribe is “ under such a 
microscope w ith  the state”  because o f  
the m ishandling o f  M ontana Tobacco 
Use Prevention Program funds by a past 
adm in istra tion .

O ffice reception ist Denise Ramsted, 
w ho  was employed th rough  a M ontana 
U n ited  Ind ian  Association job -tra in ing  
program, was the on ly  o ther office 
member paid fo r her position  besides 
R um m el and A n to n ich . However, the 
jo b  was tem porary and expired in  early 
A p r il.  W h ile  she had th o u g h t about 
vo lun teering  before, she needed the 
money an actual job  w ou ld  provide to 
support herself.

Ramstcd's m other, Patricia M aki, has 
volunteered w ith  the tribe since 1969 
and helps in  the enro llm ent office.

“ [Vo lun teering ’s] ju s t som ething you 
can 't get away from ,”  she said. “ O nce 
you start, there’s always som ething more 
to  learn.”

M ak i, whose blue eyes are framed



by glasses, w orks between fo u r and 
six hours a day checking enro llm ent 
applications and files, p r in tin g  ID  cards 
fo r triba l members and answering 
questions over the phone. She also 
w orks w ith  the state welfare department 
when they are dealing w ith  L ittle  Shell 
ch ild ren  and does paperwork perta in ing 
to  the  Ind ian  C h ild  W elfare Act.

M aki estimates her w ork is w orth  
at least $16 per hour, and based on her 
hours, her annual salary w ou ld  am ount 
to  about $20,000.

“ T he  reason fo r me being here is 
hopefu lly  be ing a ro le m odel fo r m y own 
ch ild ren  and grandchildren and spark an 
interest in  them  in  ge tting  invo lved," she 
said.

M ak i’s fr iend  Roger Salois also 
volunteers in  the  enro llm ent office, 
about fo u r hours a day. W earing faded 
blue jeans and suspenders, he keeps a 
can o f d ie t Ocean Spray ju ice on  hand 
w h ile  researching fam ily  names and 
b lood degrees. A  “ cheat sheet”  o f  b lood- 
degree fractions encased in  a plastic 
cover lies nearby; a smaller one is taped 
to  a laptop keyboard.

Salois, also retired, began w ork ing  
w ith  the tribe in  1995 and says he has 
served in  a lm ost every counc il position.

“ [V o lun teering ] ju s t kept escalating 
fo r me,”  he said. “ There ’s jus t more and 
more and more to  do.”

T riba l counc il secretary Louella 
Fredricksen, a small woman w ith  curly 
hair, flits  between her desk and the 
enro llm en t office. Fredricksen started 
in  1996, w o rk in g  w ith  M ak i to  set up  the 
enro llm ent database. She’s now  retired 
b u t s till w orks several hours a day fo r 
the  L ittle  Shell w h ile  caring fo r her 
husband.

“ I ’ve w orked my w ho le  life , so i t ’s 
no th ing  new,”  Fredricksen said. “ W hen 
I retired, I though t, ‘O h  no, w hat am I 
going to  do, I ’m  going to  get bored.’ B u t I 
haven’t  had tim e to  get bored yet.”

For many o f  the  L itt le  Shell, the  tim e 
they p u t in to  vo lun teering  is essentially 
“ priceless." For election com m ittee 
volunteers Francis Flesch and Joe 
M artinez, i t ’s hard to  guess the num ber 
o f  hours a week they p u t in  because they 
d o n ’t track it.

“ I f  i t ’s going to  move us forward 
from  where we’re at today, I don 't 
[m ind vo lunteering] at a ll,”  Martinez 
said. “ T h a t’s my goal, to  move th is tribe 
forward, in  any way 1 can, whatever I

have to  do."
B o th  men are retired. M artinez has 

a fu ll be lly laugh and eyebrows like 
black, inverted checkmarks. H is leg was 
swollen because he recently had knee 
replacement surgery. Flesch, w ho  has to  
carry around an oxygen concentrator 
because o f  a heart cond ition , has 
b righ t b lue eyes and sings “ Hey Joe”  to 
M artinez every tim e he calls.

T he  tw o  m en worked together to  set 
up the last e lection, organizing po lling  
places and ru n n in g  background checks 
on  candidates, on  top o f o ther duties. 
C andidate application fees helped 
pay fo r the  elections. Flesch also helps 
manage the tr ibe ’s Facebook page and 
records counc il meetings and posts 
videos o f  them  online.

For Flesch, w ho  grew up in  Judith 
Gap, w o rk in g  fo r the tr ibe  is n o t just 
som ething he wants to  do personally; i t ’s 
also to  fu lf i l l  a promise he made to  his 
m other.

“ There  were a lo t o f  people o u t 
there, in  Jud ith  Gap, tha t run  us dow n,” 
he said. “A n d  M om , she jus t k in d  o f 
plugged along and stood up  fo r us. So 
th is  is a ll, w hat I ’m doing, I’m do ing  for 
her. T h a t’s the easiest way I can say it.”

W h ile  the tribe has received a great 
deal o f  support fro m  various members, 
many agree w hat they have now  w ill 
n o t be enough in  the  fu ture. Because 
the L it t le  Shell tr ibe  is unable to  pay 
volunteers fo r th e ir contribu tions, 
most, such as Flesch and M artinez, 
are elders. Members o ften  say the end 
goal fo r the  tribe is federal recognition, 
b u t m any feel they w ill n o t be able to  
achieve th is  i f  younger people do  not 
start partic ipating. T h rough  the  tobacco 
prevention and wellness programs, 
elders hope you th  interest w ill improve.

“ T h is  tr ibe  w il l  live and die w ith  
young people o r  w ith o u t them,” 
M artinez said. “ T hey ’re going to  live  i f  
they can come in, and th e y 'll die i f  they 
don ’t."

C ha irm an  G ray th inks  the 
generation gap is sim ply a logistical 
problem . T o  h im , economic self- 
sufficiency is the k in d lin g  fo r a b righ te r 
b u rn in g  fu ture. He sees the L ittle  
Shell operating like  the Lumbee tribe 
in  N o rth  C aro lina , w h ich  has an 
established governm ent, social services 
and tr iba l businesses b u t is n o t federally 
recognized.

“ T hey don ’t  need to  be because

TOP | Little Shell secretary Louella Fredricksen adds up blood quantum numbers while 
checking the eligibility of an enrollment applicant. Fredricksen says she spends around five 
hours a day volunteering in the office.

ABOVE i An example Little Shell identification card is taped to a laptop inside the 
enrollment room in the tribal office. The tribe is in a constant process of enrolling 
new members.

they’ve go t a ll k inds  o f  business ventures 
going on," Gray said. “ T h a t’s how  
I envis ion  the  L ittle  Shell: W ith  or 
w ith o u t the federal governm ent, we’U 
get there.”

For the L itt le  Shell, success is a m ix  
o f  tra d itio n , rea lity  and hope fo r the 
fu tu re : keeping tra d it io n  alive in  th e ir 
com m un ity , accepting the  rea lity  o f  
challenges they face and hop ing  the 
federal governm ent w il l  recognize the ir 
efforts. G ray believes all members have 
the in te rna l d rive  requ ired  to  move the

tribe  forward.
“ To me, the fire  burns so passionate 

because when you ’re ta lk in g  to  ou r 
senators o r representatives, they kn o w  i t  
and I know  it, and i t ’s like  th is  isn’t  go ing 
to  d ie  o u t u n til som eth ing is done about 
it. So we ju s t keep figh ting  it."

E d ito r ’s note: Denise Ramsted, 
who was m entioned in  th is  s to ry  as 
one o f  the  p a id  employees o f  
the L it t le  S he ll Chippewa  
tribe , d ie d  in  h e r home on 
M ay 1.
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TOP | Sandy Spang lives in a double-wide trailer with her husband, Zane, and great-grand­
daughter, Lia. They are renting their home from Northern Cheyenne Tribal Housing Authority 
until they can build a new home on their land.

BOTTOM | Zane and Sandy Spang look at the foundation of their old home. The Spangs 
return to their ranch daily to feed their horses. They own 400 acres and lease an additional 
9,000.
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Residents continue to rebuild one year 
after the Ash Creek Fire devastated 
the N orthern Cheyenne reservation

Story by KETTI WILHELM 
Photographs by LEAH GREEN

Sandy Spang and her fam ily 
nervously watched a newly 
sparked w ild fire  approaching 

over the  horizon and thought, o r hoped, 
firefighters w ou ld  prom ptly  snu ff ou t 
the flames. A s  the fire continued to  
burn th rough  the h ills  o f  southeastern 
M ontana, engulfing stands o f  Ponderosa 
p ine and crisp, d ry grasslands, they 
started to  get nervous.

W ith  the  fire sweeping closer to  the 
Spangs’ secluded home, ringed w ith  ta ll 
trees and tucked between ro lling  h ills  
and flat-topped buttes, Sandy called 
the Bureau o f Ind ian  A ffa irs  police. A n  
un fam ilia r voice answered. Norm ally, 
she recognizes the voice o f  the officer on 
the line.

She asked fo r a pum per truck  to  
come p ro tect her home. T h e  man 
to ld  her no one was available. In  
a compassionate voice, he said no 
equ ipm ent cou ld  be sent. N o th ing  could 
be done.

"G o d  he lp  you, Sandy,”  he said.
W ild fire s  are no th ing  new in 

M ontana’s southeastern plains, where 
the N o rthe rn  Cheyenne Ind ian  
Reservation occupies a remote swath 
o f  land entrusted to  the tribe o f  about 
10,000 enro lled citizens, h a lf o f  w hom  
live  there.

The A sh  Creek Fire, ign ited by a 
lig h tn in g  strike on June 25, 2012, wasn’t 
the on ly  fire tha t summer. It was by 
far the largest in  the  region and w ould 
eventually rank among the  biggest 
w ild fires in  M ontana’s recorded history. 
O f  the quarte r o f  a m illio n  acres o f 
land burned, about 44,000 were on the 
reservation.

Sandy, the fam ily 's 70-year-old 
m atriarch w ith  short, curly, reddish hair 
and soft eyes, to ld  her grandchildren to  
get o u t the  suitcases, w h ich  are d ifficu lt 
fo r Sandy to  handle because she has 
m ultiple-sclerosis. Sandy's husband, 
Zane, opened the  gates d iv id in g  the ir

9,400-acre ranch so th e ir 31 horses could 
flee.

Meanwhile, Sandy kept try in g  to  call 
the  police, w ondering i f  an evacuation 
was in  the works. Eventually, another 
new voice answered, th is  one less gentle.

“ W h y  aren’t  you o u t o f  tha t house?” 
Sandy recalled the  voice asking her.

T he  area where th e ir ranch was 
located, on  Tongue R iver Road 
meandering along the reservation’s 
eastern.border, had already been 
evacuated.

“ A n d  I had n o t heard a th ing,”  Sandy 
said. “ N o  one to ld  me. N o one called 
me.”

T h a t was the  beginning, the first in  a 
line  o f  mishaps and m iscom m unications 
tha t became synonymous w ith  the 
devastation o f  the  Ash C reek F ire fo r 
the people w ho  lived th rough  it.

The Bureau o f Ind ian  A ffa irs  
estimates the fire has run  
up  a b il l  o f  $7.3 m illio n  so 

far, shared between the fo u r entities 
responsible fo r the damaged triba l, 
state, federal and private lands. The 
costs include equipm ent, firefighters 
and restoration o f  the land, w h ich  is 
s ti l l  a w o rk  in  progress. A dd itiona lly , 
the bureau estimates $300,000 w o rth  o f  
tim ber burned.

Size and cost are n o t the on ly  
marks o f  n o to rie ty  d is tingu ish ing  the 
blaze. Locals say the  disaster could 
have been stopped before so m uch 
was lost. C om m un ica tion  failures and 
mismanagement o f  resources reigned ' 
supreme; interagency cooperation was 
nom ina l, at best, and, nearly a year later, 
allegations o f  co rru p tio n  and nepotism  
abound.

“ I t  was really a tragic comedy o f 
errors,”  said T roy Spang, Sandy and 
Zane’s youngest ch ild  at age50.

T he  day after the fire swept across the 
land, the Spangs re turned to  where th e ir 
home had stood fo r 31 years, outside the 
8oo-person tow n  o f  Ashland.

A ll  tha t rem ained o f  the  house were 
smoldering piles o f  soot and rubble.
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A FEMA trailer sits behind the Bartlett's new home where their work sheds used to be. It is one of several trailers acquired by the Northern 
Cheyenne Tribal Housing Authority. Almost a year after the Ash Creek Fire blazed through the reservation debris remains to be cleared.

“ W h e n  you  lose th ings like  we did,
I mean everyth ing, i t ’s a hard th in g  to  
com prehend,”  Sandy said.

“ I asked them  to  b ring  me a chair, 
and I ju s t sat there and looked at it ,”  she 
recalled. “ 1 d id n ’t  cry, n o t then. I ju s t sat 
there and though t about w ha t was lost."

In  fro n t o f  the  fo u r cracked concrete 
founda tion  walls s tick ing  up fro m  the 
g round, wheelbarrows are lined  up in 
w hat was once the  fro n t yard, like  a 
gravestone w ith  mementos la id in  fro n t 
o f  it. They are filled w ith  neatly sorted 
remains o f  various household items.

Bendy, 52 and the  couple’s oldest 
son, spent weeks s ifting  th rough  piles o f  
rubble to  co llect the few and scattered 
remnants —  a b roken mug, some metal 
artworks and hundreds o f  pennies, black 
and rough from  flames.

“ I t  was like  an archaeological dig 
fo r you r fam ily,”  Bendy said. “ You’re 
find ing  your life  in  lit t le  ha lf-inch 
squares.”

The sum m er o f  2012 was one o f  the 
hottest and driest on record. The Spangs 
recalled the temperature soaring to  u i 
degrees by m idafte rnoon the day the ir 
home was burned.

M ak ing  matters worse, the preceding 
sum m er was unusually wet, creating 
abundant fue l fo r the fires.

For thousands o f  years, Native 
. peoples burned the  plains to  improve 
bison grazing lands and as a tactic o f  
war, according to  Ronald W akim oto , 
a professor o f  forest fire  science at the 
U n ive rs ity  o f  M ontana. W hen settlers 
stripped the N ative A m ericans o f  
th e ir land, the  fires stopped. W ith o u t 
those regular burns, huge stands o f 
Pondcrosa p ine took over w hat used to  
be grasslands, creating fuel fo r much 
bigger fires.

“ O u r  policies keep the fires ou t 
as long as they can," W akim oto  said.
“ So w hen the lig h tin g  strikes, the fires 
produce trem endous heat. They’re as 
intense as they can be.”

Such intense disasters have 
devastating consequences on  a 
reservation w ith  entrenched poverty 
and unem ploym ent loom ing around 70 
percent.

The fire destroyed 22 houses on  the 
reservation. The Spangs were one o f  
on ly  tw o  fam ilies th a t had the  cushion 
o f  hom eowners’ insurance.

T hey ran one o f the few private  
enterprises on the reservation, th e ir 
ow n  tourism  business called C heyenne 
Tra ilriders, and welcom ed guests fro m  
around the w orld  fo r cam ping tr ip s  in  
teepees, horseback rid in g  on  th e ir  vast 
ranch and learning about Cheyenne 
h is to ry  and culture. W h e n  the fire h it, 
they had to  cancel about 15 trips , a net 
loss o f  about $5,000, and Sandy said they 
were expecting up to  25 more bookings 
th ro u g h o u t the  season.

S till, tha t loss pales in  com parison to  
th e ir  torched hom e and land.

Sandy estimates the  five-bedroom  
home was w o rth  about $250,000. It was 
a double-w ide m obile  hom e painted 
turquoise. T h e  fam ily  had spent years 
renovating it. T hey added a basement 
w ith  a large liv in g  ro o m ,tw o  bedroom s, 
a lib ra ry  and several d isplay cases fu l l  o f  
art. French doors led o n to  a deck w ith  a 
ram p to  accommodate Sandy’s walker.

Inside the  home, the  fam ily  had 
$133,000 w o rth  o f belongings insured 
bu t o n ly  received $25,000 in  insurance 
money fo r  them , along w ith  $5,000 to 
help clean and rehabilita te  the  property.

Sandy said the fu l l  insurance.

paym ent fo r the  house, w hen i t  comes, 
w ill be less than  h a lf o f  her estimate 
fo r the  hom e’s value, b u t it  shouid  be 
enough to  buy a new m obile  home.
N ow, Sandy, Zane and L ia, the  coup le ’s 
15-ycar-oId great-granddaughter 
w hom  they are raising, live  in  a small, 
dusty subd iv is ion  in  ano ther housing 
au tho rity -ow ned  m obile  home, w a itin g  
fo r the  b u lk  o f  th e ir insurance m oney so 
they can rebu ild  on  th e ir land.

W h ile  the fire, and th e  in s titu tio n a l 
fa ilu res tha t accompanied it, cost the 
Spangs and many others dearly, they are 
q u ick  to  praise those w h o  helped w ith  
the recovery.

“ I w a n t people to  kn o w  tha t the fire is 
s till raging because people have needs," 
Sandy said. “ W e have spent a lo t o f  
money th a t we d id n 't have because we 
had to  buy back everyth ing  tha t burned 
up. G ranted, we had a lo t o f  good people 
th a t helped us, b u t we spent a lo t o f  
money.”

In  add ition  to  the 1,200 firefighters 
assigned to  the fire and the locals w ho 
pitched in  where they could, the  Spangs 
said the housing authority  and the Boys 
& . G irls  C lu b  o f  the N orthern  Cheyenne 
N ation  were most indispensable in  the 
tum u ltuous days and weeks after the  fire.

The N orthe rn  C heyenne T riba l 
H ousing  A u th o r ity  is bo th  a 
social service and a land lo rd . 

Its yearly budget o f  $2.9 m ill io n  is 
handed dow n by the  U.S. D epartm ent o f  
H ousing  and U rban Developm ent. W ith  
it,  they m a in ta in , and co llect re n t on 
abou t 400 houses and apartm ent un its.

S h o rtly  a fte r the  fire, the  housing 
a u th o rity  rounded up 22 tra ile r 
homes fro m  the Federal Emergency 
M anagem ent Agency, le ftover from  
disasters in  o the r states, and shipped 
them  to  M ontana.

T w illa  Speelman, a 50-year-old 
grandm other, is among those displaced 
by the  fire and now  liv in g  in  a F E M A  
tra ile r. Speelman w orks p a rt tim e 
as the head cook at the  N o rth e rn  
C heyenne T riba l E lderly Program in 
A sh land  to  support herse lf and the fo u r 
g randch ild ren  she is raising.

Econom ically, Speelman’s s itua tion  
is more typ ica l o f  the reservation than 
the  Spangs’. H er part-tim e jo b  and her



Twilla Speelman's trailer was the only home in this coulee taken by the fire. Twilla Speelman received full custody of her 
four grandchildren in June 2010._________

husband’s odd jobs as a mechanic aren’t 
enough to  keep the fam ily  fed. The 
household depends on  food  stamps, 
w h ich  don ’t usually last the  whole 
m on th . The welfare support Speelman 
receives to  raise her grandchildren,
$150 a m onth  fo r each ch ild , doesn’t 
go far. H om eowner’s insurance is an 
unatta inable luxury.

T h e  fam ily ’s m obile home was the 
on ly  s tructure that burned in  the  hamlet 
know n  as R abbit Tow n, tucked away 
in  the  h ills  just outside o f  Ash land. 
Speelman estimated the  home’s value at 
$20,000.

A sh land  was a t the center o f  the 
fire. T he  tow n  boasts a small m ote l, a 
C a tho lic  m ission school tha t began 
as a b ru ta l boarding school fo r Native 
A m erican ch ild ren  and a handfu l o f  
bars. A  broad, gently cu rv ing  highway 
takes m otorists over the tree-covered 
m ounta ins between A sh land  and Lame 
Deer, the  reservation's largest tow n 
w ith  2,000 residents. Hom e to  the tribal 
governm ent and the o n ly  grocery store 
on  the reservation, Lame Deer was 
untouched by the fire.

W h e n  the fire approached Rabbit 
Tow n , Speelman and her fam ily  were in 
Lame Deer buying gasoline and d id n ’t 
know  police were evacuating the ir

neighborhood. O n  th e ir  way 
home, Speelman defian tly  to ld  
the officer w ho  stopped her

she was go ing back to  gather w hat she 
could.

M om ents a fte r they arrived home, 
the fire cascaded over the low  h il l  a few 
yards away.

“ M y  oldest came and said, ‘Grandma, 
le t’s go! T h a t fire’s here!” ’ she recalled, 
her m outh  con to rting  at the pain o f the 
memory.

“ T he  sun was going dow n, and the 
smoke was already setting in,”  Speelman 
said.

I t  was too  dark to  sec and confusion 
reigned.

They had no tim e  to  save anything.
K now ing  they needed to  find  shelter 

and e lectric ity  fo r com m unica tion , they 
drove back to  Lame Deer and m et a mass 
o f  evacuees congregating at the Boys &  
G irls  C lub .

G eri Small, the club's executive 
d irector, returned to  w ork  that evening 
know ing  th a t w ith o u t e lectric ity, the 
club was vulnerable to  a break-in. W hen 
she arrived, a line  o f  people seeking 
sanctuary greeted her. Small opened 
the club’s doors and started try in g  to  
provide fo r the refugees.

T he tribe had designated the 
elementary school in  Lame Deer as the 
shelter site, b u t people s till congregated 
at the  Boys & . G irls  C lub , a de-facto 
com m unity  center. N o one knew  the 
plan fo r th is  k in d  o f emergency.

“ T h a t’s w hat everyone was so upset

w ith ,”  said Small, w ho is also a form er 
tr iba l president. "T hey say there was a 
plan, b u t nobody knew w hat the  plan 
was."

Speelman said tha t around 1 a.m. 
she helped the  club  sta ff make peanut 
bu tte r and je lly  sandwiches to  feed the 
hundreds o f  evacuees, inc lud ing  herself 
and her fam ily.

I t  was a sleepless n igh t as the 
fire raged on. Early in  the  m orning, 
Speelman w ent look ing  fo r news about 
her house and found  Ed Joiner, w ho was 
then the tr ib e ’s disaster and emergency 
services coord inator.

“ He looked at me, and he said,
‘T w illa , we don ’t know .’ He said we 
got no com m unica tion , he said no 
cellphones, he said no th ing . He said we 
d o n ’t  even kn o w  where the fire trucks 
are righ t now,”  Speelman recalled.

“ W e got caught w ith  ou r pants down 
tha t day," Joiner said in  an interview. 
“ W e d id n ’t  even know  we were going to 
evacuate [Ash land]. Basically, it  was just 
a breakdown in  com m unication.”

A lec  Sandcrane, the current 
emergency services coord inator, 
said the m ain reason fo r the lack o f 
com m un ica tion  was the power outage. 
The entire  reservation had no electricity, 
no phones, no cellphone service and no 
emergency generators to  power back-up 
radios. O ffic ia ls  in  Lame Deer cou ldn ’t 
com m unicate w ith  firefighters, police

o r residents in  A sh land, w h ich  was 
surrounded by the fire. M aking  matters 
worse, fire trucks ran o u t o f  fuel and the 
gas station had no generator to  pum p 
gas, so a w orker had to  d rive  200 miles 
around the  fire  to  b ring  back fuel from  
M iles C ity .

T h a t lack o f  com m unication led the 
pandem onium  th a t le ft Speelman and 
others w ith o u t answers.

“ For a w hole week, we w ent n o t 
know ing  where we were gonna live, 
w hat we were gonna do,”  Speelman said. 
She and her fam ily  spent th e ir days at 
the  Boys & . G irls  C lu b  and slept at her 
sister’s house.

T he  tr ibe  first implem ented an 
emergency plan in  2006. Sandcrane said 
the last pub lic  meetings about the plan 
were in  2005, w hen i t  was being drafted. 
Residents, inc lud ing  Speelman and the 
Spangs, said they hadn ’t heard a w ord 
about the plan before the fire, and never 
knew its contents.

Sm all said disaster plans are 
especially im portan t fo r reservation 
com m unities.

“ You may have 10 o r 15 people liv ing 
in  one house and maybe no car, no phone 
[because o f poverty],” she said. “ Somebody 
has to  know  to  go check that house.”

Sandcrane said the emergency plan 
was in  line fo r an update in  2012, before 

’ the A sh Creek Fire, and w ould have been 
more effective i f  it  had been updated.



BY THE 
NUMBERS:

THE ASH CREEK

FIRE
Total acres burned:

250,000
A cres burned 

on  the 
reservation:

44,000

H ouses burned on the 
reservation: 

F iretrucks on 
the  reservation 
a t the  tim e o f 
th e  fire: ^3 

(one for every 34,154 
acres o f reservation land)

Firefighters 
assigned to  the 
Ash C reek Fire:

1,200
from  20  states

Estim ated initial expense to  
the  N orthern Cheyenne Tribal 

Housing Authority:

$200,000

“ M a in ly , the biggest th ing  on  i t  is 
the  com m unica tions have g o t to  be 
updated,”  Sandcrane said. “ Everybody’s 
g o t to  be on the  same track.”

So far, the legacy o f th is  disaster is 
tha t no  one was on the same track.

Sm all said abou t550 people slept 
on the flo o r o f  the ch ib ’s gymnasium 
th a t n ig h t, inc lud ing  about 40 evacuees 
from  a nearby A m ish  colony. T he  next 
m orn ing , the sta ff cooked pancakes, 
eggs and  bacon on propane g rills  fo r the 
anxious evacuees.

“A fte r  that, i t  k in d  o f became a safe 
haven, n o t on ly  fo r the  kids, b u t fo r the 
w hole com m unity ,”  Small said o f  the 
club. A fte r  the fire, the tribe designated 
the  c lub as a disaster shelter.

Some people were able to  re tu rn  
to  th e ir  homes the next day o r stay^ 
w ith  fam ily  in  the area, b u t at least 20 
evacuees lived at the c lub fo r  tw o  weeks, 
w a iting  fo r  a place to  go.

“ I t  was a lo t o f  w o rk , b u t i t  was well 
w orth  it ,"  Small said. “ O u r people were 
safe and they were taken care of."

D u rin g  those weeks, the  Boys &
G irls  C lu b  spent $23,000 on food 
and o th e r re lie f efforts, w h ich  FEM A 
reimbursed. Labor was n o t on the b ill 
because the club's s ta ff volunteered the ir 
time, saving up  to  $15,000 from  the  tab.

Days after the fire, housing 
a u th o r ity ’s Executive D irec to r Late 
Haugen secured used FE M A  trailers fo r 
the v ic tim s. T hey were delivered a t the 
end o f  July.

Haugen said housing  au tho rity  
paid about $90,000 to  have the trailers 
shipped to  the reservation and another 
$55,000 to  set them  up. People like  
Speelman, w ho  were le ft w ith  no th ing  
after the  fire, were given the trailers fo r 
free, b u t Haugen said they sold about 
a dozen to  people whose homes d id n ’t 
b u rn  to  recoup the transporta tion cost.

Families like  the  Spangs, w ho had 
insurance on the ir homes and o ther 
means to  get back o n  th e ir feet, were not 
offered F E M A  trailers.

Po lice  d id  n o tify  Susan Bartlett 
and he r fam ily  when the ir 
ne ighborhood was evacuated. 

They had 15 m inutes to  leave and were 
able to  collect some c lo th ing  and the ir 
tw o k ids ’ social security cards, b u t lit t le  
else.

Despite the devastation, they knew 
they cou ld  start over, Bartle tt said.

“ W e’re  young enough and we’re

am bitious enough, we can do  it. W e 
kn o w  we can,”  Bartle tt, 37, said.

G e tting  a loan can be extrem ely 
d iff ic u lt on  reservations. Local sources 
o f c re d it are rare and banks are leery o f 
lend ing  to  people w ho  live  on  sovereign 
land, w here they have no  a u th o rity  to  
enforce the  terms o f  the  loan.

W hen  the  Bartletts found  o u t the 
Small Business A d m in is tra tio n  was 
o ffe ring  low -in te rest rate loans to  
v ic tim s o f  the A sh C reek Fire they 
decided to  apply.

“ W e weren’t try in g  to  ask fo r 
a handout,”  B artle tt said w ith  
de te rm ination  w ritte n  across her broad, 
strong face. “ W e d id n ’t  w ant m oney to 
replace o u r house. W e w anted to  get 
qua lified  fo r som ething, jus t som ething 
to  get us started.”

T h e  business adm in is tra tion  gave 
them  a $92,000 loan to  buy a n e w ,. 
double-w ide m obile home. T h e ir 
paym ent is manageable at a round $500 a 
m onth.

T h e  F E M A  tra ile r the housing 
a u th o rity  offered to  the Bartletts sits 
em pty, adjacent to  th e ir  new mobile 
home, on  the same piece o f land where

they lived before the  fire. H ous ing  
a u tho rity  was so busy a fte r the  fire 
they co u ld n ’t  hook  up  the  tra ile r’s 
u tilit ie s  u n til Novem ber, ju s t before 
the  B a rtle tt’s new m obile  hom e was 
delivered, so they never moved in  to  the 
tra iler.

B artle tt hopes the  co m m u n ity  w il l  be 
more prepared fo r the  n e x t fire.

Sandcrane, the tribe ’s emergency 
services coordinator, said one o f  his top 
priorities is buying generators to  keep 
com m unication alive and the gasoline 
flow ing when another disaster hits. FE M A  
w ill like ly pay fo r one generator, costing 
about $^300. The first one w ill go to  the 
gas station, and Sandcrane is hop ing  to  
find money to  buy a second generator fo r 
the com m unication towers soon.

The tr ibe  acquired tw o  fire trucks in  
February and have a th ird  on  the way.
I t  w il l on ly  have to  pay to  ship, about 
$3,500 each.

“ I t ’s been som ething we’ve been 
try in g  to  get done here fo r  a num ber o f 
years,”  Sandcrane said. “ B u t now , w ith  
the  fire, i t  has opened up  some fu n d in g  
and opened up  some eyes.”

LEFT | The Ash Creek Fire destroyed homes 
so" thoroughly, items within are no longer 
recognizable.

BELOW | Dean Spang, who is dean of 
student affairs at Chief Dull Knife College 
in Lame Deer, stands in the shed they rent 
from housing authority. Although most of 
their belongings couldn't be recovered, the 
S'pangs did not lost all of the tack for their 
horses in the fire.



The new Rocky Boy's health center was supposed to be finished in spring of 2013. It has since been delayed and remains $15 million short from completion. The medical center stands 
as a symbol of the economic difficulties plaguing one of the smallest reservations in Montana.
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Three po lice  o fficers stood 
outs ide  the  fr o n t  d o o r o f  the 
C h ippew a C ree Business 

C om m ittee  chambers o n  the  cold, 
spring  m orn ing . Inside, secu rity  guards 
waved a m eta l-de tecting  w and over 
employees before they were a llow ed to  
en te r the  tr ib e ’s leg is la tive chambers.

O u t back stood three m ore police 
officers, b lo ck in g  the  d o o r fro m  
the  12 R ocky Boy’s c itizens there  in  
p ro test. A m o n g  them  was the man 
at th e  center o f  the day’s controversy 

and enhanced security  
de ta il, Business C o m m itte e  
C ha irm an  Ken S t. M arks. 

S tanding w ith  his

supporters, St. M arks was already sure 
o f  the counc il’s vote. He was certa in  o f  
the  outcom e as the  counc il members 
deliberated w hether to  remove h im , the 
tr ib e ’s elected tr iba l co u n c il chairm an, 
fro m  his pos ition . B u t w hen the  verd ic t 
was final, p rov ing  h im  rig h t, h is  voice 
s till carried a tone o f  d isappoin tm ent.

“ I 'm  k icked o ff  the counc il," St. 
M arks said.

Surprised at the th o u g h t, a 
supporter, Russell S tand ing  Rock, 
asked h im  to  c larify.

“ T hey k icked me o ff. I ’m  o f f  the 
counc il.”

The C h ippew a C ree Business 
C om m ittee , the  govern ing body o f

the  6,177-member tr ibe  based on  the 
Rocky Boy’s Ind ian  Reservation, voted 
to  remove St. M arks as chairm an. The 
event came s ix  m onths in to  h is  term, 
w h ich  was filled  w ith  accusations from  
b o th  factions regarding misspent triba l 
funds and alleged co rrup tion .

T he  counc il leveled a num ber o f 
accusations against St. Marks: employee 
harassment, sexual harassment, 
financia l m isconduct, unauthorized 
expenditures and illegal em ploym ent 
practices.

O n  the o th e r hand, since he was 
elected chairm an, St. M arks has filed 
his ow n cla im s against the  council and 
has asked fo r a federal investigation

in to  th e  co u n c il’s spending.
C o inc iden ta lly , in  a separate 

federal investigation , a m em ber o f  the 
tr ibe ’s business counc il was ind ic ted  
in  U.S. D is tr ic t C o u rt on  charges o f 
embezzlement in  early May.

C o u n c il delegate John Chance 
H ou le , along w ith  the head o f 
C h ippew a C ree C o n s tru c tio n  C orp., 
Tony B e lcourt, and three others were 
in d ic ted  on  charges o f  m isspending 
more than  $300,000 o f  federal 
A m erican  Recovery and Reinvestm ent 
A c t funds.

S t. M arks began m aking waves early 
in  his te rm . In  February, he received 
a m em orandum  fro m  BEH G am ing,



a Florida-based lim ite d  lia b ility  
co rpora tion , c la im ing  the tr ib e  owed 
the  company m ore than  $ t6  m illio n  fo r 
the  cons truc tion  o f the tr ib e ’s N o rth e rn  
W in z  Casino. B u t upon  asking fo r 
fo rm al docum enta tion , St. M arks 
said he was im m edia te ly  m et w ith  
resistance.

“ M y question to  [the counc il] was 
‘W here  d id  the  money go?’ "  St. M arks 
said. “ A s  soon as I asked th a t question, 
they tu rn e d  on me and voted me o u t of 
there.”

In  the BEH memo, the  company 
stated the  tr ib e  had agreed to  make 
m on th ly  payments upw ard o f a quarte r 
o f  a m illio n  dollars. Instead, the 
com pany stated, i t  had o n ly  received 
one paym ent o f  $10,000.

T he  counc il p rov ided  no com m ent. 
Kerey C arpenter, general counsel fo r 
BEH, verified  the  com pany is based 
in  F lo rida  b u t w o u ld  n o t give any 
in fo rm a tio n  regarding its  business 
w ith  the tr ibe  o r w ith  the  N o rthe rn  
W in z  Casino. Beyond tha t, BEH has 
no o ffic ia l lis ting  o r o n lin e  presence. Its 
existence is so le ly de te rm ined  by the 
c o u rt docum ents and the  le tte r sent to  
St. M arks alleging the tr ibe  owed $16 
m illio n .

T h is  was the  firs t in  a series o f 
tro u b lin g  finds in  th e  tr iba l counc il 
budget, w h ich  St. M arks claims is in 
debt by nearly $50 m illio n . It is also 
the  reason there is o n ly  a shell o f  a 
new  medical center s itt in g  in  tow n, 
incom plete  and unattended.

his s to ry is n o t new. T riba l 
governm ents th ro u g h o u t the 
U n ite d  States are constantly  

under scru tiny  fo r  how  m oney is spent. 
O n  Rocky Boy’s, the  story continues

to  play o u t w ith  the  most recent 
in d ic tm e n ts  regarding the  federal 
re investm ent and recovery money.

In  July 2012, the  D epartm ent 
o f  the  In te r io r launched a federal 
inves tiga tion  in to  the  N o rth  C en tra l 
M on tana  Regional W ate r System 
Project designed to  b ring  clean water 
to  Rocky Boy’s and su rround ing  
areas. A m ong  the  in it ia l find ings, the 
inspecto r general discovered th a t some 
o f  the  $33 m ill io n  in  federal funds 
designated fo r  the $361 m illio n  pro ject 
had been d ive rted  in to  priva te  business 
accounts. T h e  money was eventually 
replaced, b u t the  inspector general shut 
dow n the  p ipe line  pro ject u n t i l  the 
tr ibe  can im p lem ent tig h te r accounting 
regulations.

A cco rd in g  to  the  in d ic tm en t 
docum ent, H ou le  coord inated w ith  
fo u r others—T ony Belcourt, Hailey 
Lee B e lcourt, and T am m yand  M ark 
Le ischner— to  create a surrogate 
com pany, M T  W aterw orks, used 
to  pe rfo rm  a com plex series o f 
transactions th a t funne led  federal 
s tim u lus  do lla rs  in to  private  accounts.

A m o n g  the  alleged i l l ic it  
transactions are using m oney to 
buy a house and to  finance private  
businesses. In  to ta l, the  group  is 
charged w ith  m isspending $311,000.

T riba l governm ents and misspent 
m oney seem to  be a com m on focal 
p o in t in  media coverage o f  Ind ian  
C o u n try . T h a t’s n o t to  say the 
phenom ena doesn’t  exist, b u t the 
reasons beh ind  these inc idents have 
a com m on thread. Recognized tr iba l 
governm ents are re la tive ly  new  and s till 
f in d in g  balance between tra d itio n a l and 
con tem porary  policies, said U n ive rs ity

TOP | Ken St. Marks was removed from the Chippewa Cree Business Council amid 
accusations of employee harassment, financial misconduct and illegal employment 
practices. He says this was a cover for the tribal council’s  dissatisfaction with his 
cooperation with federal investigators into tribal misspending. Here he is at his house 
located just above the hill above Rocky Boy Agency.

MIDDLE | After receiving a letter from BEH Gaming Ltd. claiming the tribe owed more 
than $16 million for the construction of a hotel onto the Northern Winz Casino, Ken St. 
Marks began questioning the financial state of the tribe. He says the tribe is in nearly $50 
million worth of debt and argues some o f that is a direct result o f misspending.

BOTTOM | People going into the tribal chambers during Ken St. Marks' impeachment 
hearing were met by guards at each entrance and subject to being searched with a metal 
detecting wand.

OCKY BOY’S RESERVATION ^
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Even after receiving certificates for construction and carpentry, Will Gopher has difficulty finding work on the Rocky Boy’s reservation, which 
he claims is a result of his lack of favorability amongst the tribal council. Instead, he beads jewelry sold in the neighboring town of Havre.

o f  M ontana School o f  Law professor 
M a y lin n  S m ith .

“ Part o f  the problem s I see w ith  
tribes, and Rocky Boy is n o t unusual 
in  th is , is th a t they’ve had governm ent 
structures somewhat imposed on  them 
th a t really do n o t meet th e ir  cu ltu ra l 
needs,”  S m ith  said. “ T h e y ’re try in g  to  
w ork in  a system th a t does n o t b u ild  on 
consensus, tha t does m a jo rity  vote.” 

S m ith  has been practic ing  Ind ian  
law fo r 26 years, and d u rin g  th a t tim e 
she has seen accusations o f  co rru p tio n  
on  tribes across the  state. The problem , 
she says, isn ’t  the people. I t ’s the power.

“ 1 th in k  any governm ent is co rrup t,” 
S m ith  said. “ You’re go ing to  get 
co rru p tio n  in  any governm ent. A n d  
I th in k  th a t the stereotype th a t may 
come across is the  co rru p tio n  in  Ind ian  
C o u n try  really is m ore o f  a reflection 
o f  tr iba lism , tr iba l com m unities, clan 
systems. W here  h is to rica lly , as part o f 
tribes you are supposed to  support your 
clan, yo u r fam ily  members.”

T he  counc il refused to  com m ent. 
But, accord ing to  co u rt docum ents, the 
Business C om m ittee  filed  a restra in ing  
o rde r against St. M arks by the Business 
C om m ittee  on  M arch 15,2013. The 
courts  dismissed the  restra in ing  order 
s ix  days la ter, a fter the com m ittee  
had refused to  present any specific 
accusations.

W i l l  G ophe r was released 
fro m  prison last w in te r 
and has been liv in g  in  

a condem ned hom e w ith  h is  nephew 
th rough  the  last few m onths. He spends 
the  m a jo rity  o f  his tim e m aking  b rig h tly  
co lored beaded jew elry— necklaces, 
earrings, bracelets— and selling them 
to  a store in  Havre to  help keep the 
ligh ts  on. In  the summers he fights fires, 
b u t in  the  fa ll, w in te r and spring, he 
struggles to  pay the  b ills .

T he  home, w h ich  has m old  and 
w o od -ro t issues, is a ll G ophe r can 
afford. B u t d u ring  the  co lder m onths, 
he m ust tu rn  on the stovetops in  the 
house to  stay warm  o r b u rn  a small 
a llo tm ent o f  w ood b ro u g h t in  by the 
Forest Service.

“  W e ll,” G opher says, flic k in g  his 
cigarette o u t the doorway. “ You gotta 
be good w ith  the counc il, tha t's  all 

there is to  it .”
G opher has spent his 

w ho le  life  in  Rocky Boy’s. 
D u rin g  his tim e  in  prison

he earned m u ltip le  cons truc tion  and 
carpentry certificates, b u t since his 
release, he hasn’t  been able to  p u t any 
o f  h is  new found sk ills  to  w ork. A s he 
looks around his home, he assesses 
the costs at around $6,000 to  make it 
livab le  again.

In  h is  tim e on  the  reservation, he’s 
fe lt as though  there hasn’t been the 
k in d  o f  d isclosure necessary to  keep 
the  tr ib a l members in fo rm ed. The 
tr iba l counc il members’ salaries are, in 
particu la r, a sore subject.

A cco rd in g  to  St. Marks, w h o  also 
served as a tr ib a l counc ilm an  in  the 
early 2000s, counc il delegates earn 
more than  $100,000 annua lly , w h ile  
the head o f  the counc il earns an extra 
$20,000 on  top  o f that. W ith  e igh t 
counc il members on  payro ll, nearly $1 
m ill io n  o f  the  tr ib a l budget goes to  the ir 
salaries alone. Some counc il members 
have businesses, ranches and o ther 
fo rm s o f  incom e on  to p  o f th is.

G opher po in ts  o u t th a t a delegate 
earns more in  one m o n th  than he d id  in 
a year w o rk in g  at a local sports bar and

restaurant, where he took  hom e $520 
every tw o  weeks, $620 i f  he took extra 
shifts.

" I t ’s k in d  o f hard to  understand 
w hy we’re so poor, when we get a ll th is 
fu n d in g  and we can’t  even get a tank 
o f  gas, o r a $50 food  voucher,” G opher
said.

He is representative o f  the 
65-percent unem ploym ent rate on  the 
Rocky Boy’s reservation, b u t he hopes 
to  earn enough m oney over the summ er 
to  fix  up h is  hom e and make i t  livable. 
He goes do w n  to  the triba l council 
headquarters every day to  ask fo r w ork  
and claims he is w ide ly  ignored o r to ld  
there is n o th in g  fo r h im  to  do.

M eanw hile , nearly h a lf  o f  
households in  Rocky Boy’s live  on less 
than $25,000 per year. A ccord ing  to  the 
2on U.S. Census Bureau in fo rm a tion , 
the average househo ld  in  Rocky Boy’s 
has a m edian incom e of about $27,000. 

ocky Boy’s is home to 
tw o  very d iffe ren t scenes: 
low -incom e housing  and 

b rand-new  bu ild ings  w ith  modern

designs th a t cou ld  riva l m ore affluent, 
m e tropo litan  areas. A  brand-new  law 
enforcem ent b u ild in g  sits, casting 
sharp, angular shadows on  the tra ilers 
across the street.

A  few hundred  yards up the road 
sits ano ther b u ild in g , unpa in ted  walls 
o f  Sheetrock draped in  opaque plastic 
sheets. T h e  C h ippew a C ree M edical 
C en te r sits unattended, a sym bol o f  the 
econom ic troub les plaguing one of the 
smallest reservations in  the state.

T h e  co n s tru c tio n  o f  the  new 
medical center is sh o rt $15 m illio n  
dollars and has o n ly  recently resumed 
construc tion  after the  tr ibe  received 
a $5 m ill io n  loan. T h o u g h  20 new 
employees were jus t h ired, there is s till 
no  w o rd  as to  where the rem ain ing  
money w ill come fro m  and much 
disagreement abou t where the money 
went.

Ted D em ontiney has been on  the 
business com m ittee  less than  a year. By 
the tim e he was elected, the new c lin ic  
had already begun construc tion , thanks 
to  loans fro m  tr iba l businesses w ith



TOP | Because it's difficult for Barbara Eagleman to  receive adequate health care at the 
temporary clinic, her granddaughter Glenda must help with daily activities and medical 
transportation. The Eaglemans claim the only way to  see a doctor at the temporary clinic is 
to  go by ambulance, which is more costly and uncomfortable for Barbara.

ABOVE | Suffering from chronic back pain, respiratory issues and a heart condition, Bar­
bara Eagleman is forced to travel to  Havre and Great Falls to receive the necessary health 
care for her problems. Lack of funding, she claims, has resulted in a dismissal of the medi­
cal transportation program and the in-house health checkup she was supposed to  receive.

the  unde rs tand ing  th a t they w ou ld  
be re im bursed w hen  an an tic ipa ted  
insurance check arrived.

"T h e y  had $25 m ill io n  and they 
s p lit  it .  $12.5 m ill io n  w en t to  the 
c lin ic ,” D em on tiney  said abou t the 
insurance check. “ T h e y  m us t’ve h ired  
to o  m any people, and th a t k in d  o f 
p u t them  in  a financ ia l s tra in . They 
s p lit  the  o th e r $12.5 m ill io n  in to  fo u r 
d iffe re n t program s th a t needed some

b a ilin g  o u t, pay ing  o u t loans and 
some debts th a t they had fro m  o th e r 
program s.”

T h e  h o sp ita l p ro ject, in it ia l ly  
estim ated at $22 m ill io n , has now  
breached the  $30 m ill io n  m ark. T h e  
new  co m p le tio n  date has been pushed 
back to  2014.

W ith o u t the  funds to  b u ild  the  new 
c lin ic , tr ib a l mem bers are fo rced  to  
leave the  reserva tion  fo r  m edical care

d u r in g  a fte r-hou rs  o p e ra tio n  using the  
In d ia n  H e a lth  Service C o n tra c t H ea lth  
Service program , w h ic h  con trac ts  w ith  
ou ts ide  hosp ita ls  to  p rov ide  care to  
tr ib a l mem bers. D r iv e n  by fu n d in g  
sh o rtfa lls , m ed ica l cen te r o ffic ia ls  have 
d ra fte d  a system  in  w h ic h  they  gauge 
the  severity  o f  a p a tie n t’s sym ptom s to  
de te rm in e  w h e th e r they w il l  receive 
trea tm en t.

S t. M arks  said h is  tr ib a l p o lit ic a l 
career was d rive n  by the  s to ry  o f  a 
fr ie n d  w h o  unsuccessfu lly  sough t 
tre a tm e n t a t the  m edica l center. She 
had  com p la ined  abou t a pa in  b u t was 
sent hom e w ith  asp irin .

“ She’d go back every day,”  St. 
M a rks  said. “ F ina lly , one day she g o t 
so s ick they rushed he r to  the hosp ita l. 
T h e y  flew  he r to  G rea t Falls, and  she 
d ie d  a coup le  days la te r. C ancer."

G lenda  Eaglem an has been ta k in g  
care o f  he r g randm othe r, Barbara, 
fo r  th e  past few  years. O ve r tim e , 
Barbara’s c o n d it io n  has g ro w n  stead ily  
worse and has resu lted in  several tr ip s  
to  the  H avre o r  G rea t Falls hosp ita ls  
per week. Each tim e , G lenda  cla im s 
he r g randm othe r is g iven  some pa in  
m ed ica tion  and sent on  her way.

O n  M ay 6, Barbara was d iagnosed 
w ith  m a lignan t cancer.

Years earlie r, G lenda  lo s t her 
daugh te r to  an asthm a a ttack. She 
c la im s i t  to o k  the  am bulance 45 
m inu tes  to  d rive  to  he r house, th ree  
m iles do w n  the  road.

“ W h e n  we w en t and checked on  
her before we go to  bed, and  I no ticed  
th a t he r eyes were open. 1 w en t and 
checked o n  her, and her b ro th e rs  were 
w ith  me, and I checked her pulse, I 
n o tice d  she wasn’t  b rea th ing . R ig h t 
away I started C PR ,”  G lenda  said.

O ffic e r L a rry  B ernard  a rrived  at 
the  Eaglemans’ hom e s h o rtly  a fte r 
th e  fa m ily  ca lled  911 and assisted w ith  
m u ltip le  sh ifts  o f  C PR  w h ile  w a itin g  
fo r  the  am bulance to  arrive.

“ 1 o fte n  w o n d e r i f  they  w o u ld  have 
g o tten  he r to  H avre  r ig h t away, i f  they 
c o u ld ’ve s ta rted  th a t shock trea tm en t 
and  ad rena line  in  her heart, i f  she 
co u ld ’ve had a chance,”  she said.

R esorting  to  C o n tra c t H ea lth  
S ervice is costly  and  the  tr ib e  owes 
up  to  $4 m ill io n  to  ou ts ide  specialists, 
D e m o n tin e y  said. “ A n d  we're m aking  
i t  a p r io r i ty  to  pay those b ills  o u t 
the re  so we can see the specia lists and

c o n tin u e  the  services,”  he said.
B u t th in g s  are expected to  get 

worse before they  get any b e tte r fo r  
the  tr ibe . In  M arch  20x3, the  firs t o f  
the  federal sequestra tion  budge t cu ts 
were made and are expected to  im pac t 
N a tive  A m erican  reserva tions across 
the coun try .

“ T he  sequestra tion h i t  a ll across 
the  board  on  everybody, and  we’re 
prepared to  do w ha t's  necessary on 
all the  budgets, a ll the  lin e  item s,” 
D e m o n tin e y  said. “ It 's  gonna s ta rt 
h it t in g  us p re tty  soon, p robab ly in  
th e  m id d le  o f  th is  m o n th  we’l l  s tart 
fee ling  the  lesser m oney. I t  w i l l  get 
worse, yeah, b u t yo u  g o tta  p rio ritize  
and make sure th a t y o u r ad justm ents 
are necessary fo r  su rv iva l o f  the 
businesses.”

Since the  In d ia n  
R eorgan iza tion  A c t was 
passed in  1934, the  vast 

m a jo rity  o f  tribes have o u tlin e d  
p ro te c tio n s  designed fo r  these 
types o f  s itua tions  in  th e ir  tr ib a l 
c o n s titu tio n s . B u t n o t every tr iba l 
m em ber is aware o f  the  pow er they 
have i f  they act as a group.

“ Part o f  th is  is th a t I th in k  tr ib a l 
people have been sub jected to  so m uch 
to p -d o w n  a u th o r ity , th ro u g h  the 
B IA  o r  w hatever, th a t they  have n o t 
appreciated the  level o f  ac tion  they can 
take as a c itizens ' g roup ,”  S m ith  said.

A rtic le  V I I I  o f  the  R ocky Boy's 
tr ib a l c o n s titu t io n  o u tlin e s  a tr ib a l 
c itize n ’s r ig h t to  organize and p e tit io n  
th e  governm ent. B u t S m ith , w ith  the  
U n iv e rs ity  o f  M on tana  law  school, 
said she has never heard o f  i t  being 
used.

“ I t  is a huge to o l fo r  the  popu lous, 
yo u r tr ib a l general m em bership, to  use 
to  make changes in  the  governm ent,” 
S m ith  said. “ B u t you have to  have 
someone w ho  can organize the  people, 
and th a t’s w here  you have those 
d iv is io n s  a long fa m ily  lin e s  o fte n  th a t 
make i t  d iff ic u lt to  make th a t m a jo rity  
vote.”

S m ith  said S t. M arks  is m aking  use 
o f  h is  righ ts , b u t i f  tribes rea lly  w an t 
to  make changes, the  m ost d ram atic  
change doesn’t  o ccu r fro m  the  to p - 
d o w n . I t  starts w ith  the  people.
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