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M 0 N T A N A ’ S I N D I A N S

Justice In  
Indian 

C ountry
V irtu a lly  e v e ry  N a tiv e  A m e ric a n  h a s  b een  in c a rc e ra t­

ed  o r  has a c lo s e  re la tiv e  w h o  h a s  been .
T h a t f in d in g  in a  re c e n t rep o rt d o n e  fo r th e  N a tio n a l 

In d ian  P o licy  C e n te r  is s ta rtlin g . A m erican  In d ian s  a re  
lo ck ed  in a  so c ia l c r is is  a n d  th e  in ca rce ra tio n  ra te  is but 
o n e  sy m p to m  o f  th e  p ro b le m s  th a t th rea ten  a p ro u d  c u l­
tu re .

In d ian  le a d e rs  a re  s tru g g lin g  to  find  th e  k ey s  tha t 
w ill a llo w  th e ir  p e o p le  to  live p ro d u c tiv e ly  in a w h ite  
m a n ’s  w o rld , bu t s till h o ld  c lo se  th o se  tra d itio n s  th a t set 
th em  a p a rt a s  a p eo p le .

Stu d e n ts  a t th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f  M o n tan a  S ch o o l o f  
Jo u rn a lis m  sp en t severa l m o n th s  lo o k in g  at 
M o n tan a  In d ia n s ’ en c o u n te rs  w ith  th e  c r im in a l 

ju s tic e  sy s tem . A  rep o rt ab o u t c rim in a l ju s tic e  is by  its  
n a tu re  a n e g a tiv e  su b je c t. B ut th e  s tu d e n ts  fo u n d  hope  
as w ell as desp a ir.

T h e y  fo u n d  p ro b le m s c re a te d  by  a lc o h o l, p o v e rty , 
d ep re ss io n  an d  d isc r im in a tio n . B ut th ey  a lso  fo u n d  p e o ­
p le  like th e  F o rt P eck  R e s e rv a t io n ’s o ff ic e r  R ich ie  
M cD o n a ld  an d  N o rth e rn  C h e y e n n e  p ro se c u to r  M aria  
R usse l I-B ig fire  w h o  a re  s te a d fa s t in th e ir  q u e s t to  o v e r ­
co m e  th e  p ro b le m s . A nd  th ey  fo u n d  tr ib e s  th a t a re  
re tu rn in g  to  g o v e rn in g  th e m se lv e s , f in d in g  th e ir  o w n  
so lu tio n s  th a t re f le c t w h o  they  a re  a s  a  c o lle c tiv e  p e o ­
p le , lo o k in g  to  th e  p a s t w ith  an  e y e  on the fu tu re .

Stu d e n ts  in th e  N a tiv e  N ew s H o n o rs  P ro jec t w ere  
Jo h n  S m ith e rs , S tev e  L y m p u s, S o n ja  L ee . Ja so n  
K o z le sk i, L o rie  H u tso n , E rica  C u rle s s , M olly  

W ood  an d  B eck y  S h ay , w h o  w ro te  the  s to r ie s  in th is  tab , 
S tev e  A d am s, D e re k  P ru itt, G a ry  T h a in , A im e 
T h o m p so n . B ru ce  E ly , T erri L o n g  Fox and  T o fe r  T ow e, 
w ho  w ere  th e  p h o to g ra p h e rs , an d  S e a n n a  O 'S u ll iv a n , 
w h o  b o th  w ro te  a n d  p h o to g ra p h e d  fo r the  p ro jec t. 
E d ito rs  w ere  K y le  W ood , G reg  R ec, M ercy  D av iso n  and 
T om  P o tte rf . W ood . R ec an d  D av iso n  w ere  d e s ig n e rs , as 
w a s  Jo h n  Y o u n g b ea r, w h o  a lso  w as  the  p h o to  ed ito r. 
In s tru c to rs  w ere  jo u rn a lism  p ro fe sso rs  P atty  R ek sten  
an d  C aro l Van V alkenbu rg .

S e r v i n g  t h e i r  t i m e
▼ O n  th e  B la c k  f e d  R eserva tio n , 
th e  ja il  is o ld  a n d  o vercro w d ed

B a r - c r o s s e d  lovers  
▼ S h e  m e t h im  in  p riso n .

W h en  h e  w a s f r e e d  s h e  lost h im

B r e a k i n g  t h e  cycle
V  T h ir ty -fiv e  p ercen t o f  th e  w o m en  

in  M o n ta n a  p r iso n s  are  In d ia n
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Smiles and giggly hellos greet tribal police officer Richie McDonald as a class o f  first graders returns from  
recess. In the three weeks since he took up permanent residence in Poplar Middle School, order has settled 
into the hallways, say teachers and school administrators. McDonald patrols the halls, and helps teachers 
with children from  kindergarten to 12th grade who are causing problems. Though he is an authority figure, 
he is also considered a friend by many o f  the students. Photo by Tofer Towe
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wLttin-t vfr

Jail conditions on som e reservations aren 't 
the hest. A s  is true in county jails throughout 
M ontana , cells are overcrowded an J  life 
is not easy for those incarcerated.

S  e r v i n g  e i r

T I M E
Peter Weatherwax stares out o f a 6-by-4- 

inch opening in the door o f his jail cell. 
His large, deep-set eyes shine in the 
darkness, and the laughter o f his two cell­

mates drifts into the corridor.
Weatherwax is not laughing. He is just 19 

years old, but there’s experience in his eyes 
that surpasses his age. Weatherwax is as 
familiar with the inside o f this jail and this 
cell as he is with the alcohol and drugs that 
landed him here.

He has been drinking —  and coming here 
—  since he was 8 years old.

What were once six-hour stints have 
turned into month-long stays. The number o f  
times he has been in jail are too numerous to 
recall. Besides, it’s depressing to talk about, 
he says. Instead, he stares up at the ceiling 
somewhere into the darkness above. It 
becom es obvious. There is no escaping the 
pain.

On the Blackfeet Reservation more than 
90 percent o f the crimes are related to 
alcohol. Blackfeet Police C hief Carl 
J  Pepion says. But the Blackfeet Tribe is try­

ing to surmount the problem. In one month 
last fall, it doubled the police force. Arrests 
have jumped 50 percent, landing many 
offenders like Weatherwax in an already 
overtaxed tribal jail.

Peter W eatherwax’s story is tragic, but not 
unique.

On the morning after his 16th birthday, 
Weatherwax, who has lived in Browning his 
entire life, awoke to find a police officer 
pointing a gun in his face and shouting, 
‘What is your name? What is your name?” 

That’s all he could remember at the time 
because the mixture o f tequila and 
Budweiser still storming through his system  
from the night before knocked nim out

Pi i o t o g r a p i  11:i) B y G a r y  T i i a i nW r i t t e n  B y Jo h n  S m i t i i e r s

Peter Weatherwax looks 
through the bars o f  his ja il 
cell. Weatherwax, 19, has 
been in and out o f  the 
Browning Ja il since he was 
8 years old. H e blames h im ­
self, not alcohol, fo r  his 
problems with the law.
M ore than 90 percent o f  the 
crimes on the Blackfeet 
Reservation are alcohol- 
related. Resting in the pock­
et o f  the ja iler are the keys 
that open the heavy steel 
doors o f  the three cell- 
blocks, as well as the 12 
individual cells at the 
Browning Jail.
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R e a d in g  is o n e  way o f  p a ss in g  tim e  
f o r  th e  p r iso n ers  in  the  B ro w n in g  Ja il.

B u t  fa c e d  w ith a  tig h t b u d g e t, 
b o o ks  a n d  m agazines  

are in  sh o rt supply.

Built in 1970, the jail

has 12 cells as well as a 

drank tank. All are in 

constant use. The 

lighting in lour of the 

cells does not work and 

the pi um hing is hadly in 

need of repair.

before he could find out w hat was happening.
W hat had happened is that W eatherw ax's cousin, 

Joshua Heavy R unner, had beaten a m an to death 
w ith a baseball bat behind the house where 
W eatherw ax had been staying. The po lice found 
Heavy R unner hid ing  in the attic, his shirt and hands 
covered w ith blood.

Weatherw ax says H eavy Runner, who is now 
in a federal p rison  for the m urder, was so 
intox icated he could not rem em ber what he 
had done.

“ I ’m  scared. I’m  really  scared of w hat m ight hap­
pen if  I drink too m uch,' W eatherw ax says. T v e  
b lacked out tw ice before, and if  I get to  the point 
w here I black out again like m y cousin did, I could 
do  the sam e thing."

But being scared  h a sn 't stopped W eatherw ax 
from  drinking yet. A nd neither have the num erous 
group hom es and alcohol rehabilitation program s he 
has been through.

Instead, he finds h im self sitting in this hot, dark 
cell on Easter w eekend w ith only the past and two 
snickering  cellm ates for com pany.

“ 1 know  w hy I 'm  here," says W eatherw ax, who 
says he w as arrested  this tim e for verbally assaulting 
his m other. “ I ca n ’t blam e the alcohol, I can ’t blame 
anyone else but m yself. I 'm  the only one w ho did it.
“I was still h a lf sober when it happened. I rem em ber 
everything. I t 's  hard. Som ebody ticks me off, and if 
I ’m  drinking, I ju s t blow  up. All I want to do is 
fight.”

The im age o f  the slender W eatherw ax as a  fighter 
is hard to  grasp. He is articulate and soft-spoken, 
and he runs through his ow n history like a psy­
chologist picking apart a  pa tien t’s thoughts.

“ Respect is better than anything." he says. “ And I 
d o n 't have very m uch o f it. i f  you respect others they 
will respect you. If  they respect you, you respect you. 
If  you d o n 't earn respect, you’re not going to get it 
from  nobody, now here.

“ R ight now, after fighting w ith m y mother. I 'm  
even losing respect from  m y ow n family. I have a lot 
o f  respect Tor them , but it’s hard for them  to respect 
m e.”

V

Weatherw ax is far from  being a hardened crim i­
nal. The sam e can be said Tor m ost o f  the other 
18 men and wom en in the jail on this w eek­
end. T heir crim es range from  public intoxication to 

arm ed robbery, and all are alcohol-related. C hief 
Pepion says. T he youngest inm ate, 17-year-old Elijah 
M akes C old W eather, is charged w ith the m ost serious 
crim e, the second armed robbery o f  his short life. He 
was tried as an adult and is serving a  one-year sen­
tence, the longest sentence a  tr ib a tco u rt, w hich tries 
m isdem eanors, can im pose fo r a single crim e.

The justice  system  on the B lackfeet R eservation is

in transition. In N ovem ber, the B lackfeet took over 
control o f  the ir ow n law enforcem ent from  the Bureau 
o f Indian A ffairs. T he tribal council nearly doubled the 
police force to  14 officers and four detectives.

On this reservation w ith a population o f around 
13,000. the im pact w as im m ediate. In N ovem ber, tribal 
jolice recorded 1,950 arrests, up from  1.030 in 
October, Pepion says. The trend has continued with at 
east 1,500 arrests a  m onth through M arch.

“W e've got a  lot m ore m anpow er and it show s,” 
Pepion says. “People are seeing the difference and 
starting to get behind law  enforcem ent.

“The BfA was so  short-handed, people got tired o f
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calling for help  and then having an officer show  up 
som etim es several hours later.'^adds Pepion, who 
says his goal is a force o f  28 officers, including 
detectives, i  think people are realizing now  that 
w e 're  here fo r them an a w e 're  doing our best. W hen 
the BIA had it, it w asn 't that way.”

The tribal court is beginning to crack dow n as 
well. For exam ple, until recently, som eone 
charged w ith assault w as fined a  m axim um  o f 
$300, regardless o f  the severity o f the crim e. But, 

C ourt A dm inistrator Terryl Healy says, the tribal 
court is beginning to  follow  the guidelines set forth 
by .a 1988 am endm ent to the Indian C ivil R ights Act. 
This am endm ent states that crim es like arm ed rob­
bery and assault involving serious bodily injury are 
punishable by a $5,000 fine and up to  one year in 
jail.

O ne o f  the b iggest changes, H ealy says, is that 
unlike in the BlA  days, police officers are now 
required to testify  in cases where they w ere involved 
in the arrest. BIA regulations d id n 't require it.

"The result is that m ore cases are  going to trial, 
and the prosecution is w inning m ore o f  its cases,” 
she says.

Steve R acine, a  six-year veteran and one o f  only 
five officers w ith m ore than five years ' experience, 
agrees w ith Healy.

“ BIA officers w ouldn 't have to show  up  to court; 
court was secondary." R acine says. “N ow  if  we d o n 't 
show  up we get charged a hundred bucks.”

M ike C onneley, vmo was the ch ief o f  police 
under the B IA  from  1988-93, and now  w orks as the

tribe 's  lead investigator, also likes the direction that 
B lackfeet law  enforcem ent and the court are taking.

"T h is (jail) used to have a revolv ing door." 
C onneley says. " I t’s not necessarily  that way any­
more. W e've still got problem s w ithin the system , 
but at least w e 're  m aking som e headw ay.”

Ironically, the biggest problem  facing Blackfeet 
law enforcem ent to a a y is  one that has been created 
by its ow n efficiency. T he increase in arrests and jail 
tim e has put greater*pressure on the ja il itself. And 
it's  a facility that could barely handle prisoner traffic 
under the BIA.

Built in 1970. the jail has 12 ce lls  as well as a 
drunk tank. All are in constant use. T he light­
ing in four o f  the cells does not work and the 
plum bing is badly in need o f  repair.

"You (i be surprised w hat they se t out o f this 
when it plugs up, ’ says Carl O la Person, the assis­
tant police chief, referring to  the toilet. "T he ju v e ­
niles are the worst. You c a n 't  put them  in a cell with 
blankets and pillow s because they ju s t tear them  up 
and flush them  dow n the to ile t.” ' "

O ther problem s include poo r ventilation  and little 
office space for the grow ing police force, but the 
m ost serious concern is th e la c k  o f  room  for the 
ever-expanding jail population .

“We ve been to la by the federal governm ent that 
the m ost people we can safely have in here at one 
tim e is 2 1,” Pepion says. “W ell, du ring  our pow w ow  
in July, w e 've  got to squeeze from  lOt) to 150 people 
in here a night. We en d  up letting all the ones who 
are intoxicated, w hich is m ost them , go in six hours.

C o leen  K ic k in g  W om an , 19, spends  
h e r  E a s te r  w e ek en d  in  th e  
B ro w n in g  J a i l  f o r  b e in g  d r u n k  a n d  
d isorderly . T h is  is  h e r  se ve n th  tim e  
in  j a i l  s in c e  th e  b eg in n in g  o f  th e  
year.

NX e w as just 

trying to  party  

an  e lk  ave fu n  an d  

lo o k  w here w e  

en d ed  u p  —  th is  

sucks...

—  Scratched on a jaimouse 
wall in BrownitTfy, M ontana

but it’s a  very dangerous situation .”
T he first people to  agree are the prisoners.
“Every ja il is the pits, but this is the w orst,” says 

a 36-year-o ld fem ale inm ate, w ho asks that her nam e 
not be used. " I 'v e  been in M issoula and I 'v e  been in 
Pablo, and those ja ils  are m uch better than this. I 
w ou ldn 't w ant m y w orst enem y in here."

But for 19-year-old C oleen K ick ing  W oman, her 
6-by-12-foot cell is only a  sym bol o f  the real trap 
she s m ired in.

"T h ere ’s so  m uch death  in B row ning —  and i t ’s 
all a lcohol-related ,"  says K icking W om an, w ho is in 
iail fo r the seventh tim e in 1996. E ach tim e it has 
been for drinking, and each tim e K icking W oman 
has been turned in by her m other, a  counselor in a 
chem ical dependency program  in Browning.
Kicking W om an says she and her fam ily lived in 
M issoula w hen she w as in grade school. B ecause 
they could no longer affora to live in M issoula, they 
returned to B row ning , w here K icking W om an had 
been bom .

“ I m iss m y fam ily. I really  m iss m y family, even 
m y m other,"  K icking W oman says, “f know  w hy she 
d o esn 't w ant m e to  arink , and I w ant to  quit. I 'm  
going to  treatm ent after I get out o f  here, and then 
I ’d like to  go  to  M issoula and g o  to  schoo l.”

But even  in her hope, K icking W oman seem s to 
sense the darkness o f  ner surroundings.

“ I can  say I ’m  happy I am w ho I am ,” she says. 
“ It’s  ju s t  that alcohol took over m e. I d o n ’t really  
like drink ing  because I grew  up w ith it, but i t ’s —  
it’s ju s t there.

"A nd  th a t's  all there is.”  ▼▼▼

... But still keep partying. Tkere is still many more times 
wken you ain’t going to get caugkt.”

—  S a m e  inscrip tion , sa m e  show er wall\ sa m e  ja il
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Prison romances can lead to

B ar-C ro ssed  Lovers
Henrietta La  Plant spent three years an d  thousands o f  dollars trying 
to get M ike Michell out o f jail. W hat she got in return was heartache.

H enrietta and Mike 
were lovers.

A cold prison cell 
and bureaucratic ju d i­
cial system  could  not 
weaken the ir devotion.

Henrietta La Plant 
m et M ike M ichell. a 
convicted m urderer 
serving a 60-year sen-: 
tence. in M ontana State 
Prison’s visiting room 
in 1992. H e 'd  been 
im prisoned fo r 15 
years.

“ He was so pathet­
ic,”  H enrietta says 
shaking her head in 
wonder. “ He cam e 
across so  pitiful. My 
heart opened up; I have 
a bleeding heart.”

Three years and 
thousands o f  d o l­
lars later,

H enrietta helped M ike 
obtain parole and get 
into M issoula’s Pre- 
Release C en ter in 
September.

M ike thanked H enrietta for her love 
and generosity several m onths later. He 
had an affair in April w ith a woman in 
his A lcoholics A nonym ous group.

H enrietta La P lan t’s  story may 
sound odd, but w om en pursuing love 
am ong m en confined to  prison is not 
uncom m on, say  prison counselors and 
officials. Though both La Plant and 
M ichell are N ative A m erican, such 
relationships are not unique to any 
race.

“ It's certain ly  not uncom m on,” co r­
rectional o fficer Errol Bencke says.

Bencke, w ho has w orked in the 
prison in D eer Lodge for 16 years, tells 
about one w om an w ho visits a  death- 
row inm ate. He laughs as he rem em ­
bers another w om an w ho visited a 
b iker for tw o years. A fter his release, 
he left on his bike w ith her money.

“The trouble is the w om en who 
com e visit here have no  self-esteem ," 
he says.

Henrietta La Plant met Mike Michell on a visit to the prison. She invested years o f her life and all 
emotions in a man who was a convicted murderer.

“H ere  they know they have som eone 
w ho won t  cheat on  th e m  or heat 
the  hell o u t  of th  e m .”

- Correctional Officer Errol Bencke

Many o f  the women seeking prison 
com panions are lonely, unattractive 
and overw eight, Bencke says.

“ I guess what it boils dow n to  is 
how  difficult it is to have a relationship 
on the outside,” he says. “ Here they 
know they have som eone w ho w on’t 
cheat on them  o r beat the hell out of 
them .”

H enrietta agrees that a lot o f women 
creating relationships w ith prisoners at 
Deer Lodge are lonely and lack self­

esteem.
“They d o n ’t like them selves," she 

says. “ But my excuse for going there 
was because I’m vulnerable. I know 
I 'm  not ugly.”

A!nd H enrietta wants to warn 
other w om en not to let loneli- 

.ness and vulnerability woo 
them to the prison gates.

“ Run as fast as you can from the 
prison and d o n ’t look back,” she says

shaking her head. “ I will 
never ever pul m yself in a 
position like this again.” 

W hile visiting M ike for 
three years. H enrietta w it­
nessed other women falling 
into the prisoner love trap.

“ I used to see young girls 
who were pregnant." she 
says. “They were pregnant by 
other men that they knew on 
the outside and then their 
relationships broke up."

Family, friends and let­
ters draw women to  the 
prison. Inm ates trade 

and sell w om en's addresses. 
Some men even pay women 
for visits.

The letters women receive 
overflow  w ith love and 
praise.

H enrietta’s 26-year-old 
daughter. Susan, receives let­
ters from m en she’s never 
met. O ne inm ate has written 

o f  her her for tw o years. She does 
not reply.

A recent letter begins: 
"D ear Suzie. Once again, the 

loneliness o f  m y cage com pels me to 
reach out o f  the warm th, com fort, and 
com panionship o f  your most precious 
friendship ... .”

H enrietta has no doubt that Mike, 
like m any other prisoners, w as receiv­
ing letters from other women.

H enrietta and Mike are both 
B lackfeet Indians from Browning. 
H enrietta’s sister is m arried to  M ike’s 
uncle. The couple took H enrietta to 
D eer Lodge to  m eet M ike. H enrietta 
was in her 40s, divorced and a m other 
o f  six.

“ 1 ju s t played into their hands," she 
says. "T hey thought I was a perfect 
m atch for this lifer.”

Instead, H enrietta.curses her rela­
tionship with M ike.

“ I t’s hard to adm it you 're  stupid." 
she says. "M aybe it’s  a recovery step 
for m e. I know how  dum b I was. I 
d o n 't even have a cent."

But H enrietta has found revenge.

W r i t t e n  B y  E r ic a  C u r l e s s  •  P h o t o g r a p h e d  B y B r u c e  E ly



7

At about 1 p.m. every visitors day, cars line up outside the prison property and wait fo r  the gates to open. 
Often, the visiting room is a place where lonely women go to initiate relationships with inmates.

w ork and she evenlually dropped out to 
devote m ore tim e to Mike.

H enrietta launched a cam paign to free 
M ike, w riting letters and calling anyone 
w ho might help. At M ike's last parole 
board hearing, about 4 0  letters o f sup­
port from tribal council m em bers, judges 
and com m unity m em bers were present­
ed. H enrietta said she even considered 
asking the governor for assistance.

“ A nyw here 1 went and anything I did 
1 got help fo r h im ,” she says. “My name 
probably began to  becom e worn out.”

A lthough he was denied parole twice 
previously, this tim e the board agreed to 
send M ike to  the M issoula pre-release 
center last Septem ber. She m oved to 
M issoula to  be close to  M ike and go to 
school.

“ We w anted to  keep it so it was not

M ike is back in prison.
He returned to Deer Lodge 
in May. after he was found 
at a place other than where 
he said h e 'd  be. A p re­
release em ployee spotted 
Mike at Target w ith his new 
girlfriend.

A fter his arrest. H enrietta 
signed a statem ent in April 
exposing how Mike had 
skipped AA m eetings or left 
work early for m idday trysts 
with her.

“ I enabled his deceit and 
1 helped him  cheat and lie at 
the pre-release." she says. 
“ In the end. he lied and 
cheated and deceived m e.”

While sitting in her 
single-w ide trailer 
house in 

M issoula, H enrietta tells her 
story o f  susceptibility and 
deception. A t first she curs­
es the thin, soft-spoken 
inmate.

"H e ’s a bastard in my 
eyes,”  she says in a harsh, 
anger-filled voice. "H e 's  
going to  regret the day he 
met me. H e’s a  con and will 
alw ays be a con.”

A fter telling her story. H enrietta 
becom es quiet as her thoughts wander. . 
G azing out the living room window, 
lines o f  pain cross her perfectly made-up 
face. Her voice softens as she explains 
her regret at possibly helping send Mike 
back to  the “jo in t” w ith her statem ent.

“ 1 w ish 1 had never done it because 
you ju s t d o n ’t snitch in our cultu re ," she 
says w ith a sigh. “ I w as ju s t so angry he 
put a w hile w om an above m e.”

Henrietta w as living in H elena and 
studying nursing at Carroll 
College during m ost o f  her rela­

tionship w ith M ike. Driving the 100- 
mile road connecting  Helena and D eer 
Lodge becam e second nature. The fre­
quent visits affected H enrietta 's school

Photo courtesy of Henrietta La Plant 

Henrietta's years o f  hard work and money paid o ff when Mike was accept­
ed to the pre-release center in Missoula in September 1995. A t left, words o f  
poetry, love and affection fil l  the letters sent from  prison. In some cases, 
officials say, letters go to women the prisoners have never met. Within the 
prison walls, women’s addresses are shared, bought and traded.

going
to  interfere w ith my schooling,” 
H enrietta says.

But H enrietta and M ike’s relationship 
ended w ith hard feelings and bitterness.

Mik e’s brow n eyes stare out the 
sm all plastic w indow  o f  the 
ja i l ’s visiting booth. His orange 

jum psuit hangs from his sm all frame.
The co lo r h ighlights his graying hair. He 
acts shy and pitiful. It seem s alm ost 
im possible that this soft-spoken man 
com m itted  m urder in June 1977.

But w hen the conversation focuses on 
H enrietta, M ike’s appearance changes. 
He shifts in his seat. H is voice rem ains 
quiet, but the tone becom es angry and 
dem eaning.

M ike refuses to  talk about his rela­

tionship w ith Henrietta. He shakes his 
head w hen asked if she helped him get 
into pre-release.

“ It’s not just one-sided ,” he says 
w hile tapping his finger on the scratched 
window.

But H enrietta has to  talk. She w ants 
other w om en to stay out o f th e  prison 
love trap and all its problem s. She also 
talks about enrolling in school o r m ov­
ing back to  Brow ning to work.

“ I will never help another prisoner 
again,” she says. “ I ’ll never fall into that 
trap. I probably got everything 1 
deserved.”

Y Y Y
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Dressed in a purple 
prison-issue 
jumpsuit,

“ Angela,” a Northern 
Cheyenne woman, touch­
es a lighter to a braided 
strand o f sweetgrass.

She lets the smoke of 
the burning braid waft 
toward her, then forces the 
smoke downward to push 
the negativity out of her 
body.

She prays for commu­
nication with her son. who 
is in the men's prison.

She prays that her god 
M a’heo’o ' will break the 
cycle o f crime before it 
reaches her grandson.

And she prays for her ^  prayer ceremony that incorporates the burning o f sweetgrass helps 
elders because they give her Native Americans hold on to their spirituality while they serve time in prison. 
strength.

Angela says.
“Those who 
choose not to 
progress on 
the reserva­
tions are hold­
ing them­
selves cap­
tive.”

But they 
also point to 
an Anglo sys­
tem that often 
leaves them 
feeling 
defenseless 
and lost, easy 
prey to coer­
cion. they say, 
because of 
cultural differ­
ences.

Like many 
of the other
Indian women in the prison, Angela 
refuses to allow reporters to use her 
real name. The press has burned her 
before, she says. She still has people 
on the outside, people whom she 
loves and who love her. She doesn’t

Angela and other American need to hurt them or herself any
Indian inmates point to more.

poverty-stricken lives littered She points to how often victims.
courts and journalists say, “You have 
no remorse." and beg the court for 
sterner sentences. But she says she 
was raised in a family that met any 
show o f emotion with punishment.

"It was a long-standing message.

After more than nine 
years in the Montana Women’s 
Correctional Center. Angela accepts 
responsibility for her crime but says 
each day she works through the 
process of tearing her self apart and 
putting the pieces back together. 
Through it all. she and other Native 
American inmates struggle in a for­
eign system whose rules they believe 
are stacked against them.

In Montana, adult women com­
prise 50.5 percent o f the population. 
O f that total, nearly 3 percent are 
Indian. Yet Indian women make up 
more than 35 percent of the women's 
prison population.

Theories o f how so many of these 
women end up in the correctional 
system vary. But the women inter­
viewed for this story agree that it is 
the choices they made and the 
lifestyle that taught them those choic­
es that landed them in prison. 
Ironically, incarceration has shown 
them how to draw on cultural 
strengths so that they don’t leave 
their children a legacy of crime and 
confinement.

ngela and other American 
Indian inmates point to 

averty-stricken lives littered 
with alcohol and drug abuse and 
combined with broken and abusive 
families as steps that led them to 
crime and later to a prison sentence.

“I’ve been gone a long time and 
I’ve changed; the reservation hasn’t,”

A m erican  

Indian  w om en  

mal?e up 3  

percent o f  

M o n ta n a ’s 

p op u la tion  —

and 3 5  percent 

o f its in m ates

generation to gener­
ation, to stifle our 
feelings,” she says. 
“Be strong. No mat­
ter the circum­
stances. Be strong.” 
“Josie," a woman 
from the Fort Yates 
Reservation in North 
Dakota who is serv­
ing her sixth year of 
a 40-year sentence 
for mitigated delib­
erate homicide, 
points to two white 
women charged 
with the same crime, 
but who had 15 and 
17 years shaved off 
their sentences. 
While their crimes 
were similar, she 
says, she was hand­
ed down a harsher

sentence.
“As we walked into court my 

‘public pretender.’ as I call her, says, 
‘Oh. yeah. I forgot to tell you. This 
judge is prejudiced."’

Ben Pease, a member of the Crow 
Tribe who volunteers at the prison, 
says Indian women don’t have the 
same benefits as white women in the 
Anglo court system. They are naive, 
he says, and that lack of savvy com­
bined with their unassertive nature, 
causes Indians to not fare well in the 
white court system, he says.

"They don't have the resources to

defend themselves.” Pease says. 
"There’s nobody to go to bat for 
them.”

The women acknowledge, 
however, that the system 
has also benefitted them 

by teaching basic emotional and 
life skills. They moved from the 
self-imposed imprisonment of 
crime and alcohol and drug 
abuse to state-imposed impris­
onment and forced abstinence. 
“It’s not easy." Angela says.
“We struggle. We struggle with­
in ourselves. We’re the ones 
who have to live with our­
selves. This is where you meet 
yourself. It can shatter your 
reality and you spend each day 
picking up the pieces.”

Pease estimates that more than 
half o f the inmates he works with 
hadn’t been shown cultural spiri­

tuality before he met them in prison.
“ft may not be the answer, but I 

bring health and strength to them,” 
Pease says.

Once a week Pease visits the 
prison. Twice a month he works with 
the women doing arts and crafts, 
including native beading. His other 
two visits are for cultural purposes in 
which he anoints the women with 
smoke and blesses them with 
incense. Josie especially likes it when 
he brings a drum and some powwow 
music recordings and they dance and 
sing.

Pease has been volunteering at the 
prison since the facility was moved 
there from Warm Springs about a 
about a year-and-a-half ago. He does­
n ’t boast o f saving the women’s lives 
but hopes to show them another walk 
of life.

He pats his box o f spiritual 
belongings and says, “I give them a 
little o f this to reconnect them with 
the outside."

“He brings us life," Angela says.

If the effects of alcohol and drug 
use combined with broken fami­
lies has led to the disproportionate 

number o f American Indians in the 
correctional system, it is also likely to 
be among the causes that return 
women to the system.

About 18 percent of the women 
sentenced to the Women’s 
Correctional Center return after their
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L ucy Redcrow, 
a m em ber o f  the 
Confederated Salish 
and  Kootenai Tribes, is 
serving 50 years fo r  
deliberate homicide 
and 10 years fo r  use o f  
a weapon in the crime. 
She prays her 
own children will 
never spend time 
behind bars.



Ben Pease, a Crow 
Indian, brings Native 

American cultural 
ceremonies and 

crafts to the inmates 
o f the Montana 

Women's 
Correctional Center 

in Billings.

d o n 't  w ant to  visit m y son 
in  prison, a lthou  gh I would.'

-  Lucy Redcrow
release, according to the center’s 
records. There is no racial breakdown 

•available.
Warden Jo Acton points out that 

the bulk o f women returning to the 
system, regardless of race, are sent

back not because they committed new 
crimes, but because they couldn't 
complete their parole or probation 
requirements.

“Maintaining a  new lifestyle is dif­
ficult," Acton says. "They return to 
the same environment and people’s 
expectations of them are the same.
It’s really hard to break free from 
that."

A Cherokee woman who has 
earned parole and hopes to be 
released in May, says prison is her 
"rebirth.”

"I can't go back to the way I lived 
before," she says. “I’m not the same 
person, for one thing. That’s the tran­
sition. The transition is choices. Good 
choices and bad choices. In here, you 
have to face yourself. You have no 
crutches and nowhere to run."

Breaking the cycle that they 
couldn’t break free o f is a pri­
ority voiced by all four of the 

women. They see the answer in stay­
ing sober, walking with their native 
spirituality and using the tools they 
learned in prison to teach their chil­
dren a better way o f life.

Josie and the Cherokee woman 
have each earned their General 
Equivalency Diploma while in prison. 
Angela, a high school graduate, has 
taken college courses during her 
incarceration. They also attend chemi­
cal dependency programs, go through 
moral reconciliation therapy to help 
them recognize their faults and take 
other classes ranging from HIV 
awareness to computer training and 
parenting to accounting.

“I feel very strongly that we need

to set these people up with some mar­
ketable skills,” Acton says. "They are 
responsible for their outcome, but we 
look at the programs the facility can 
provide."

Still, for all the tools and basic 
skills they learn in prison, the 
system can fail the women. 

Lucy Redcrow, a member o f the 
Confederated Salish and Kootenai 
Tribes serving 50 years for deliber­
ate homicide and 10 years for use 
of a weapon in the crime, says the 
prison programs seek to get the 
women to deal with their emotions. 
But she contends that when they 
walk out of a program meeting and 
into the prison population they face 
disciplinary action if they show 
enough nurturing to hug another 
inmate.
Steve Griffin, the Women's 

Correctional Center volunteer coordi­
nator, says the no-touching policy is 
to help curb lesbian activity in the 
prison. It also plays a aile in provid­
ing security within the population.

But Redcrow doesn't buy it.
"They want us to be human; when 

we are human, we get wrote up for 
it," Redcrow says.

.Angela adds that in prison, she has 
learned to be assertive, to “stand up 
and say I am a 
Native American 
woman and I 
won't tolerate that 
behavior.
Assertiveness can 
be good or bad. 
depending on how 
its used."

Assertiveness 
can put a prisoner 
in a tough spot,
Griffin says.

“Culturally,
Indians are pas­
sive; feminism 
says women 
should be more 
assertive," Griffin 
says. "In an insti­
tution, you're bet­
ter off to be pas­
sive, yet it’s
healthier to learn to be assertive. 
There’s kind of a catch-22 there.”

For all that inmates say they 
learn in prison, it’s not where 
they’d like to be. Redcrow was 

much in the public eye a few years 
ago after she escaped. Redcrow says

she just “got up and walked out." It 
wasn’t her first attempt at escape, but 
it was the one that made a difference. 
She came back pregnant.

"That's how I came to have my 
little girl,” Redcrow says. “I’ve been 
in here eight years and done most of 
the programs. If not for my two kids.
I probably wouldn't make it."

The girl was voluntarily taken in 
by friends of Redcrow’s attorney 
within days of her birth. Now 8 
months old, the family brings the 
baby to the prison every other 
Wednesday and each weekend.

Redcrow's 11 -year-old son lives 
with her aunt on the Flathead 
Reservation and has already had 
enough trouble with the law to be 
supervised by a parole officer.

Learning from the programs she 
had to go to prison to receive. 
Redcrow says she has asked the court 
to put her aunt through treatment and 
counseling to help ensure a better 
homelife for her son.

“For once the system is working 
for me," Redcrow says. “I don’t want 
to visit my son in prison, although I 
would. I want to break the cycle." 

Y Y Y

Lucy Redcrow, 
bottom, and Paula Louie 
are roommates.
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Tackling the Big Cases
N orthern  C heyenne prosecutor M aria  Russell-Bigfire 

is taking on felony cases a n d  pu ttin g  a w a y  serious offenders. 
Im p ro ved  cooperation with the fed era l courts 
has m ade her job less o f  an obstacle course.

B u t she is still breaking new g rou n d  every  day.

a slam  against the courts, tha t's  ju s t a difference in 
procedures.”

B igfire 's first sexual assault case was against 
C larence Sem inole Sr. The v ictim  was a  9-year-old 
girl.

The U.S. a ttorney 's office thought the girl was an 
unreliable w itness, due to her age, Bigfire says, and 
so federal prosecutors declined to  press the case.

Tribal authorities arranged fo r the girl to stay in a

E very day since she prosecuted her first two 
sexual assault cases, M aria Russell-B igfire 
has worn a m edicine bundle around her neck 
for protection.

H er car has been vandalized. H er fam ily has 
received anonym ous threats that her son might have 
an accident on his way hom e from school. H er dog 
was poisoned. A m edicine man from another state 
threatened her. A nd som eone sawed 
som e lug nuts o ff  her car.

“ We had to  go through a cleansing 
cerem ony.” she says, and every fam i­
ly m em ber got a m edicine bundle.

Bigfire is ch ief prosecutor for the 
Northern C heyenne R eservation 's 
tribal court. Until recently, tribal 
courts did not prosecute cases 
defined as felonies because those 
serious crim es fell under the ju risd ic­
tion o f  the U.S. a ttorney 's office. But 
felony cases declined by the U.S. 
a ttorney 's office in B illings can be 
tried as m isdem eanors in tribal court.

T hat's  what Bigfire set out to  do.
And not everybody w elcom ed her 
decision.

Since pressing ahead w ith the two 
initial prosecutions, B igfire has taken 
on a  third sexual assault case. In all 
three she 's  won convictions.

“ We w ere the first tribe in Indian 
country to  successfully try child Maria Russell-Bigfire fingers her medicine bundle, one she wears constantly
abuse cases, B igfire says. to protect her fro m  threats she has received fro m  those

Why did she get convictions in cases nppose(t  to her work prosecuting sexual assault cases. 
the U .S. a tto rney 's office would not 
even bring to  trial?

U .S. A ttorney Sherry M atteucci says 
most cases in w hich her office declines prosecution 
lack sufficient evidence o r are com plicated by the 
stricter rules o f law im posed in federal court, as 
opposed to  tribal court.

Lori Harper, an assistant U.S. attorney in Great 
Falls, agrees. .

H arper says that som etim es the tribal court system  
can prosecute when she cannot due to  a lack o f ev i­
dence.

“They have different ru les," she says. “T h a t’s not

therapeutic foster hom e in B illings, in w hich the 
fam ilies are trained to w ork w ith abused children.
She also was placed w ith In-Care N etw ork, a  p ro­
gram that assists prim arily N ative A m erican children.

The child began to confide in a therapist. B igfire 
says, and three incidents o f  abuse were pinpointed.

Terry H ardground, the second offender Bigfire 
prosecuted, was convicted o f  sexually assaulting a 3- 
year-old boy. A fter the boy went to  live w ith a thera­
peutic foster fam ily and received counseling, he also

w as able to provide enough evidence to help convict 
H ardground.

Since these tw o cases were tried. B igfire has con ­
victed a  third offender on three counts o f sexually 
assaulting a child. Joseph W hitew olf III is serving a 
three-year sentence, as are Sem inole and 
H ardground. W hile the m axim um  jail term for a m is­
dem eanor in tribal court is one year, as it is in state 
courts in M ontana, all were found guilty on m ultiple 

counts.
T he prosecu tor's office has 

also posted notices around the 
reservation town o f  Lame D eer 
that say these men are convicted 
sexual offenders and shou ldn 't be 
w ith children.

Though the tribal council sup­
ported the office in posting those 
notices, the prosecutors faced- 
other pressures.

The tribal council, as well as 
the defendants’ fam ilies, tried to 
interfere. "W e were all subjected 
to slander sheets,” Bigfire says.
“A couple tim es we were told to 
ju s t back o ff  from the case.” 

Bigfire knew  that backing off 
m eant those cases would never 
get to court.

Even though the federal court 
has more restrictive rules regard­
ing prosecution, she w as still 
frustrated that the cases had 
becom e her responsibility.
“ It really pissed me off because if 
we could convict in front o f  a 
jury, why cou ld n 't they w ith all o f 
their resources?” she asks.

H arper says the m ost com m on reason she declines 
cases is insufficient evidence.

“ I can 't prove the case,” she says. “ 1 e ither d o n ’t 
have enough physical evidence, o r  w itnesses, o r the 
crim e scene was contam inated before we could  get 
fingerprints.” She estim ates that nearly all o f  the 
cases she declines fall under these categories.

S o m e tim e s , according to  Harper, cases are 

dropped sim ply due to a lack o f  tim e and resources. 
“The things you grab onto  are all the good cases: the
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m urders and rapes and the really important cases," 
H arper explains. “ Som etim es the others fall through 
the cracks because you need to  spend your tim e on 
these.”

B igfire and o ther tribal prosecutors are especial­
ly unhappy when the federal prosecutors delay 
a  decision on w hether to  prosecute until it's too 

near the statute o f  lim itations for tribal courts to pull 
together a strong case. Even more frustrating, says 
Bigfire. is when the alleged offender repeats the crim e 
because he has not been prosecuted.

She contends that in one sexual assault prosecution 
she is undertaking, the defendant has been victim izing 
people for alm ost 20 years. She believes his victim  
count totals 41.

Bigfire says the FBI investigated initially, but when 
the U.S. atto rney’s office declined prosecution it failed 
to  notify tribal prosecutors.

“We never ever got a letter explaining that," she 
says.

Harper agrees the notification process needs 
im provem ent.

“Y ou’re w orking w ith several different agencies 
and I do n ’t think it’s sim ply incom petence,”  says 
Harper. “ In this instance it w as just a  lack o f  com m u­
nication. We dropped it. T hey thought we were still 
taking the case. It rarely happens.”

Now  the Northern Cheyenne tribe has an agree­
ment w ith the U.S. attorney’s office. If  tribal 
prosecutors get no  letter w ithin six weeks o f 

the tim e charges are filed it m eans the U.S. atto rney’s 
office intends to  pursue the case.

B oth the tribal p rosecu tor’s office and the federal

prosecutor’s office are reviewing past cases in which 
prosecutions were declined to make sure the same 
mistakes aren 't repeated.

But U.S. A ttorney M atteucci is addressing the 
delay issue with all M ontana tribal courts.

M atteucci also says the lack o f com m unication has­
n ’t been one-sided.

. “Som etim es the m atter is quite old when it comes 
to us." she says, “so it is not alw ays our delay.”

M aylinn Sm ith, supervisor o f  the University o f 
M ontana Indian Law C linic, says that problem s fre­
quently arise from the way in which cases are handled 
from the outset.

“The cases aren 't as clean." she says, because the 
investigation was Hawed. Sm ith says these glitches are 
not necessarily fatal 
flaws, but make it more 
difficult for the U.S. 
attorney to  convict. That, 
she says, explains most 
o f  the federally declined 
cases that end up back in 
tribal court.

As far as the role that 
botched investigations 
play in cases the feds 
decline. H arper refuses 
com m ent, fearing that her answ er would be m isinter­
preted. "We would be com paring agencies, and they 
have different functions," she says. “An answ er might 
im ply that the BIA isn’t doing a good job , and they 
are.”

BIA officers often initiate investigations and in 
som e cases call upon the FBI for assistance.

Harper says she hears others com m ent on the dis­

proportionate num ber o f  investigation problem s on the 
reservations. But she m aintains that investigators o f 
all kinds make m istakes on occasion.

One problem she notes is the lack o f  FBI agents 
available for investigation. Three FBI officers 
cover the G reat Falls area, the Blackfeet and 

Fori Belknap reservations, and all o f  northcentral 
Montana. "T hey 're  ju s t spread very thin." Harper 
says.

For its part, the Northern Cheyenne is beefing up 
its staffs in preparation for taking on more criminal 
cases once handled by federal agencies.

Bigfire and Darryl K ing, the Northern Cheyenne 
assistant prosecutor, estim ate that in the last year the

U.S. attorney declined 
about 20 cases from 
their reservation. 
Bigfire expects that 
num ber to increase 
because her office has 
proved it can handle 
im portant cases.

"It opens the gate,” 
Bigfire notes. “ W e're 
more skilled and 
know ledgeable."

For Bigfire, w ho has no law degree, trying a 
felony-level case for the first tim e was a tim e-consum  
ing challenge. The Sem inole sexual assault case took 
Bigfire about tw o-and-a-half years from start to finish 
while H ardground’s took six m onths. "W e had pretty 
much ironed out any difficulties.” Bigfire says.

"F or m yself I feel m ore confident now.”
▼▼▼

“W e r e  m o r e  s k il le d  a n d  

k n o w le d g e a b le . . .  F o r  m y s e lf  

I fe e l m o r e  c o n f id e n t  n o w .”

—  M aria Russell-Bigfire, prosecutor

M a ria  

R u sse ll-B ig fire , 

a  N o r th e rn  

C h e y e n n e  

p ro se cu to r
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R o b ert Is la n d , 15, S a m  L ira , 22 , a n d  a  f r i e n d  sh o o t so m e hoops. B a ske tb a ll is a fa v o r ite  p a s tim e  
a n d  a big m o tiv a tin g  fa c to r  f o r  s ta y in g  in  sc h o o l f o r  m o st L a m e  D eer teens.

Reservation life for many young Northern Cheyenne has them

Struggling For Survival
Tony and  A ld en  tw is t the ir  arm s 
toge ther  and  g u zz le  d o w n  a N atural 
Ice, a b e e r  ca re fu l ly  chosen  for its h igh 
a lcohol con ten t .  L augh ing , they p ra c ­

tice this te ch n iq u e  a few  tim es  before  
re load ing  the p is to l and  m ak ing  be ts  
on w ho  cou ld  h it the  targets below.

“Ju v en ile s  a re  pack in g  guns. T h e y ’re 
not a fra id  to  use  th e m ,” L a m e  D eer  
po lice  o ff ice r  R o c k y  L. B ixby  says. 
A s  he  ta lks  h e  taps  the bu lle tp ro o f  
vest he  b eg an  w ea r in g  afte r  Police 
C h ie f  W ay n e  H e a d  Sw ift  w as  shot 
th ree  t im es  w h ile  a t tem p tin g  to b reak  
up a  p a r ty  in 1992. “T h e y  h ave  no 
respec t fo r  the  law. T h e y ’ll run  or 
th e y ’ll figh t it.”

continued on next page

It ’s noon  on T u esd ay  and  Tony, w ho  
ju s t  go t ou t o f  prison  a m on th  ago  
for ag g rav a ted  assau lt  with a dead ly  
w eapon , w an ts  to p lay  with his .2 2 -ca l­

iber pistol.
So A lden , 22 , his g ir lfriend  

R uthie , 17, and  Pat, 20, c ru ise  out 
to one  o f  the N o rthe rn  C h ey en n e  
R e se rv a t io n ’s four fire tow ers  w ith  
him  to try it out.

Pat, w ho  recen tly  b ro k e  his back  
in a ca r  w reck  and  lost the use o f  
his legs, c lu tches  the  seat in front o f  
h im  as A lden  speeds  th rough  m ud 
puddles  and a round  co rners  w ith a 
beer  be tw een  his knees  and a hand  
on R u th ie ’s leg.

A lden , T ony  and  R u th ie  c l im b  the

100-foot tow er, w hich  is r idd led  with 
bu lle t holes. S tand ing  on the  p la tfo rm , 
o v e r lo o k in g  the N orthe rn  C h ey en n e  
R ese rv a t io n  in sou theas te rn  M on tana ,

W'r h  n : \  A n d  P i i o t o g r a p i i h d  B y S k a n n a  O ' S u l li va n
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Tlie first tim e Sam  Lira ever 

Leard Lis stepfatker address 

Lim was also tke last tim e 

tkey would speal? for years.

Before rolling a jo in t on a recent M onday 
morning, Tony proudly displays a certificate 
recognizing him  fo r  completing a drug and  
alcohol education program at an Englewood  
correctional institution.

by his stepfather, w ho resented his stepchildren. The first tim e Lira ever heard his 

stepfather address him  w as also the last time they would speak to r years.

“ I rem em ber com ing hom e from  school and he pointed at m e and he said, ‘I 

hate you .’ And then he pointed to  m y brother and said, ‘and I hate you too ,’ Lira 

says. “T hat’s when 1 decided it was tim e to  sp lit.”
Like m any youths on the reservation, Lira w andered from house to house, living 

and drinking w ith his father, cousins, aunts, and uncles.
At 14, he m oved to  B illings w ith his cousin, breaking into cars and stealing to 

make a living and pass the time.

A t 15, he and a friend lived in an abandoned house w ith no w indow s, no 

heat and no electricity. They used old couch cushions to  stu ff into the 
hollow  w indow  panes and birthday candles as their only source o f  light.

At this point he w as still going to school, if  only to escape the harsh realities o f his 

situation.
“ Me and m y friend Cory, we wanted to  go to  school ju s t to  see everybody and 

get out o f  the house,” L ira says.
By age 16. he had a fake I.D ., w as experim enting w ith cocaine given to  him  by 

his cousin and was staying with an alcoholic aunt.
O fficer Bixby says, “ In a deprived com m unity like this there’s no money, noth­

ing to do. K ids are learning the system  is breaking dow n and they can get away 

w ith a  lot. It becom es a gam e for them .”
Elaine Forrest, the principal o f  Lame D eer High School, says parents aren 't sup­

portive o f  their ch ild ren’s education because they resent and distrust the system, 

which has been imposed on them . M ost d o n ’t feel the tim e and effort they put into 

school helped them , so  they think it’s ju s t a w aste o f  tim e, she says.
“ K ids do n ’t have much reason to  com e to  school,” Forrest says. “These kids 

are em otionally spoiled. Everyone is m aking excuses for them . I 'm  speaking as a 

N ative; my m om  did the sam e thing for m e.”
A lthough the school system  has been blam ed for contributing  to  the lack o f  d is­

cipline, Forrest says m ost o f  the problem s at the school can only be prevented at 

hom e. T he biggest problem is getting kids to  go  to  school at all; only  20  percent o f 

the population even finishes high school.
“The kids d o n ’t have any jobs to go to. T here’s no econom ic incentive on 

Indian reservations, so they have no hope,” she says.

Dana Eaglefeathers got his first jo b  w hen he w as 13 years old. H e knew  he 

could no longer depend on his alcoholic father and realized  that if  he d id n 't take 

care o f his brothers and sisters, no one w ould. He never m ade it through high 

school.
“ My parents w eren’t really there for us. So I ’ve been like the m other, father and

With little concern fo r  curfews, homework or the day o f  the week, many o f  
Lame Deer's young adults spend evenings socializing and partying.

Justice system  grapples
w ith  the  y o u n g

At N o rth e rn  C heyenne more than half o f  the 3,750 residents are under 

age 18. According to  tribal court statistics, 344 juveniles were arrested 
last year, and 80 percent o f their crimes involved alcohol.

"1 sm oke. I d o n 't give a fuck about anything else ,” Tony says, sprawled out 

on his bed, rolling a joint at 11 a.m. “ I say if  drinking m akes you happy, so 
w hat? L ife’s too short.”

T hat's  the attitude o f  many o f  the young people on the reservation, and their 
experience hasn 't given them much reason to feel differently.

"T hose kids are right when they say that there’s nothing for them to feel 

proud about.” form er Lame Deer police officer R oger O ld M ouse says. “ I 

do n ’t think it’s their problem . I think it’s a  parental problem. Native American 

tam ilies lack family discipline. It’s usually done by an extended family m em ­

ber —  an uncle or brother —  and that whole system  has broken dow n for 
them .”

A lthough alcohol is forbidden on the reservation, underage drinking is the 

num ber one crim e, says juvenile court Judge Janet M cM illan. Following 

closely are drunken driving and disorderly conduct connected to alcohol. The 

m ajority o f  the juvenile offenders have been enrolled in treatm ent programs.

But M cM illan often sees the sam e kids up to eight times in a  year. She cites the lack 
o f  parental guidance as an im portant factor.

"A  lot o f  the kids are really mad at their parents,” McM illan says. “They do the 
sam e things that they see their parents and rela­

tives doing, and they’re getting punished for it.”

W hen juveniles are arrested they are held at 

the local jail for a maxim um  o f six hours and 

then released to a  parent or relative until their 

hearing, M cM illan says. Those whose crim es 

involve alcohol are ordered to get a  drug and 

alcohol assessm ent and are put under house 

arrest for a week o r two. In some cases o f  dis­

orderly conduct they are required to  attend an 11-week anger management program.

A lthough the system  is structurally sound and punishm ents are clear, until now 
there has been no one to enforce them.

“T hey  can be on house arrest, probation, but nobody enforces it,”  says John 

G rinsell, the new juvenile advocate on the reservation. “The juvenile prosecutor 
tried, but his jo b  ends when it’s prosecuted. My jo b  is to follow  through.”

G rin se ll’s new jo b  falls under the Juvenile Advocacy and Mediation Project, a 
program  that ju s t received a $60,000 grant from the M ontana Board o f  Crime 
Control. The grant will also fund training for “ intervention parents.”

These six couples, who have been hired will work with juvenile offenders and

their fam ilies to address the problem s at hom e, teach the children anger m anage­

ment and help parents set realistic guidelines and consequences. Juvenile offenders 

can also be ordered to  attend the Northern C heyenne Boys & G irls C lub and work 

with peer counselors there.

Tony, A lden, Pat and the rest o f  their friends agree that 

alcohol is the root o f  their problem s. T hey  say it’s 

destroying them , their traditions and their future. But it 

doesn’t change their routine. There have been so  many 

em pty prom ises that they have lost all hope in the system.
“Justice? T here’s no justice  on the reservation,” Tony 

says. “N othing is gonna change.”

W hen he was 20 years old, Sam L ira was sent to  a correctional facility  in 

Florence, C olo., for aggravated assault a fter severely beating his cousin. Lira says 

he didn t m ean to  hurt him  that night, and doesn’t really  rem em ber w hy he did it.

It was Halloween and everyone was celebrating. We were ju s t drunk ,” Lira 
says.

He was sentenced to  100 hours o f  com m unity service and given a $21.000 fine, 
which will probably never be collected.

I ain t worried about it. I a in ’t gonna pay,” Lira says.

He left home for the first tim e and started drinking when he was 11, chased away

A lthough  the  system  is 
structurally  sound and  pun ishm ents 
are clear, un til now there  has heen 
no one to  enforce th e m .



brother to  them .” Eaglefeathers says.

Now  20, h e ’s still the only breadw inner in the house, w orking at a near­

by saw m ill when he needs money. He says the m ill is run dow n and 

the em ployees are treated badly, but he keeps going back because 

there are no o ther jo b s  available.
“ I see m yself in m y brothers and sisters —  in the way they ’re carrying 

on, drinking and partying, and I was pretty  bad," Eaglefeathers says. “If  I 

could save them  it would make me feel better about m yself.”

I Us tw o-bedroom  apartm ent is hom e to  his girlfriend, their tw o children, 

her brother, his sister, her friend, his cousin, and his friend. Though ha lf o f  ' 

them  have to fight for couch space. Eaglefeathers seem s content with his 

role as the father figure and hopes that his care w ill help them finish high 

school and even go on to college, som ething he w ishes he could have done.

But still, he d oesn ’t blam e the kids for turning to alcohol. He too agrees 

that there is really nothing on the reservation for them  to  care about, with no 

stable fam ily or living situation.

“Seem s like drinking is the only source o f  hiding your pain, hiding your 

frustration. I drank ‘cause I was frustrated, disappointed in m y parents, 

robbed from  m y childhood.”

A fter he and his girlfriend. C halice, had their first child, he knew  it was 

tim e for him  to straighten up and be the kind o f  parent he never knew. Now 

Eaglefeathers’ fridge is filled with M ountain Dew. He tries to keep his fam i­

ly and friends out o f  trouble by doing things that d o n ’t involve drinking, like 
playing basketball, p laying w ith the kids and taking part in sw eat cere­

monies.

“ My cerem ony ways. C halice, and the kids are the best thing that hap­

pened to m e,” E aglefeathers says.

Back at the fire tower, with Pat drinking alone in the back seat o f  the 

car, A lden and Tony take turns shooting the gun and aim ing it play­

fully at one another as R uthie stands in the corner.

She sips a beer and w aits patiently  for them  to tire o f  their gam e.

Later they all ju m p  in the car and head ju s t o ff the reservation to 

Jim tow n, the nearest bar, where they m eet som e friends, w ho share a bottle 

o f  vodka.

As they pass it around, a truckload o f  nine teenage boys pulls up, looking

Just ploying  

around, Alden, 22, 

gives his girlfriend  

Ruthie, 17, a love 

bite fo r  scolding 

him. Since age 11, 

Sam  Lira has lived 

mostly on his own 

and has had  

frequen t encounters 

with the law.

A fte r  a g a m e  o f  b a ske tb a ll D ana , 20, a n d  S a m , 22, ta k e  so m e tim e  to  p la y  with D a n a 's  son  J a y lin , 2. 

W h en  S a m  g o t o u t o f  p riso n  D a n a  to o k  S a m  in , h o p in g  to  ke ep  h im  o u t o f  trouble.



A few  years  ago, fog co v e re d  the  F la thead  va lley  for 
seven  w eeks.

Pat Pierre, a tribal e ld e r  on  the F la thead  Indian 
R eserva tion , began  to d read  d escen d in g  from  his 
h o m e  at R a inbow  L ak e  in to  the  sh ro u d ed  valley 

with its da rk , th ick  mist.
“ I p rayed  on w hy  the fog  w as  h e re ,” he  says , an d  the 

a n sw er  that c am e  w as  s im p le  - he  n eed e d  to  change  
som e th ings  about his life.

“ I go t invo lved  w ith  the tribal g o v e rn m e n t  and the 
c o u n c i l ,” he says.

P ierre  began  to push the counc i l  to  d o  m o re  for e lders 
like h im self.

He now  serves  as  an ad v o ca te  fo r  e lders  on the reser­
va tion , and  is the fa ther  o f  severa l e lder ly  ass is tance  
p rog ram s.  He d o es  trad itional h ea l in g  ce re m o n ie s  in his 
hom e , and  peop le  turn to  h im  w h en  they  d o n ’t know  
w here  e lse  to  f ind help.

T h ese  days,  P ierre  is co n ce rn in g  h im se lf  w ith  a  d if ­
fe ren t k ind  o f  fog, a m is t ing  o f  the va lues  tha t have held 
his tr ibe together.

E ld e r  abuse  is b eco m in g  an inc reas ing  p rob lem  on 
the F la thead , and  a l though  there  are  no  s ta tis tics  to 
p rove  that the rate o f  ab u se  on  the rese rva t ion  exceeds  
off-rese rva tion  rates, o r  ev en  that it is an ex trem ely  
p reva len t p rob lem , the n u m b e r  o f  reports  is g row ing , 
and  activ is ts  and  ad v o ca tes  like P ierre  are  concerned .

M O N T A N A ’ S I N D I A N

Long revered in Indian culture, elders are increasingly targets o f  abuse.

The Salish and  Kootenai tribes are creating a code to restore respect 

and  punish those who violate those traditions.

ealin£ witk elder abuse

P at P ierre, a 6 7 -year-o ld  S a lis h , is a n  e ld er  h im se lf, b u t h e  has been  a n  advoca te  o f  e ld e rs ' r ig h ts  a ll  o f  h is  life.

W r i t t e n  B y  M o l l y  W o o d  •  P i i o t o g r a p i i e d  B y  T e r r i  L o n g  f o x



"T here 's a  m illion and one ways that the elderly are being abused today,” says 
Pierre from his hom e high in the Mission M ountains.

Elder abuse can include intentional physical harm , o r injury through neglect; 
sexual abuse o f  an elderly person; em otional abuse such as threats, intim ida­
tion o r hum iliation; or exploitation o f  the money o r property o f  an elder.

Pierre m aintains the root o f elder abuse is lack o f respect.
"T he generation under m e has lost their respect," he says.
In a culture that considers respect for its elders one o f  its dearest traditions, this 

decline in values has had a  profound effect on  older and vulnerable adults.
Pierre has been pushing for a code against elder abuse for alm ost five years, but 

the tribe did not begin to work on a  new code until a year ago when Helen Camel, 
a m edical social w orker w ith Tribal Health Serv ices, and others took up the cause.

Now. the legal departm ent is w orking to create a civil code to deal w ith the pro­
tection o f  vulnerable adults on the reservation. The code, now in its fourth draft, is 
being written by R honda Langford, a law yer with the Tribal Legal D epartm ent, and 
C her Thom as, a U niversity o f  M ontana law student w ho graduated in May.

The code will g ive the tribe the authority to investigate reports o f  abuse and to 
coordinate services follow ing an investigation.

A crim inal code exists on the Flathead which m akes abuse o f  an elder punish­
able by jail and fines. Yet when an estim ated 75 percent o f  abuse com es from fam i­
ly m em bers, authorities say, incidents are seldom  reported, and alm ost never prose­
cuted.

Pierre, w ho has been the instrum ent o f  most o f the elderly  assistance program s 
on the Flathead, says those codes mean little because they do  not incorporate the 
respect for elders that is lacking.

Cam el expresses som e optim ism  about the new code, however. She believes the 
tribe must search for w ays to protect older people from their fam ilies, their dis­
eases, even them selves.

“ L et's have som e respect” for our elders, she says. “ L e t’s not have them  walk­
ing on the roads dirty as hell. L et's not punish them because they have these d is­
eases that make them  go senile."

Camel pushed the tribal council to pass a written resolution declaring its respect 
for elders, which it d id  Jan. 17. and she hopes the new code will prompt the tribal 
com m unity to  get involved in stopping elder abuse.

Pierre says e lder abuse codes will run into trouble as long as they require 
abused adults to  testify against their abusers.

“T he only way it w ill ever work is if this court has got the authority to follow 
up on these com plain ts and to  actually prosecute these cases” and leave elders out 
o f  the process, he says.

Pierre h im self often serves as a m ediator for elders w ho have been abused.

He tells the story o f  one woman w ho called  him w ondering why she had no 
m oney fo r food and bills. Pierre discovered that her son had changed her 
address to  his own and was receiving and cashing the w om an's federal 

assistance checks. Pierre called the man and threatened him w ith tribal and federal

Pat Pierre and his pal Chuck 
H unter swap stories about 
their early years. Pierre 
believes that returning to the 
traditional culture o f  his tribe 
and young people respecting 
elders will help alleviate elder 
abuse.

court com plaints if he did not return the checks and make reparation. A fter less 
than a w eek, the woman began receiving her checks and her son began paying her 
back.

P ierre 's way is effective, but he says legal m ethods on the reservation are not so 
simple.

"The legal system  gets their hands tied because people do n ’t want to testify." he 
says.

“The perpetrators are still out there," he says. "T hey 're  ju s t not being punished."
W hen the law does not back him up, Pierre says, there is little he can do. 

Perpetrators rarely receive ja il time, and even restraining orders are usually pulled 
by the com plainants.

Pierre rem em bers a woman he worked w ith whose sons would push her around, 
steal her checks and sell her trinkets and m em entos to buy alcohol. Pierre con ­
vinced the w om an to get a  restraining order against her children, but when her sons 
began to pace in front o f  her house, heads hanging low, she felt sorry for them and 
let them back in. The abuse quickly resumed.

“W hat do  you do?" Pierre asks, throw ing up his hands.
Pierre m aintains that the tribe has lost its sense o f being Indian, and that the 

very people the council claim s to respect are m istreated by the council itself.
Elders are afraid to speak out to the council or the rest o f  the tribe, he says, 

because they are not listened to and are afraid o f being reprim anded by younger 
tribal m em bers.

Hank Baylor, a  m em ber o f  the tribal council replies tersely when asked about 
the tr ibe’s respect for its elders.

“ We do respect our elders." he said. "T ha t's  w hy we passed the resolution." 
Baylor said the council w ill support the new code if it will protect the elders o f  the 
Flathead.

Pierre, how ever, is not sure the code will prove effective unless it is given teeth 
by its creators, and unless elder advice is actively sought and followed.

C am el says she has pushed the council to prove its com m itm ent to elders.
" I f  w e’re adults and we have living parents, w hat are we doing on an ongoing 

basis to focus on and respect our elders?” she asks.
Cam el believes the answ er is not much.
"From  what I ’ve seen in the last tw o years ... everybody m ouths it, but I do n ’t 

see it happening in reality.”

Pierre travels a rutted dirt road on one o f his daily  rounds around the reserva­
tion. He checks on elders who live alone, m any in isolated areas w ith lim ited 
access. Today, no one is home in the two houses he visits, so he calls upon 

his friend and partner in advocacy. Chuck Hunter.
Together, the tw o rem inisce about life on the C am as Prairie at the foot o f the 

M ission M ountains. They tell horse-and-buggy stories and gossip about their peers.
Hunter shakes his head when Pierre talks about elder abuse.
"I hope I never get that old. that m y kids take m y m oney," says Hunter, who 

turned 70 in May. "I hope 1 never get that o ld .”
▼▼▼
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O n the Fort Peck Reservation alcohol is a negative factor in 7 5  percent o f  

the homes. The trihe is trying to reverse the cycle o f  alcohol ahuse 

and deal with the growing number o f young drinkers.

Drowning in Alcoh ol
A sm ile form s on H arold Red E agle’s puffy 

face as he talks about his daughter. But 
the sm ile is soon supplanted. I t’s the 

hurt th a t’s m ost often on the surface now.
T he 37-year-old Red Eagle likes to recall his 

dau g h te r’s prow ess w ith a basketball. It w as so 
m uch like his own.

But ano ther sim ilarity betw een father and 
daugh ter is their addiction to alcohol. Red Eagle 
know s too well that it’s a habit his 18-year-old 
daughter Kim form ed at hom e.

She started drinking at 13, her father says. It 
was her fam ily ’s way o f  life.. And the fog that so 
often enveloped her parents placed extra respon­
sibility on  Kim.

“ She never had a chance to  grow  up,” Red 
Eagle says. “ She practically raised her brothers. 
All she saw  us do was drink a lcohol.”

Kim  lives aw ay from her fam ily now. S h e’s 
serving a  3 I/2-year prison term  for m urdering 
her 14-year-old brother by putting a knife 
through his heart w hile she was drunk.

A lcohol touches the lives o f  75 percent o f  the 
hom es on the Fort Peck Reservation, where kids 
grow  up surrounded by the violence and crim e 
that accom pany it. says Ray Parales, d irector o f 
youth services.

From 1994 to 1995, there w as a jum p in 
every category o f  juvenile crim e on the reserva­
tion. according to tribal statistics. The biggest 
w as in d isorderly  conduct, and 79 percent o f  
those cases involved alcohol.

Even an augm ented and better equipped 
police force, patrols at night and increased in- 
service training for juvenile o fficers d o n 't seem 
to  stem  the tide.

Parales. w ho helped institute the changes, is 
frustrated.

“ A lm ost everybody w ho com es through these 
doors has been touched by alcohol in their 
hom es,” he says. “T hey 're  not getting  the skills 
they need to  learn how  to survive.”

In the expanse o f w heat Fields and open 
range from  W olf Point to Poplar, a faded 
billboard stands testam ent to the.battle  resi­

dents on the reservation face.
“ A lcohol and Drug A buse D estroys O ur 

H eritage and Traditional Way o f  L ife,” the sign 
says.

T he problem  isn’t new. It’s not uncom m on to 
see four generations suffering from  alcohol-

Alcohol has been part o f  Harold R ed  Eagle's life since his fa th e r  dared him  to take a drink at age 8. Ju s t as 
alcohol was something Red Eagle grew up with, so too was it part o f  his children’s daily life.
His daughter Kim is serving a three-year sentence fo r  murdering her brother while she was drunk.
“ Kim's whole life, probably all she can rem em ber is alcohol,” R ed  Eagle says.

W r i t t e n  B y  Ja s o n  K o z l e s k i P h o t o g r a p h e d  B y  T o f e r  T o w e



With tremendous 
financ ia l support from  
the tribal council, Ray 

Parales has successfully 
created a separate 

jud ic ia l system to deal 
with problem  juveniles. 
The new  system has its 

own judge and clerk, its 
own prosecutor, 

and fo u r  police officers.

related problem s and the dom estic turm oil that 
com es w ith it.

Harold Red E agle’s father challenged him 
to start drinking w hen he was 8. W hen Kim 
started drinking, it extended a  cycle that Patty 
M cG eshick, director o f  Fort P eck ’s Crisis 
C enter, says is not uncom m on.

“ If you know a m other is drinking, in most 
cases the children are also going to be drink­
ing.” she says.

O ne o f  every eight children on the reserva­
tion suffers from Fetal A lcohol Syndrom e, a condition 
caused when m others drink w hile they are pregnant.

“They talk about slopping, but they don 't know 
how ,"she says.

But it’s not the health problem s o f  alcohol abuse that 
are most dangerous: it 's  the hom e life that accom panies 
it. More than 95 percent o f the dom estic, child and sex­
ual abuse cases involve alcohol, M cG eshick says.

W hen children internalize those problem s it affects 
how they grow  up. says Sandy Stellflug, principal of 
the N orthside E lem entary School.

“ With all the baggage they carry, it’s not surprising 
they have problem s. A lcohol creates a way o f  life tha t’s 
hard to break.” S tellflug says.

She says that o f  86 children at N orthside w ho have 
behavioral problem s, 54 percent suffer from either 
physical o r sexual abuse or from neglect.

Putting an end to  the problem  is as frustrating as the 
problem  itself. C hildren aren 't only learning violent 
behavior, they 're  learning that many crim es go unpun­
ished.

O f 151 dom estic violence cases reported in 1994. 
more than half o f  the accused spent no  tim e in jail, 
M cGeshick says. The main problem  is the v ictim 's fear 
o f testifying, she says. In addition, she adds, few

When Albert Foote was 
struggling with alcohol and  

drugs, he looked to traditional 
religious beliefs fo r  help. Now, 

as a drug and alcohol coun­
selor at the Spotted Bull 

Treatment Center, Foote uses 
spiritual teachings and tradi­
tional beliefs to help troubled 
juveniles f in d  a way to break 

out o f  alcohol's destructive 
cycle. Foote, a single father  
raising three children, also 

believes that fam ily plays an 
important role in beating 

alcohol and drugs.

Michael Youngman. a  15-year-old 8th 
grader, is a fam iliar face in the deten­
tion center. So are m any o f  his pals.

He doesn 't m ind when he serves time at the cen ­
ter because he gets to see his friends. He started 
getting in trouble when he was 6, and drinking 
w hen he w as 9.

Youngman is more proud o f the cages 
installed on the w indow s o f the Tribal Express

offenders are convicted so reporting abuse seem s futile.
It’s hard to know  how often the abuse occurs. “So 

m any go unreported.” she explains. “The only thing we 
see is how it affects the children.”

~W’ose Figueroa was a “ tough guy” when he was a kid. 
I  It’s that experience that helps him understand how 
1  to deal with teens now  that he has shed that image 

■tmd donned the uniform of 
a cop. F igueroa is one o f 
six juvenile officers cov­
ering the Fort Peck 
Reservation as part o f  the 
tribe 's effort to curb  ju v e­
nile violence.

An outbreak o f  ju v e­
nile crim e in 1994 sparked 
the Fort Peck authorities 
to increase the budget and 
create a police force des­
ignated solely for juveniles. By 1996 the budget had 
increased to alm ost $200,000.

F igueroa patrols W olf Point in a white Chevrolet 
C orsica which doesn’t have police lights on top o r 
icons on the side. He says the unadorned car keeps

him ' ‘incognito” when he 's  out patrolling.
Juveniles don 't have tim e to react when he 's 

approaching, he says. T hat's  how he was able to catch 
Paul and his tw o friends, all o f whom reeked o f a lco­
hol.

P aul’s m other had been drinking when he left his 
house.

“ I d idn 't want to stay there,”  he said. “ I d idn 't know 
what else to  do, so I left 
and started drinking.” 
A fter picking up Paul, 
F igueroa returned him to 
his hom e. W hen he left. 
Paul and his m other were 
arguing again. Paul's 
m other told him  he need­
ed to stop drinking, but 
her w ords were tainted 
with the smell o f alcohol 
on her breath.

Paul know s her w ords say one thing but her actions 
tell another story. Earlier in the evening, she had 
allowed her 14-year-old daughter to drive her car.

“We know  that we can ’t stop everything,” Figueroa 
says. “T here’s too m uch that goes on behind closed 

doors that we ca n 't do  anything about.”
O nce the kids have started drinking they lose all 
respect for the police, he says. Even w ith more 
com m unity patrolling, for exam ple, an officer 
posted in the Poplar M iddle School, the police 
haven 't established them selves as authority fig­
ures.
“T h ey 'll be friends with you during the day. but 
once they get drunk, crim e is a  gam e to  them ,” 
he says.

“i f  y o u  know  a m o th e r  is

d r in k in g , in  m o s t cases th e

ch ild re n  are  also going

to  he d r in k in g .”
- Principal S a n d y  Stellflug
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The juvenile detention center is ju s t one o f  the new additions to the juvenile justice system at Fort Peck.
The facility’s security system includes computer-locked cells and separate wings fo r  males and females. Residents, whose 
stavlasts fro m  one night to six months, have access to TV, a computer lab, a gymnasium, and an outdoor courtyard.

L ev elin g  th e  P la y in g  F ie ld
The Fort Peck Reservation is beefing up 

its police force to deal wi th rising juvenile crime

The A ssiniboine and Sioux tribes at 
Fort Peck have recently arm ed 
them selves for battle. T heir target 

is the rising tide o f  juvenile violence. 
T heir w eapons are a new juvenile deten­
tion center, a juvenile police system  and 
a nearly $200,000 budget.

Four juvenile  officers were added to 
the tw o already on the jo b  and the staff 
w as given an office and new equipm ent 
to put them selves on the offensive.

T heir results have been heartening, 
but the battle 's far from won.

“W e’re putting the elem ents in place 
to  take control o f  the problem s,” says 
Ray Parales, juvenile services coordina­
tor. “W e’re doing things that we couldn’t 
do  before.”

O ne o f  those is interacting m ore with 
the com m unity and the kids. Officers 
must attend at least one com m unity 
m eeting a m onth and Richie M cDonald, 
one o f  the new juvenile officers, spends 
his days at Poplar M iddle School.

Though kids still com m it crim es, 
especially  after th ey ’ve been drinking 
alcohol. M cD onald has established a 
good rapport w ith som e o f the students.

Three weeks after arriving at school, 
he know s and jokes w ith them during 
breaks betw een classes. On his first day 
there seven boys assaulted one girl, he 
says. But things seem better now.

C harlie Yellow H awk, a 14-year-old

student at the m iddle school, is on pro­
bation. He is ju s t one o f the increasing 
num ber o f  juven iles at Fort Peck in trou ­
ble w ith the law. But h e ’s happy to  have 
M cD onald at the school because now  he 
sees him as a friend and not ju s t a  cop.

“ H aving him  here m akes us feel 
safer, and I feel I can trust the police 
m ore now,” says Yellow Hawk.

R unning aw ay from  hom e and 
assaulting — — —— — — —
an officer 
got him six 
m onths o f 
probation 
after tw o 
days in the 
detention 
center.

That 
experience 
shocked 
him.

“ I do n ’t
really w ant to go back” to the center, he 
says. “ It m ade me realize the trouble I 
could  get into.”

Yellow H aw k’s probation ended May 
21, his birthday. He credits the system  
w ith helping him  leam  more discipline 
and how  to deal w ith anger.

Irom his office in Poplar. Parales is 
able to  explore m ethods that have 
been successful around the coun ­

try at helping kids like Yellow Hawk.
He has instituted the S trategies for 

Juvenile Supervision program  to  assist 
counselors in their treatm ent. It em ploys 
a  detailed  interview  to help them  target 
the areas in w hich the child needs 
im provem ent.

“ We want to try as m any new things 
as possible,” Parales says.

O ne o ther reservation and a prosecu- 
— ■ — tor have taken note

“We k  now  we can  t  solve 

every th ing ,” h e  sai d, “h u t 

we re figh ting  to  p u t in  th e

hest system  we c a n .”
- R a y  Parales, 

director o f  youth services

F

o f Fort P eck ’s 
efforts. The 
Northern C heyenne 
are looking into 
instituting sim ilar 
services, and assis­
tant U.S. A ttorney 
Klaus R ichter has 
praised those 
efforts.
“T hey really  have 
their stu ff togeth­
er,” R ichter says. 

“T h ey ’re one o f  the few  reservations 
w ith separate juvenile  services.”

Parales feels Fort Peck is on the right 
track.

“We know  we c a n ’t solve every ­
th ing,” he says, “ but w e’re fighting to 
put in the best system  w e can.”

? ? ▼

convenience store, a 
result o f  breaking in 
there eigh t tim es, 

than he is fearful o f  the 
police. Police punishm ent, he

says, m eans nothing and doesn’t 
deter him from doing what he pleases.

“I don’t care about the law,” 
Y oungman says, “ when I get into 
trouble there’s really nothing they can 
do .”

His crim es have never resulted in a 
punishm ent severe enough to  stop him 
from  com m itting them  again. His m is­
dem eanors have only landed him in 
the detention cen te r o r on probation.

A lthough his parents do n ’t drink, 
getting them  involved in his life has 
been difficult. Youngman says he 
doesn 't think his parents care. T hey ’re 
usually asleep w hen he gets home 
every night at m idnight after sm oking 
m arijuana w ith his friends.

“ I worry about my parents about as 
m uch as I w orry about the police,”  he 
says.

Albert Foote, a  counselor at the 
Spotted Bull Treatm ent Center, an 
alcohol treatm ent center for children, 
says he sees sim ilar problem s among 
o ther juveniles w ho have problem s 
w ith the law.

Tuesday and T hursday nights are 
fam ily night at the center. But, Foote 
says, it’s rare to  have anyone show  up.

“ By then, the children are ju s t hop­
ing to  see anyone,” he says. “ And 
m ost o f the ones (parents) w ho d o n ’t 
com e have problem s w ith alcohol.”

Even w ith the revam ped police 
force, Parales says trying to  stop ju v e­
nile crim e is im possible with all the 
dom estic problem s.

“We c a n ’t fix the kids w ithout fix­
ing the family.”  he says. “U ntil then, 
w e’re ju s t spinning the w heels.” 

Y V Y
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C ourting Justice

In  a recent election, Crow Tribal Council members voted overwhelmingly to preserve Chairwoman Clara Nomee's 
executive order power, an issue in an ongoing child custody dispute. Every enrolled m ember o f  the Crow Tribe is a 
member o f  the council. Decisions are made by line vote, in which voters express their sentiment on an issue by 
walking through a line o f  judges who tally the num ber who pass as the ayes and nays are called.

On the Crow Reservation, justice may seem as 
fleeting as the flick o f the wrist o f the chairwoman

B i l l i n g s  —  Vicki Mason
sits at her cluttered kitchen 
table and shuffles through 

mountains of court documents that 
tell a story of an ongoing battle with 
the Crow Reservation justice system 
—  a system some insist is tainted by 
politics.

“This has just been one long 
mess.” Mason says from her house 
in nearby Billings. "It shouldn't 
have gone this far at all and it never 
should have drug on this long."

Across town at the home of 
Kelly Pereau, the father of Mason's 
two children, the setting and discus­
sion about Crow tribal justice is

Teir and Brandi’s grandmother, Arliss 
Pereau, has been the stand-in mother 
throughout the three-year custody battle 
between the g irls' parents.

much different. Pereau shifts quietly 
back and forth in a rocking chair, while 
daughters Teir. 6. and Brandi. 4. play­
fully wrestle over a stuffed blue bunny 
and fill the house with grins and gig­
gles.

Pereau agrees the custody battle 
with Mason has been long and stress­
ful. The Pereaus. including Kelly and 
his parents, are tired of the court battle, 
but are content for now to have the 
girls with them. And they feel the legal 
actions on the Crow Reservation are in 
the girls’ best interest.
Mason and Pereau ultimately settled 
their differences outside the reach of 
the Crow Tribal Court. But their tortu-

W r i t t e n  B y  S o n j a  Le e  •  P h o t o g r a p h e d  B y  D e r e k  P r u i t t



Nomee: 'I plum stay out of things over there ...
ous journey toward an uneasy truce illus­
trates what critics claim is an example of 
how one signature can turn an entire jus­
tice system on its ear.

On the Crow Reservation, courtroom 
justice is intermingled with executive and 
legislative authority. All power on the 
reservation rests in the hands o f the tribal 
council, made up o f the tribe's 6.(XX) 
enrolled tribal members over 18. The 
council meets four times a year, leaving 
the reservation's four elected officials the 
authority to conduct tribal affairs between 
meetings.

The Crow constitution also says Crow 
Tribal Court has no authority separate from 
what is granted it by the tribal council and 
thus cannot overrule or declare invalid any 
actions taken by the council. However, the 
council can reverse actions o f  the court.

In the case o f Mason v. Pereau. that 
provision allowed the tribal chairwoman, 
Clara Nomee. to unilaterally overturn a 
decision by the highest Crow court, send­
ing the frustrated parents to federal and 
stale courts for relief.

. Members of the Crow Tribal Court 
deny that the absence o f a separation of 
powers results in interference in decision 
making. Ron Ameson. Crow Court admin­
istrator! says such separation would have 
made no difference in Mason v. Pereau.

“I don't agree that Clara in fact can or 
does have the authority even under the 
existing system to change the outcome of 
the court in terms o f  the court's action.” 
Ameson says.

But the last six years o f Mason's life, 
which play out like a recorded message 
told over and over again to judges, 
lawyers, consultants and counselors, tell a 
different story. Thumbing through a multi­
tude o f pages filled with legal jargon. 
Mason wistfully talks about her two 
daughters whom she hasn't seen since last 
November and her journeys through tribal 
court.

Mason met the father o f her chil­
dren, Kelly Pereau. in Lame 
Deer on the Northern Cheyenne 

Reservation. When Kelly’s father, John, 
became the BIA superintendent at the adja­
cent Crow Reservation. Mason and Pereau. 
who never married, moved with their two 
girls to Crow Agency.

After a year with the Pereaus on Crow. 
Mason took her two girls back to Northern 
Cheyenne, where she and her daughters 
are enrolled. Mason never imagined the 
messy custody battle that would result. She 
had no idea she could lose her daughters 
forever. To let the girls stay in contact with 
their dad and grandparents, she arranged 
frequent visits to the Crow Reservation.

But one afternoon after an arranged vis­
itation. Pereau refused to return the girls, 
then ages 3 and 1.

That started Mason's legal adventures, 
which began in Northern Cheyenne Tribal 
Court a little more than three years ago. Its 
original court order, issued in April 1993, 
awarded Mason custody. But the Crow

Kelly Pereau with his daughter Teir.
Teir and Brandi have a court-appoint­

ed  therapist to  act as a champion fo r  
them. The therapist has no previous 

relationship with either fam ily  and her  
fo cu s is the health o f  the children. 

During the next IS  months she will 
have a great deal to say about 

the welfare o f  the children.
The girls clown around as 

they get ready fo r  bed.

courts refused to recognize that order.
Seven months later. Donald Stewart, an 

associate judge o f the Crow Tribal Court, 
granted temporary custody to Mason. Yet 
four months after that, in February 1994. 
Stewart look himself off the case for rea­
sons he today declines to discuss. Crow 
Chief Judge Victoria White stepped in and 
awarded “care, control and custody” to 
Kelly Pereau.

Mason appealed the ruling to the Crow 
Appellate Court. According to Crow law, 
the court o f appeals is to be made up of 
three judges chosen by the chief judge. At 
the time, the code mandated that the case 
be heard by two tribal judges who had not 
presided over the appeal and one judge 
from the National Indian Tribal Judges 
Association. But one Crow judge had 
already stepped down from the case, a sec­
ond judge refused to get involved and the 
chief judge had already presided, so the 
Crow court sought three outside judges. . 
That appellate court in 1994 ruled Teir and 
Brandi be returned to their mother in 
Northern Cheyenne.

The lack o f a separation o f powers then 
began to play its part. In August 1 9 ^ , 
three months after the appellate court deci­

sion. Chairwoman Nomee overturned it.
Nomee's order said the appellate ruling 

should not stand “because o f irregularities 
in litigation procedures, and manipulation 
of information in case files which could 
result in further damage to the children and 
their care providers.” She said the tran­
script on which the judges based their rul­
ing “shows purposeful tampering with tes­
timony" and she cited, without elaboration, 
repeated "perjured testimony” of Vicki 
Mason that influenced the appellate ruling.

Nomee later amended the order to 
make it final, pending the next council 
meeting, and cited “Crow Tribal tradition, 
constitution and resolutions" as her author­
ity to take such action.

At the next full council meeting, the 
tribe passed a resolution that said if two 
Crow judges cannot hear a court appeal, 
the chief judge “shall appoint members of

the Crow Tribe —  preferably with previ­
ous judicial experience —  to replace 
them.”

It then endorsed her executive order in 
the Mason case and passed a resolution 
“providing for the rehearing o f appellate 
court decisions in certain circumstances.” 
Those circumstances were not defined.

But those circumstances did include 
Mason v. Pereau. So Pereau filed for a 
rehearing. That rehearing is still pending.

Mason believes she is the victim o f  a 
system which, because she was an out­
sider, was stacked against her from the 
start. It's simply a case o f who knows who, 
she says. And she didn't know anybody.

“Because o f  politics and the confusion 
of the tribal court, I still don't have my 
kids,” Mason says. “Mostly politics. I just 
can’t really prove it.”

No parties involved in this case are
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F o r  th e  la st th ree  yea rs, V icki M ason  (left) 
h a s  been  f ig h t in g  custody  battles o ver h er  
ch ildren . U n til A pril, a ll she  h a d  in  re turn  
was a  p ile  o f  co u r t orders a n d  lega l d o cu ­
m en ts  a n d  a  co u p le  b r ie f  visitations.

of a court decision and all of a sudden the 
legislative process doesn't agree with that 
process and it modifies it." Court 
Administrator Ameson says. “And that’s 
just what happened."

While Ameson acknowledges that pres­
sure was applied to Nomee. particularly 
from Pereau supporters, he says the execu­
tive orders are within the power of the 
chairman.

He also says the decision of the appel­
late court was completely legal.

“The court just makes decisions based 
on its own best authority and no one will 
ever convince me that that decision was not 
a lawful judicially established appellate 
court." he says. “1*11 stand by that until hell 
freezes over.”

However, in the same interview Ameson 
said the resolution passed by the council 
that endorsed Nomee's order was within its 
power.

“I firmly bclieve-that this case has been 
handled as best it could be handled under 
the circumstances in as fair and just a way 
as it could have been managed.” he says. “ I 
think it's inappropriate for people to go 
around throwing rocks at the court or at the 
chairperson or at the second appellate court 
because it is all very lawful whether we 
like it or not."

Crow Tribal Chairwoman Nomee also 
stands by her order. She says the 
order was written because no tribal 

judges were part o f the appellate court. 
Nomee also says she rarely involves herself

C o u n c il C h a irw o m a n  C lara  N o m e e  
(above) h a s been  in  p o w e r f o r  s ix  y ea rs at 
C row  R eserva tion . F o r  m ost o f  th o se  years  
sh e  h a s w ielded  a n  execu tive  o rd er p o w er  
to  ru n  th e  everyday b u sin ess n eeds o f  the  
th e  C ro w  Tribe betw een  C row  C o u n c il 
m eetings.
C row  T riba l C o u rt C h ie f  Ju d g e  V ictoria  
W h ite  (le ft) oversees C row  T riba l Court.

in the tribal court, and the resolution call­
ing for appellate rehearings was not con­

nected with the custody case.
“I plum stay out of things over there in 

the court, even if they are my constituents 
and they voted for me," Nomee says.

Nomee says her opposition in the coun­
cil uses Mason v. Pereau against her. but 
she denies any direct interest in the case.

"The decision-makers are the members 
of the tribal council.” she says. “They are 
the ones who make the laws. It’s not just up 
to me.”

The case of Pereau v. Mason was heard 
in the Thirteenth Judicial District Court in 
Billings by Judge Robert Holmstrom on 
April 17. The judge has asked both 
Northern Cheyenne and Crow to drop their 
court orders and allow state court to have 
the final say.

Pereau and Mason, however, recently 
settled without a full-blown court hearing. 
The girls will spend the school year and 
half o f the summer with their mother and 
the last six weeks of the summer with their 
father. Holmstrom says the temporary cus­
tody arrangement will continue for 18 
months, provided both parties are in com­
plete agreement during the trial period. And 
extensive counseling for the two girls and 
their mother and father will begin immedi­
ately. Pereau and Mason will again appear 
in court on July 25, 1997, for a status con­
ference and final agreement.

Pereau says he isn’t sure whether set­
tling out o f court was the right thing. He 
would have liked to have seen a final deci­
sion assuring that Mason couldn't take the 
kids back to Northern Cheyenne.

Mason also says it worries her that 
Pereau will take the girls back to Crow.

"That’s my biggest fear that he will run 
back to Crow, and then what?” Mason asks. 
“Then I’m going to be stuck right back 
where I am now. and I would have to start 
all over again."

▼ T V

J u d g e  R o bert 
H o lm stro m  w orked  ou t 
a  cu sto d y  ag reem en t 
with M a so n  a n d  
P erea u 's  attorneys.
“  W h a t is overlo o ked  by 
a ll o f  th is  ju r isd ic tio n a l  
b.s. is  w hat is  the long- 
range e ffec ts  o f  th is ,” 
H o lm stro m  says.

members of the Crow Tribe. Vicki Mason 
and Brandi and Teir Pereau are enrolled 
members o f the Northern Cheyenne tribe, 
and Kelly Pereau is an enrolled member of 
the Sisseton-Wahpton tribe in South 
Dakota.

John Pereau, the girls' paternal grandfa­
ther who was BIA superintendent at the 
time, acknowledges that he talked to 
Nomee about the appellate court decision. 
He says he saw Nomee a few nights after 
the decision and pointed out problems with 
the ruling.

“ 1 told her that not just this case but all 
of the cases were illegal because the judges 
who were appointed weren't tribal mem­

bers." Pereau says. “When she realized they 
weren't, she issued the executive orders."

Arliss Pereau. the girl’s grandmother, 
says the family’s relationship with Nomee 
played no role in Nomee's decision to over­
turn the ruling.

“Yes, John did know Clara, but he did­
n 't influence her." Arliss Pereau says. 
"Clara is a very nice person who values 
children’s rights, and when she saw things 
going wrong in her court that could be 
detrimental to children, she stepped in so 
things could be worked out."

And those who work at the tribal court 
stand by the justice system at Crow.

"There’s a tug-of-war that generates out
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A lan  M orsette, ex-convict a n d  public defender on the R ocky B oy's Reservation, defends his client during  arraignm ent.
“1 object to his pleading guilty ,” says M orsette to the  c h ie f  ju d g e , who is h is sister. A drian  D em ontiney changed  h is plea  
to no t guilty  a fter  M orsette told him  that he could  get the charges dropped and  ge t h is  entire $100 bond back.

Public Defender & Ex-con
A la n  M orsette  know s w hat i t s  like to be convicted o f  a crime.

M aybe th a t's  why h e ’s able to help those accused o f  crimes on the R ocky B o y ’s Reservation.
B u t som e believe he has the job because h e ’s related 

to im portan t tribal m em bers a n d  h is sister is the judge.

Add up the time Alan M orsette has spent in with the law, his past problem s with alcohol and 
tribal and county jails and in federal dru8 s and his future on the reservation. And h e ’s

prison and the years total nearly half his Proud o f  his present role in the tribal justice sys-
life. tern.

Today the 45-year-old M orsette is back hom e Yet w hile som e co lleagu es defend the work
on the Rocky B o y ’s Reservation in northcentral h e ’s doing, others question a tribal system  that 
Montana. He still spends alm ost every day in allow s an ex-convict to hold one o f  the precious 
front o f  a judge but it’s not keeping h im self out few  j ° h s. on the reservation. And still others say 
o f  trouble that concerns him now. A Chippewa- h ’s politics and nepotism  that secured him an 
Cree, M orsette is the tribal court public defender, important job  that requires no m inim um  qualifi- 

M orsette talks openly about his years o f  trouble cations.

W r it t e n  B y Lo r ie  H u t s o n  •  P h o t o g r a p h e d  B y A m ie  T h o m p s o n
•*s
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M orsette says his  “ three-piece su it” fo r  court appearances 
includes tennis shoes, a T-shirt an d  jeans.  “ / /  Ind ians were m eant 
to have suits and  ties,” he says, “  they would have had  them  
a long tim e ago .” H is voice softens when he ta lks about 
his daughter, Tanesa. “I 'm  trying to m ake sure that 
m y children have all the love an d  understanding  
as hum anly possible, an d  it's a  chore.”

V ince Denny, w ho is chief o f Rocky B oy’s tribal police and also M orsette's 
brother-in-law , points to a  tribal study that pegs unem ploym ent at 66 per­
cent during m uch o f  the year, but which can jum p  to 80 percent in w inter 

m onths. He w onders about the appropriateness o f  his brother-in-law ’s position in 
the tribal court system.

“ It staggers the mind when convicted felons are m ore or 
less treated like heroes,” he says.

Form er tribal court C h ief Justice Russell Standing Rock 
notes that w hen M orsette was hired for the tribal prosecutor 
jo b  a year and a half ago, M orsette's sister and a  cousin 
were both m em bers o f  the tribe’s law and order com m ittee.
It’s that com m ittee that m akes recom m endations to the tribal 
council for people to  serve in court jobs like prosecutor and 
public defender.

In fact, M orsette is related to all the elected justices in the 
current Rocky B oy’s court system. The chief justice,

M arilyn Sutherland, is his sister. The associate justices.
A rthur “O zzie” W indy Boy and Kenny G ardipee, are his 
cousins.

“ If you have a friend on the council, even if you are a 
child m olester and you cut their heads off and cook them , 
you can still get a jo b ,”  Denny says.

M orsette boasts a  rem arkable success rate in keeping 
clients out o f  ja il. He says it’s an acquittal rate o f 90 to  95 
percent, and w hile firm statistics are not available, others 
confirm  M orsette is alm ost alw ays on the w inning side.

“Jail is not a deterrent,” M orsette says. “Jails and prisons are not the answer; 
nobody belongs in ja il. I do  not believe in that kind o f  punishm ent."

In addition to his personal experience w ith the justice  system , M orsette has had 
som e form al legal training. He has attended tw o Indian law clin ics sponsored by 
the University o f  M ontana School o f Law.

He doesn’t hold a law degree but no one em ployed in the Rocky B oy’s court 
system  does. T he tribal constitution and law and order code do not require justices 
o r attorneys em ployed by the tribe to have a law degree o r specific training o f  any 
kind. In fact, the tribal docum ents o f the C hippew a-C ree do  not provide any guide­
lines o r standard o f  qualifications for any o f the jobs in the court system.

Just who is Alan M orsette and should a person w ith his background be part o f  a

justice system ?
M orsette’s troubles with alcohol and the law began early in his life. He says 

that in 1973, at age o f  21, he began serving a 10-ycar stint in federal prison for a 
conviction for grand larceny.

But ju s t as the qualifications for his court jo b  are vague, so apparently are his 
recollections.

Court records reveal a different series o f  events w ith the 
sam e consequence, 10 years in federal prison. The records 
show  that while M orsette was charged w ith grand larceny, 
prosecutors eventually dropped the case.

W hat sent M orsette to  federal prison, court docum ents 
make clear, was a rape conviction in 1975.

A fter that. M orsette 's crim inal record is even more 
clouded. He acknow ledges at least tw o other felony con­
victions including a sentence o f  25-years-to-life for what 
he says w as a dom estic abuse and attem pted m urder 
charge. However, M orsette says he spent less than six 
years in a  federal penitentiary before the conviction was 
overturned. It was not im m ediately clear why the court 
overturned the judgm ent or if  he was exonerated at all. 
Further, Denny says the charges were rape and m utilation.

Denny and Standing Rock say understanding the 
relationship betw een the tribal courts and the coun­
cil is essential to  an understanding o f  why violent 

offenders can find em ploym ent in the tribal system.
The C hippew a and Cree are the only tribes in M ontana that 
include a separation o f  pow ers in their tribal constitution. 

The three justices in the court system  are elected, as is the nine-m em ber tribal 
council. W hile that might seem  to mean that the tribal council does not interfere in 
tribal court operations, the tribal council hires and fires som e o f the court officers.

And S tanding Rock contends there are other w ays to influence the court.
“W hat affects the courts is the injustice o f politics,” he says.
The com m unity is so close-knit, he says, that there is a  reluctance to pass judg­

m ent on a neighbor o r a relative.
A lso, the tribal council has self-governing pow ers, so rather than the Bureau o f 

Indian A ffairs doling out the tribal court budget, the tribal council holds the purse 
strings and can use that pow er to pursue judgm ents that tribal council m em bers 
want.

M arilyn Sutherland, tribal court c h ie f  
ju s tic e  and  M orsette 's sister.
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'Lord kelp you if tk e  fam ily  
o f so m eo n e  you  put in  jail 
lias a m em ker o n  tk e  
co u n c il or som e in flu en ce , 
kecause tk en  your days 

k ered .’are num .
“  Police C h ie f V i;ice D enny

“The business com m ittee (tribal council) constantly pursues 
favorable decisions” from the court. Standing Rock charges.

Denny says he has felt the alternating w rath and favor o f 
the tribal council in his position as ch ief o f  police. He was 
first hired by the council in 1989. then fired in 1991 and 

hired back again in 19°3.
“Lord help you if t r .  fam ily o f  som eone you put in jail has a 

m em ber on the council or som e influence,” he says. “ Because 
then your days are num bered.”

The tribe is not unaw are o f  this kind o f  criticism  and is taking 
steps to  curb what are obvious abuses.

R esearcher Suzanne Billie was hired by the tribal council to. in 
part, im plem ent som e hiring guidelines for the tribal court system. 
She has suggested several revisions o f  the law s for the Rocky 
B ov’s tribal governm ent. She says m ore work needs to  be done, 
but her federal grant expired April 30.

■ ■■

The phone in the M orsette home is rarely quiet, as Alan takes 
calls at hom e from the people he is defending in court.

“ I like that people look at me as som eone w ho can do  som e­
thing for them ," he says.

Central to  M orsette 's main defense strategy in court is the law 
and order code o f  the C hippew a-C ree tribe. He takes advantage 
o f  the vague language to keep his defendants out o f  jail.

“ I look for technicalities in the language o f the law,” he says. 
“ In a lot o f  instances it could work against me if you could o u t­
argue m e.”

But M orsette h im self says he and La M ere have the best interest o f the ch il­
dren on the reservation in mind. T he kids on the reservation look up to him 
because he takes an interest in listening to them . M orsette says.

“G ary could be a very, very good role m odel if the people would give him a 
chance ,” M orsette says. “ He deserves that chance in life.”

How ever. La M ere m ay not get a chance to serve the tribe as the juvenile  
counselor because o f  his m ost recent run in with the law. A ccording to 
the police chief. La M ere w as involved in an altercation w ith a tribal 

police officer in w hich La Mere punched the officer and had to be restrained. 
W hile rum ors o f  the incident circulated through tow n. La Mere hadn’t show n up 
for work a w eek after he w as hired.

Perhaps there is som e aw e in the eyes o f  the children when they talk to 
M orsette about prison life, but he w ants to  paint a  picture o f  isolation and fear so 
the kids d o n ’t follow  in his footsteps.

“ We d o n ’t want that fear to  turn into fascination ,” he says. “ If it does, then 
w e’ve failed .”

So how  does M orsette respond to  people w ho say he shou ldn’t have the jo b  as 
public defender?

“I say, ‘O h yeah, do  tell. W hat m akes you qualified to  say I shou ldn’t have 
the jo b ? ’” W W W

But according to M orsette. w hether he has to em ploy his 
“professor vocabulary” or just banter in the "o l ' reserva­
tion yak-yak" it com es dow n to only one thing.

"W hat it all boils dow n to is the best talker, and I've  got som e jaw s,”  he says. 
“ I'll argue w ith a  stop sign.”

The one person M orsette spends m ost o f his tim e arguing w ith is the chief ju s ­
tice, M arilyn Sutherland, w ho is his sister.

“ W e'll d isagree on many points o f  law," he says, "but I'll stand up io icr just 
like any other judge. And if she w ants to  slap me w ith contem pt then she can. If 
it com es to  the point were we have to have w ords then so be it. We tolerate each 
other to a minim um  at that gam e.”

Denny expresses a fear that children on the reservation will start to look up to 
and adm ire ex-convicts in the tribal system s for the m ysterious tim e they spent in 
prison and away from the reservation.

Standing Rock agrees w ith a plaintive shake o f  his head, “ I have children 
growdng up on this reservation." he says. “ I w ouldn’t want an ex-con to repre­
sent them ."

The m ost recent addition to  the Rocky Boy court system  is a  juvenile court 
counselor nam ed G ary La Mere. La M ere is also an ex-convict w ho spent 
som e 30 years in prison. That addition to  the justice system  staff adds fuel 

to  the argum ent that there should be som e kind o f  requirem ents to  help prevent 
having unqualified people o r those w ith crim inal backgrounds acquire influential 
jobs.
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P k o to s  l?y S e a n n a  O ’S u lliv an  anc! G ar) ' 1 Kain

S tu d e n ts  fro m  M o n ta n a  's S c h o o l o f  

Jo u rn a lism  s p e n t  a s e m e s te r  lo o k in g  

a t M o n ta n a  In d ia n s  ’ e n c o u n te rs  w ith  

th e  c r im in a l ju s tic e  s y s te m . T h e ir  

rep o rts  are  chron ic led  in s id e .

T h is  sp ec ia l sec tio n  w a s p a r tia lly  

f u n d e d  h y  a g r a n t fr o m  U .S .  W est 

F o u n d a tio n  a n d  T h e  M is so u lia n .
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