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chapter one

I GREW UP IN THE '40S

19405 HEHAN IMACAGE

was born in 1938 and grew up in the 1940s in a little community
I on Rosebud called Spring Creek. It was pretty neat. At that time
our transportation was horseback or team and wagon, There weren't
many cars on Rosebud back then, and they were all owned by the
government and the missionaries. The missionary for our commu-
nity would come once a month for mass. Our community was very
close, and it was a big occasion, We liked any occasion to gather, and
even for mass we would all come out. More important, however, we
would gather to hear our storytellers.

We had no modern technology in our homes in those days, not
even electricity or indoor plumbing, so in the evenings, especially
in winter, we'd come back from school and select our storyteller.
We had five in our community of around two hundred people. We'd
choose which one we wanted to hear that night and go to their home
to chop woed, stockpile it, and haul water for the night ahead. Then
we'd go to our homes to eat supper and afterward gather at the

storyteller’s home. By then a space would have been cleared for us,




1. Wounded Knee Mass-
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and someone would bring out a sack of Bull Durham tobacco, roil
and light a cigarette, and offer it to the storyteller, who would then
begin to tell his or her stories. Each storyteller had different stories.
My mother was a storyteller, and hers were mostly historical: what
happened at Wounded Knee, the Battle of Little Bighorn, and stories
of our movement westward over the years.! Also, she had stories of
our ceremonies and what various medicine men did in them and
some others of our Heyokas, or confraries,

Those are wonderful memories for me, lying there with my
friends, listening as our storytellers spoke. In those years we grew up
speaking our language and hearing our traditional stories. We were
not yet fully conditioned to be afraid of our rituals, and we learned
about our way of life from those stories. I feel very fortunate that I
was able to experience that way of life, even though it turned out to
be for a relatively short time.

In those days many of our people were seasonal field workers
and in the spring would move from farm to farm, working the crops.
Wwe’d do this from spring to fall and then return to Spring Creek after
the harvest. The final job of each year, as I remember, was in Octo-
ber, when trucks would come and haul us, maybe twenty-five or
thirty families, to Julesburg, Colorado, to pick potatoes. This was an
important time for our community, as we were able to prepare for
winter with the money made in the potato fields. That was when we
bought our winter clothes, and when we returned home we were pre-
pared for winter. We were self-sufficient and took pride in this. We'd
hunt through the winter, and we lived well. The farmer we picked
for in Julesburg gave us as many potatoes as we could carry away,
and I remember one fall my mother brought back thirty-eight one-
hundred-pound bags of potatoes. She would trade the potatoes she
brought home to our relatives who would come for them and then
bring something else to us in return. One year, after all her trading,

we ended up with enough potatoes for one meal, but that was fine
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since she regarded it as her contribution to the well-being of the com-
munity. My mother didn’t set any price for the potatoes; people came
and got them and then brought what they had to trade back to us.

We spoke our language nearly all the time. Our community, like
many on the reservation, was very isolated. We were barely touched
by the outside world, We did have a government day school, but the
instruction was poor, and I barely learned anything. We even spoke
Lakota to our teacher at school, and this man didn't even speak the
language. The school janitor, who was Lakota, would tell us what our
teacher was saying and what we were instructed to do. I remember
doing a lot of singing; the teacher would play a piano, and we’d sing.
Years later when I could read English ! had to laugh, because we'd
been making up words to the songs, words that sounded like the
ones our teacher was singing. Altogether I remember those days as
very simple, wonderful, and even exciting times.

This way of life changed in 1953 when we were given the right to
buy Hquor.? It changed for the worse, and it changed fast. That same
year, when we went to Julesburg for the potato harvest, there was a
lot of drinking and fighting throughout our time there. People spent
all their money on liquor; some got stranded and barely made it
back home. People came back home with nothing after a month of
work. After that fall in 1953, life on the reservation just got worse
and worse.

In 1954, when I was sixteen years old, I went into the boarding-
school system on the reservation. I stayed five years and graduated
high school at twenty, a very angry young man. Everything I was
taught about my people in that school was negative. We were sav-
ages and worshiped the devil. Everything 1 was taught about us was
bad. I became angry that I'd been born an Indian, which was confus-
ing because I'd had those earlier experiences, and deep down I knew
that what T was learning in school was a lie. I had witnessed our

sweat lodges as a child and knew they were not evil *

2. The sale of alcohol to
Indians had been illegal
since the early 1800s, and
in 1933 the repeal of Pro-
hibition did not apply to
them. in 1953, however,
President Fisenhower re-
pealed Indian Prohibition
laws in the United States.
Indian reservations re-
mained dry unless they
opted to permit the pos-
session and sale of alcohol.

3. Our ceremonies were il-
legal from 1880 to 1978,
When I was growing up,
our parents kept us from
participating in them for
our own protection.




Chapter One

By the time I went into high school, our ceremonial practices had
gone completely underground. People were punished for practicing
them, so after a sweat ceremony the lodge would be taken apart and
hidden. As kids we'd ride our horses through the canyons on the res-
ervation, and every now and then we’d come upon a place where a
sweat lodge had been held, always in a very isolated area. It wasn't
until years later that I understood why these lodges were dismantled
and hidden.,

Growing up with our language and some of our traditional prac-
tices helped me to survive in the years after I graduated high school.
it's what I eventually returned to: those things I learned from my
mother and my community in Spring Creek.

In those days the entire community took care of the children. If
I was playing at a friend’s house, and we did something wrong, his
parents would discipline us. It was the same at my house: my mother
would discipline any kids who were there and misbehaving. News
traveled fast, and my mom would usually know that I'd behaved
badly before I got home. All of the mothers in our community shared
the responsibility for discipline and supported each other in that
effort. I remember that clearly; we couldn’t get away with anything,
and whenever we tried, everyone knew about it. As kids we were
welcome anywhere. We could stay at any friend’s house, and our
parents would never worry about us. In the '40s that way of life still
existed on the reservation. That way of life was still very strong, and
our language was still strong.

Also, T have danced for as long as I can remember. My mother
would make me a dance outfit, and I would dance. There were cer-
tain times in the year, during Lent, for instance, that we had to dance
secretly. We weren't allowed to dance then, so we'd hold our pow
wows in secret, Just like with the ceremonies, however, I didn't know

why we had to do this until many years later.
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After many years of repression, in the late 19505 I began to hear
people speaking of our traditional ways as if they were history,
People would talk about how it used to be, and it made me sad and
also made me wonder why it couldn’t be that way again, Over the
next two decades or so, I thought about this more and more and
wondered why we couldn't do the same things again. I began to ask
around about our ceremonies and learn what I could about them,
and finally, around 1980, 1 built a sweat lodge in my backyard.

The community I lived in thought I was trying to be a medicine
man, and my relatives were terrified for me. They thought I was
doing something evil. I had no intention or desire to be a medicine
man—it doesn’t happen that way anyway—but I knew I needed that
particular ritual for my well-being. I still have that lodge, and today
it's nothing unusual, but at that time it was very controversial. There
was no encouragement at all; people said not to do it. By then we
were powerfully conditioned to believe what the authorities and the
church said. Our people were terrified.

In 1968 I had conducted a survey of our language on the reserva-
tion and found that nearly 100 percent of our people denied it. These
were fluent speakers, people who had grown up speaking Lakota,
and they all said to forget about it, to let it go. They were afraid of
anything to do with our traditional culture. That’s how bad it had
become by the 1950s and '60s. The boarding schools and their cur-
ricula and the teachings of the church had terrified us and condi-
tioned us to dependence on outside authority,

I still see many traces of that today, but it’s slowly changing for
the better. One hopeful sign is the little ones who are dancing at our
pow wows. They dance in a category we call “Tiny Tots.” It’s great
to see these little ones come out and dance, and it ensures these
ways will continue. It’s a simple process: introduce a small child to
the rhythms, and they naturally want to dance. My children started
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when they were young and then stopped for a while, but they’ve all
come back to it.

Children always need our support. They know how they want to
look, how they want to make their outfits, but we have to help them
get started. It takes time to make these outfits. I have a dance out-
fit that I change a little bit every year. I add something or take some-
thing away, and I find that if I put my mind to it, then the help I need
will be there. They always told me that’s how it works. Once I had
an old bustle and finally retired it and used those feathers for other
things in my outfit. I borrowed a bustle from a nephew and used that
but no longer had my own. That year I was dancing at our Rosebud
Fair, and a friend came up and invited me to join him at his car. We
walked over, and he reached in and handed me a beautiful bustle. He
said, “I brought this over for you because that one you're using is
kind of small and you need one. Keep it. It’s yours.”

I believe that if you put yourself into your efforts wholeheartedly,
then good things will come your way. An elderly man from Pine
Ridge approached me at a pow wow and said how good it was to see
me out there dancing. Then he told me he didn’t dance anymore and
gave me his set of bells, a beautiful set of bells that I still use today.
So there is something vital and alive in our culture, in our practices
and rituals. It’s not history. Today we live in frame houses, we drive
cars and cook on gas stoves, but the spirituality, the life, is still there.
It's up to each individual, though; it’s a choice. If you want to do it,
our ways are still there, It might be a struggle to come back to them,
but if you keep going, that struggle becomes a worthy challenge.
That's my experience anyway.

Once I heard a young boy ask an older friend of his why a certain
practice was done a particular way, and the older one said, “Because
that’s the tradition” That statement really struck me, and I won-
dered why—why is it tradition? If you don't know the history behind

a practice, then the living meaning is lost, and it becomes an empty
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tradition. There’s no feeling or connection except to the form, and it
continues only because it’s the way it’s always been done. It's impor-
tant to ask why a practice or ritual is done, why it's a tradition, and
then to go further and learn how it came to be.

Our people are very lucky to be here. Sometimes I don’t know
how we survived. After liquor was legalized for us in 1953, within ten
years nearly everyone on the reservation was an alcoholic. Tt hap-
pened so quickly that by the late "60s, many people had begun to
hemorrhage to death. That illness seemed to come on suddenly, but
until some of us went into alcohol treatment programs, we didn’t
know that it was alcohol that was destroying our health. So much of
that addiction and abuse came from a lack of education about alco-
hol, but all I knew was that it let me be myself. I thought it tasted
terrible, but after the third bottle or so, I began to feel really good.
Every time I drank, I was able to be myself. I became Lakota and
enjoyed speaking my language, singing my songs. Initially, that was
the effect alcohol had on me, and on all of us. Very quickly, however,
everyone was in terrible shape, and no one knew what to do about it.
Alcohol nearly destroyed us all by itself.

My wife is white, and she grew up understanding alcohol. Her
father had a small bar cabinet downstairs in his house. My father-
in-law would always limit himself, sometimes to two or three beers a
year, and that was only on special occasions. He knew about alcohol.
He had been educated about alcohol and knew how to work with it,
and I admire him for that.

By that time, however, we had so much conflict in our culture, with
each other and within each one of us, that we used alcohol as a crutch.
We didn’t understand what it was doing to us physically. By 1960 we
had nearly 100 percent alcoholism among adults on the reservation.
Nearly everyone. We're still struggling with alcohol here today, but
we have programs now that are available to people if they’re willing

to use them. I'm just guessing, but I'd say there’s maybe 40 percent
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4. Alcohol is still a big
problem here, even
though sobriety has in-
creased somewhat. With-
out our noticing it,
however, drugs came onto
our reservation(s), and
today they are a bigger
problem than alcohol.
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sobriety here today.* When I think back on that time and then even
further back, on events like Wounded Knee, I wonder how we sur-
vived, We've come through so much, yet we are still here.

I think it's important to educate our young people about these
things. If they know the history, maybe they won't repeat it. This
knowledge can make them strong. They will be more cautious than
we were, better educated, and much more able to defend our ways.
In the past I used that word, defend, all the time, and one day a stu-
dent asked why I didn't say fortify rather than defend. That right
there is the value of an education; if we can become fluent in English
and Western thought, it will help us to fortify our own culture and
traditions. I believe this more and more as time goes on.

Sometimes when we tell our story, in this case from the Lakota
point of view, and look at the origins of our problems, we might point
to the church or to the federal government. We might point to the
tribal government and the policies that come down from the federal
institutions, at the laws that come down from those institutions and
how they've affected us. When we do that, if we’re not careful, we get

accused of bashing Christianity or bashing white people. It's touchy,

but it’s very hard to explain our current situation unless we explain

our history, and as I said, I think it's important to know the history.
The first time I told a priest no, said that I didn’t agree with him, and

began to debate him, one of my sisters thought I was committing a
major sin. She was terrified that I would dare to question a priest.
Many of my relatives were terrified that T would dare to do that.
Shortly after Vine Deloria Jr’s book Custer Died for Your Sins came
out, we had a conference here at Rosebud. One of the presenters at
the conference was an Apache from the Southwest, and he made
copies of some parts of that book. For many of us, the material in this
book, which pointed out where our problems actually originated, was
a real eye-opener, and some people said that the author must be an

angry man to have brought out so many painful facts that resulted
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from the government’s Indian policies. Many of them took the point
of view that Vine was an angry man when all he did was present
those policies and their results from an Indian perspective.

Custer Died for Your Sins was published in 1969, and at that time we
had a new bowling alley in Mission. It had just been built. Most of
us on the reservation thought, automatically, it’s not for us. We were
conditioned to think like that, but then the organizers of our confer-
ence scheduled a lunch for us there. I was scared to go there. As an
Indian I felt very intimidated walking into such a nice, new place. 1
felt like it wasn't for me. It wasn’t made for me or any other Indians.
So we went there for lunch and ate in a hurry and then left.

When we got back to the college, this Apache man was pacing
back and forth outside, muttering, mostly to himself. He said, “I
don’t understand you people,” things like that. I didn’t know what
was bothering him and asked what he was talking about, and he
asked me, “What happened today?” I said, “Well, we had the work-
shop and we ate.” He said, “Where?” And I said, “At the bowling
alley.” So he asked me what happened there. By then there were oth-
ers standing around, and none of us could figure out what he was
talking about. I didn’t know how to reply to him, so he finally said,
“At your table, what kind of tablecloth did you have?” Someone
answered paper. He asked about the plates, and someone else said
we were given paper plates and cups. “Were you given silverware?”
“No,” I replied. “We used plastic.” “Did anyone serve you coffee?”
Same answer: “No.” He asked if there were whites seated near us, and
we said there was a table next to us where maybe ten white people
sat. “What kind of service did they have?” I told him they had a nice
tablecloth. They had chinaware and silver, and a waiter came to their
table frequently to refresh their coffee.

He was pretty worked up and asked us what we were going to do,
but not one of us had any response to that. Then he said, “You know,

I've heard a lot about the Sioux. I've read about you and know your
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history, and you're telling me you're not going to do anything about
treatment like that?”

Orne man in our group said he might lose his job if we protested,
and this Apache guy asked, “Is your job more important than your
pride?” And this guy wouldn't give up; he kept coming back at us
until we agreed that we weren't going to go back there again. We
wouldn’t eat there again until they gave us better service, Today that
might not sound like much of a response, but back then it was a big
step, and we were all worried about what might happen.

The next morning at our workshop one of the directors walked in,
and every one of us kind of slid down in our seats, thinking we were
all about to be fired. Sure enough, the director began to speak about
our protest: “I understand you don’t want to eat at the bowling alley
anymore, 1s that right?” Nobody said anything at first, but after a
bit we said that was so. Then the director said, “I heard about this
and talked to the manager over there. He wants another chance” We
couldn’t believe it, and when we went back for lunch later that day,
we had a nice tablecloth, chinaware, and silver. Our waiter came to
our table often to freshen our coffee. And it’s funny now, but I never
telt so uncomfortable,

This story really expresses the way things were for us in the
'60s. Most of us pretty much accepted the racist attitudes and put
up with them, but some others decided to speak out and stand up.
Since then things have changed a little bit at a time, but this was
one of the first times I remember where we made a point about
prejudice and racism in our community, We had never pointed out
those attitudes before. After that we began to point out racial inci-
dents more often.

So our recent history is painful, and some of our people ask me
why I bring it up. I tell them that, in the first place, it’s my life. I
grew up in the midst of it and saw many relatives dying of alcohol-

ism. I think it’s important to see the whole picture. Qur traditions
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can sustain us, but every now and then it's important to stop and ask
why. Why is this tradition done this way, and why is it important? To
understand these things is to gain strength. If we understand why we
have a naming ceremony, why we have a Hunka ceremony, an Inipi,
an honoring, a memorial, then we will be more sensitive and respect-

ful people. We will better know who we are and why we’re here.
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chapter two

I WANT TO BRING YOU UP TO DATE
HEKTAKIYE WICOUN K'UN HETTAN
LEHANYAN UNHI NAJINPI

ow [ want to bring you up to date on where we came from and
Non some specific events that have taken place over time.
According to written records, French trappers entered the Great
Lakes area around the early 1600s and began to trap beaver and
other fur-bearing animals, Within a few years they had taken most
of these animals and tried to move to new territory to the west. On
this journey they ran into a group of people they had not previously
encountered, and this group stopped them and said they couldn’t go
any farther. The trappers turned around and went back to the area
they'd been in, the territory of the Ojibwa and the Cree, and asked
about this new group; who were they? They were told these people
were the Nadowessi. As I understand it, in the French language, to
make some words plural, -ux or -oux is added as a suffix. The trap-
pers took this name, Nadowessi, added -oux, and called these people
the Nadowessioux, Documents from the trappers and the priests that

traveled with them indicate that Nadowessi means “little snake,” or
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“poisonious snake,” and that became the first translated name of this
new group to the west, who were the Dakota nation.

A few years ago I heard from an anthropologist in California
who is part Ojibwa. She had read my book on Lakota language and
became intrigued by this particular account. She did some research
and found the word doesn’t mean “little snake” or “poisonous
snake” but means “people from the snakelike river” There’s a river
over there that winds around through that country just like a snake,
and the Ojibwa called it the Nadowessi River, so the people that lived
there, the Dakota, were known as the people from the area of that
river. Eventually, the first part of this name, Nadowes, was dropped,
and we became know as the Sioux. So while the French translation of
the Ojibwa name for us was based on a linguistic misunderstanding,
the true meaning comes down from Ojibwa oral history. This type of
misunderstanding and mistranslation is very common throughout
the written records about our people. Most of them were authored
by European explorers and priests, and this is one of the main rea-
sons I rely on oral history.

The name Sioux eventually came to describe a group of people
living on the plains to the west of the Great Lakes. Under that name
are three divisions based on different dialects of the same language,
the Dakota, the Nakota, and the Lakota. The only difference among
them is in the language spoken by each group: the words used are
basically the same, but they are spoken with a d, n, or 1 as the first
letter, depending on the nation. Otherwise, there are reaily no differ-
ences among these groups.

There are four divisions of Dakota: Mde Wakantun, Wahpekufe,
wahpeiun, and Sisitunwarn. They were the easternmost tribes of
our nation living in the area east of the Missouri River in what are
now lowa, Minnesota, Wisconsin, and North Dakota. The name of

each division is a description of a geographical location; Wahgiekute,
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for instance, is translated as “shooters of the leaves,” as they were
a woodland people and hunted in the forests. Today these people
retain their original dialect, and their Dakota names are often Angli-
cized (Sisitunwarn as Sisseton, for example), and their reservations
are all east of the Missouri River.

Two divisions of our nation spoke the N, or Nakota, dialect, the
Thanktunwarn and Thanktunwanni. They also lived east of the Mis-
souri River. Today they are called the Yankton Sioux, and their reser-
vations are in South Dakota, Montana, and Canada.

The Titunwan (which today has been changed to Teton), now
known as the Lakota, had seven divisions called the Oceti Sa1_<owir1,
the seven fires or seven council fires. These divisions are the Sicangu,
Oglala, Itazipto, Oohenupa, Hohwoju (Mnikowoju), Sihasapa, and
Hunkpapa. Here the division names describe an incident in a partic-
ular group’s history: Sicangu, for instance, means “burnt thigh” and
describes a time when the people had to escape a prairie fire by run-
ning through it. Tifunwan means “people of the prairies,” and this
group lived west of the Missouri, from the river to the Rocky Moun-
tains and from North Dakota and Montana south to Nebraska, north-
eastern Colorado, and eastern Wyoming. The Black Hills in South
Dakota were more or less in the center of Lakota territory. Today all
Lakota reservations are west of the Missouri River in South Dakota,
though Standing Rock Reservation reaches up into North Dakota.

While that’s a very brief summary of the historical makeup and
territory of all of our people, and where we live today, my focus in
this book is on the oral teachings of the Lakota nation and, even
more so, on the teachings of the Si¢angu division, the group now liv-
ing mostly on the Rosebud Reservation.

Oral history translates the name Lakota as “to acknowledge a rel-
ative or family member.” As I mentioned in my preface, every aspect
of our philosophy of life is rooted in the concept of Mitakuye Oyas'in,

“we are all related.” You can see this expressed in the true meaning
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of Lakota, and the D and N dialects hold to this meaning as well.
Throughout our culture, on every reservation, in every division or
dialect, the focus of our philosophy is always on Mitakuye Oyas’in.

Our language still exists wherever we live. Our language still
exists. What has happened, however, is that it has developed what 1
call subcultures. For example, in the 1950s Rosebud was pretty much
equally divided between the Episcopalians and the Catholics. These
churches and their missionaries used our language as a method of
acculturation and assimilation into the fold.! At the time we had flu-
ent Lakota speakers in both churches, but the Catholics taught and
spoke Lakota according to Catholic philosophy, and the Episcopalians
did the same for theirs. As these two churches had different beliefs,
the converts in them didn’t get along very well, but before long they
had one thing in common: they were both deathly afraid of tradi-
tional Lakota philosophy and ritual. Fluent Lakota speakers in both
churches spoke the same words, the same vocabulary, and the same
sentence structure as always, but the meanings that were put on the
words had been redefined according to these two churches and were
now different from our traditional meanings.

Our language was one of the main tools used by the government,
the schoolteachers, and the church for acculturation and assimi-
lation. This approach was so successful that by the 1950s and early
'60s, most of our people had converted to either Catholicism or Epis-
copalianism. There were very few who were not in one of these two
groups, but then a third subculture emerged. This group spoke what
I call reservation language; it is based solely on a culture of alcohol,
sex, and violence, all of which had become prevalent on the reserva-
tion after the legalization of alcohol for Indians in 1953, Again, there
was no difference in the sentence structure used by these three sub-
cultures. They all used the exact same vocabulary, but the meanings
of the words varied from group to group. One word could easily have

three different meanings. This development in our culture created

1. US government pol-
icy intended to trans-
form Indian people
and culture into West-
ern European-Ameri-
can people and culture.
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2. St. Francis, South Da-
kota, is a small town near
where I live on Rosebud.
Renamed by the Jesu-

its, the area was originally
called Owl Bonnet. There
were always a lot of owls
around here, and we have
a story of some of our war-
riors who were coming
through this area, pursued
by a group from a different
tribe. The pursuers were
mounted while our war-
riors were on foot, and it
was certain they would be
caught. The medicine man
traveling with them said to
climb to the top of a hill,
and he would sing one of
his songs and owls would
come around. He said that
each man should catch an
owl and take the sun apa,

a feather from the head,
put it into his hair, and let
the owl go. He sang, and
the owls came, and each
man took the feather. The
medicine man said to walk
quietly toward the safe-

ty of the canyons, and as
they did this, the pursuers
caught up and rode right
past them. They didn’t see
them. From that event this
area was called Hinhan

$ur| apa, or Owl Bonnet.
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confusion that has continued to the present, such that if you don't
know our oral history and the way our language has changed, it is
very difficult to know the true meaning of our words.

Today we have a reservation slang based on all of these three sub-
cultures. In linguistic terminology our language has been bastard-
ized, but many of us are trying to launder it and bring back the true
meaning of our words. If you pay attention to some of the terms
I use in this book and the meanings I give them, you will see they
might differ from what you have heard before. This difference is an
important point beyond linguistic concerns, because with differ-
ent meanings to our words a different picture of Lakota philosophy
emerges, and it is the true picture of us.

Reservation slang is very strong today. If I say makuje, for
example, the traditional meaning is that I'm feeling lazy or listless; I
don’t know why, but I feel listless. Makuje is the word for that feeling.
If I'm having a hard time, with my health or in finding a job, I would
say Otehi. Having a hard time is the traditional meaning of Otehi.
In 1975 1 was teaching our language to seventh and eighth grad-
ers in St. Francis.? One day I was going over some vocabulary words
with them and said makuje. One of the kids said that meant a pint.
Another said it meant a jug. When 1 said Otehi, another student said
it meant that you were in really bad shape. So I asked him what I was
saying when I used the word makuje, and he said it meant hangover.
Now, traditionally makuje and Otehi used together mean I feel lazy
but am not sure why and I'm facing a difficult time, but when I asked
my student what the two words meant when used together, he said
it meant that you have one hell of a hangover and you've got nothing
to sell or hock to get another drink.

That is our reservation slang. Nobody taught those kids those
meanings of makuje and Otehi, but it was what they witnessed, what
they saw every day. A parent waking up in the morning with a hang-

over says, “Boy, lila (really, very) makuje,” and “hangover” becomes
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the meaning of that word. When there’s nothing left to sell or hock
for another bottle, and the child hears Otehi, that must be the mean-
ing of Otehi. That’s how it always happens. Our actions send a strong
message. The old saying that actions speak louder than words is
true; how we behave and then use language to describe that behav-
ior, that’s how our kids come to understand.

So our language went through powerful changes, and this had a

correspondingly powerful influence on us. It completely changed

our view of ourselves from pre-reservation times. Take a child of

——

four or five out of the home and put him in a boarding school, forbid

him to speak his language, and after twelve or fifteen years he will

have lost it altogether. He will no longer know who he really is.

Not only did we come close to losing our native language alto-
gether, but our educational system was so inadequate that we were
given severely limited educations as well. In fact, the reservation
system and the educational system within it were designed to make

us totally dependent on authority, secular or religious. A person liv-

ing in and educated under that system simply couldnt function
without outside consent or permission. We were not taught skills to
foster independence and self-sufficiency. We were taught to depend
on some authorized organization or another.

Our reservation housing program is a good illustration of this
dependency.® It’s riddled with strict rules and policies. The hous-
ing authorities might have given you a house, but if the window
broke, you weren't allowed to fix it yourself. It had to be done by
the housing authority. We were not allowed to do any repairs on our
homes. Many times I've seen houses with broken windows or doors
off hinges, and I knew there were people in there with the capabil-
ity to make repairs, but they didn’t have permission and wouldn't
do so without it. To do any work on your house at all meant filling
out forms and estimating costs, and many of us didn’t know how to

do it, or we just didn’t bother. We would simply wait for the housing

3. US Department
of Housing and Ur-
ban Development.
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authorities to get around to making the repairs. Also, the housing
system put a limit on who could live in our homes. In our culture it's
traditional to have elders living in your home, but under the housing
authority it wasn’t allowed. Only parents and their children could
live under one roof.

That's just one example of how our policies were designed to
instill dependence. Study the federal, state, or Bureau of Indian
Affairs (BIA) programs, and you'll see they are all designed to foster
that dependency. Get a job and no matter how small the salary, you
are cut off from any other form of assistance. Often someone on
social welfare could be getting three times as much as the salary
from an actual job, and as a result many people simply don’t even try
to work. We weren't prepared for it in any case; we were taught very
little in school, and when we graduated our knowledge and our skills
were limited.

I graduated from high school in 1959, and my transcript showed
me to be an average to above-average student. I had been on the
honor roll three times in my last two years in high school, and 1
thought I was pretty smart. A guidance counselor from the BIA came
to our school and asked me what I wanted to do next. I told him I
wanted to be an X-ray lab technician. He was really taken aback
and suggested I try something like vocational training for car-body
repair or house painting. He said, “You people are good with your
hands” I held my ground, however, and was given a choice of Los
Angeles, Chicago, or Dallas. Now, I had never been off the reservation
except a few trips to Valentine, Nebraska, a ranching town about
thirty miles away, but I chose Dallas and was sent to Parkland Memo-
rial Hospital, only to find that I could barely speak English, that I
knew only the most basic math, and that I had no idea at all of the
sciences. I never felt so stupid in my life.

That's how it was for us by the middle of the twentieth century
and for any other Indian who went through the boarding-school

s S es
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system in America, We were cut off from our language and culture,
given a limited education, and taught to respond only to outside
authority. Coming out of high school on the reservation, you didn’t
know what to de, so you sat there waiting for something to happen.
Eventuaily, our people just lived from day to day, simply reacting to
whatever happened.

Only in the past thirty-five years or so have we begun to address
the educational system on the reservation. When we began Sirte
Gleska University on Rosebud in 1971, probably 80 percent of the
high school graduates from the reservation had to attend remedial
classes before beginning college. Today our educational system is
far from perfect, but we've been making improvements. As I see it,
our job as educators and parents is to help our kids appreciate the
value of education and encourage them to learn. This isn't easy
because many of us never had that experience in the first place, but
in the efforts we’re making, in going back to the traditional meaning
of our language, in recognizing the value of our traditional culture,
and in improving the educational system here on the reservatioy, I
believe we have begun to lay the foundation for a better future for
our people.

The dependency that characterized our people in the 19505 was
really made possible only by removing our children from their
homes and placing them in boarding schools, where they were,
by design, cut off from any parental influence or any familiarity
with our language and traditions. This was a hard time: other than
Wounded Knee and similar historical events, I believe the worst time
we've faced, as a people, was during the 1950s and '60s. I mentioned
that when I was growing up in the 1940s, although we had no real
education, we were still somewhat self-sufficient. Most of us were
seasonal workers for farmers and ranchers in the region, and we had
land. We had a decent life. My parents had 160 acres east of Spring

Creek. We had a log house. We owned horses and built corrals for
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them, and when we weren’t away working, we lived simply but well.

Then, during World War 11, those of us who were left after the
adult men went into the armed services were sent to work in the
ammunition depots in Hastings, Nebraska, and Igloo, South Dakota.
I was too young at the time, but my older brothers and sisters all
worked at the depot in Hastings for three years. When the war ended
we returned home and set about repairing our cabin and corrals that
had been vacant in our absence. There was open range at the time,
but we found our horses and set about rebuilding our homes, About
two weeks into this, a man drove up in a pickup and told my brother
we were trespassing. He said we had to go five miles to the west,
where there was a government school and 40 acres of land for us. We
didn’t question this—we didn’t have the education to even consider
the legality of it—and so we packed our wagon and moved out. We
moved onto a 40-acre plot and lived in a tent while my brothers built
anew log home,

It wasn't until 1978 that I finally understood what had happened
to us after the war. I was on the tribal council and in doing some
research found that when we were all sent to the ammunition depots,
the BIA took over our land under their trust authority." In that autho-
rization there is a provision that if an Indian doesn’t utilize his or her
land for ninety days, the bureau can decide what to do with it, and
during the war, while we were all away, they consolidated our land
into range units and leased them to cattle companies with the stipu-
lation that no one live on them. So when we came home from work-
ing in the war effort, not only had we lost our homes and our land,
but we were forced onto much smaller plots and into much tighter
living conditions. This was the beginning of the cluster-housing
developments that continue on the reservation to this day.

Cluster areas and cluster housing were not new ideas but sim-
ply the last steps in the containment of our people. In 1877, when

the boundaries of the Rosebud Reservation were established, it
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was made up of the entirety of four counties, Todd, Millet, Tripp,
and Gregory, and parts of Lyman County, all of which are in South
Dakota. Shortly thereafter, this five-county area was divided into
three sections (Okaspe Yamni), as part of the federal government’s
policy of divide and conquer. First we had been put on reservations,
and then the reservations were divided into sections. Evidently,
three sections did not provide enough administrative control over
Rosebud, because eventually, under the 1887 Dawes General Allot-
ment Act, it was further divided into twenty-one communities. All of
this was done for the purpose of increasing control over us.

The process of containment began with the reservation system.
At that time the missionaries who were sent to the reservations were
given the assignment of converting us to Christianity. They were
told to convert us, and when they were initially unsuccessful, they

appealed for help to the government agent in charge of the reserva-

tion. In response, in 1883, the United States Congress passed a law

outlawing all Native religious practices. All of our rituals were made

illegal. We couldn’t do our pipe ceremony, our healing ceremonies,
—e, e —

vision quests, or sun dances. We couldn’t do our sweat lodge. All of

our rituals were made illegal, and we were punished if caught per-

forming them. In Canton, South Dakota, a small town to the east of

Rosebud, there was an insane asylum for Indians, and many of the
people sent there were those caught practicing traditional ceremo-
nies. There is one story of a man who was institutionalized for “stand-
ing on a hill, half-naked, talking to nobody.” The authorities said he
was crazy and had him put away when what he had been doing was
the hanbleceya (vision quest). He had been talking to creation. As a
result of this law, some of our people took our rituals and ceremonies
underground; otherwise, they’d probably be lost to us by now.

In 1968 this law was still on the books, and many of us began a

movement to address our educational, political, and spiritual needs.®

The boarding schools had cut our hair and forbidden us to speak our

5. This happened all across
the United States. The
Ojibwa in Minneapolis, for
instance, organized to get
their people who were al-
coholics off the streets,
partially in response to po-
lice brutality against them.
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language, and we let our hair grow and started speaking our lan-
guage in public. We began to do our rituals openly, This behavior
terrified most of our people. My own sisters were terrified of these
practices and afraid for me. One day my oldest sister invited me for
coffee. She sat me down in her kitchen, gave me a cup of coffee, and
said, “You've done some things in your life that could possibly send
you to hell. Now you're doing something that will send you there for
sure.” She said this because I was praying with the pipe and going to
sweat ceremonies, | understood why she felt that way, and [ didn't
try to convince her otherwise, but I didn’t stop practicing our rit-
uals, either. Ten years later she showed up to support me at a sun
dance, though she still kept some distance from the ceremony.
Though 1 had confidence in what I was doing, [ still feel bad that
I put her in a position of such fear. She was worried about me and
afraid that I would suffer in hell after my death.

That fear of burning in hell was held by most of our people at that
time, and it was no small thing. If you lock at our cemeteries, you'll
see there are a lot of graves outside the cemetery boundaries, graves
without markings. These are the graves of people caught practicing
our rituals, and when they died the church refused to bury them in
consecrated ground. They were buried cutside as notice that that
person was burning in hell, and I can tell you that if you're a young
boy or girl and your favorite uncle or aunt is buried outside the
cemetery, it will get your attention. It will upset you and make you
afraid.

There were many different policies and laws imposed on us to
stop our way of life, and they were all in place in the 1960s when we
began to challenge the government. In 1973 some of our people took
over Wounded Knee, and that drew national attention.® Qur situation
began to get some notice, and finally, in 1978, Congress passed the
American Indian Religious Freedom Act. From 1883 to 1978, however,

we were not allowed to practice our true beliefs. Sometimes ! have to

S
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laugh, even though it’s not really funny, but it wasn’t until 1924 and
the enactment of the Indian Citizenship Act that we were even made
citizens of our own homeland. In 1924, after World War 1, the gov-
ernment decided we'd sacrificed a great many of our people in the
war, so it made us citizens. Again, however, it was the government
that told us how much of a citizen we were and what rights we had,
and this authority continues today under the BIA.

Throughout all of this history, somehow, we still exist,’” First it
was physical warfare that was used against us, then psychological,
but somehow we survived. Obviously, it hasn't been only the Lakota,
At one time there were five hundred different languages spoken on
this continent and South America. Today there are only thirty that
are still strong. Lakota is one of them, but the bastardized language
of the three subcultures T described still holds a powerful influence.
Today probably 98 percent of our people are influenced by one of
these three subcultures. Maybe 2 percent of our people understand
the true Lakota language and philosophy. That’s why the medicine
men, when asked to teach our students, said yes. They said they
would “so that our people, whether they accept our ways or not, will
begin to understand and will not be afraid”

A few years ago I was invited to a Jewish community in California.
It was an anniversary of the Holocaust, and at a ceremony marking
the occasion some children got up one by one and spoke about their
grandmothers’ and grandfathers’ experiences. They talked about
what their ancestors had gone through, and how they must never
forget. I thought about that in relation to our people. It is important
and necessary for us to know our history.

As a linguist 1 do a lot of translating from Lakota into English.
A few years ago a group came from Pine Ridge with some docu-
ments for me to work on. These documents described a negotiation
team from Washington, DC, and from the Red Cloud Agency meet-
ing in the mid-1880s with our people about the Black Hills.? They
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7. Toeday it’s difficult to
understand how close we
were to the edge as a cul-
ture. Acculturation and
assimilation, along with al-
cohol, had decimated cur
culture. For instance, one
man told me that in 1960,
there was only one drum
group left on all of Rose-
bud Reservation, Today,
as we are bringing back
our traditional ways, that
seems hard to believe,

8. The Red Cloud Agency
eventually became the
Pine Ridge Indian Res-
ervation in 1878.
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were trying to convince us to sign over the Black Hills, but Chief Red
Cloud said, “The Black Hills { Paha Sapa] are our Wizipan.” Wizipan is a
Lakota word meaning “a container for your resources.” Today we use
that word to describe a suitcase because when you travel, it contains
all you need.

In these documents Red Cloud told them that if a man or woman
was starving and went into the Paha Sapa, they would come out fully
nourished, physically and spiritually. He said, “We can never sell
them, but we will lease them to you for seven generations.” When
asked what he meant by a generation, he said, “If we agree on this,
I will be the first generation until the day I die. My son will be the
next until the day he dies, then my grandson. It will go like that” By
that count we're now in the third generation, By Western measure-
ment, in which a generation is usually twenty or twenty-five years,
we're much further along. Red Cloud said, “We will lease it to you for
seven generations, and then we want it back,” but the government
disregarded that agreement and simply took over the Black Hills.
That was the stand we took at the time, however.

So we have overcome many obstacles, and we still have many
more to go in order to bring back and retain our traditional ways. We
have a tribal government today that’s very similar to any city or state
government, and we have the same breed of politicians as those in
Washington. We have our faults like anyone else, but I think it is only
fair for people to hear our side of the story, to know what has hap-
pened to us over the years. The cumulative impact of these policies
on us was so strong that by the 1950s and '60s, many of our people
denied their Indian heritage. Families changed their last names so as
not to sound Indian. It’s not just the Lakota; this happened across the
country. I hear the same stories when I visit other reservations.

A few years ago a number of us came together from many tribes
across the country, and we shared stories. A Hopi man spoke up and

said, “You know, we come from the reservations, and we all face
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common problems, frustrations, and issues. One of the more recent
problems we face is tourists, They will come in, and they love to take
pictures and ask questions. If you're an Indian, they think you're an
expert.” He said, “A woman drove into our village and saw a man sit-
ting on the ground, cross-legged, leaning against a wall with his hat
pulled down over his eyes. She stopped her car, got out, and walked
up close to take a picture. Finally, she stood in front of him and
asked, ‘Sir, are you brown from the sun? The man pushed his hat
back, looked up, and said, ‘No, ma’am, I'm Jim from earth.”

That's a humorous story, but it’s fairly typical of tourists. When
I go into the cities, I get asked whether 1 still live in a Tipi, whether
I still hunt buffalo, When people find I'm from a reservation, they
ask questions like that, and I think it's all due to how we're repre-
sented in the media. I'm often in Indian conferences or gatherings
where we are all fluent speakers of our language(s). We're open with
each other and speak with lively humor and expression; if we tell a
story, we act it out, but the minute a nonspeaker appears, we quiet
down; we lose our enthusiasm and speak in low tones. I saw this hap-
pen over and over again, and when I thought about it, I realized I've
never seen a picture of a smiling Indian. I think that since that’s how
we're portrayed, that’s how we end up acting, That’s the power of
the media. That stoic image of us has a lot of power.

If you look at any Indian curriculum being taught today, I don’t
think you'll get our true story. The situation is not as bad as it once
was, but if the sources are books, it will likely be a distorted, if not
completely false, story. Our rituals have been dramatized and col-
ored with a mysticism and mystery that are simply false, Our life-
style has been romanticized, and in many cases we're presented as
history. Our cultures are history, and we no longer exist.

Recently, I received a letter from a woman in Denmark asking
if she could come and live with us in the Tipi village and ride our

horses across the plains. That sounds like fun, so if anyone reading
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this knows about a Tipi village with horses out here on the plains,

please let me know and I'll put her in touch with you.
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chapter three

OUR ORIGIN STORY

OTOKAHE WICOOYAKRE

In the beginning was Inyan, and Inyan was in total darkness.
Inyan was soft. Inyan was Wakar, Inyan began creation by drain-
ing its' blood and from this blood created a huge disk around itself,
Inyan called this disk Maka, the earth. Half of the disk was land,
and half was water. Injyar called the water Mni. The color of Inyan’s
blood was blue, and Maka, Mni, and Inyan got together and sep-
arated out this color. They threw it up into the air, and it became
Maflpiya To, the sky. Then Maka said, “It's dark and I'm cold,” and
Inyan created Anpetu Wi, the sun and daytime, to give light and
warmth. Then Maka said, “It’s too bright and too hot,” and Inyan
created Hahepi Wi, the moon and nighttime, to balance light and
darkness,

Then Injyar created Tate to give breath to life, Today we call the
wind Tate. Maka said, “I need a covering. I'nt naked and I need a cov-
ering”” So Inyar got together with the others and talked, and then said
to Maka, “If we give you a covering, you must promise to give it life

and nourishment.” Maka promised to do so, and life began on earth.

1. T use “it” for Inyan be-
cause I've never heard
anyone address Inyan

as male or female.
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This life began in the form of grass, plants, flowers, bushes, and
trees, and as each new form came in, another need arose. All of cre-
ation came together to address each new need and to decide on the
next one to come in. As each new being came in, Inyan created the
other one, just like it, in the universe. For every blade of grass, there
is the other in the universe. For every tree, the other one is in the
universe, For every being that came in, Inyarn created the other in
the universe.

Draining its blood for each new creation, Inyan became weaker
and weaker. The last to be created was the Human nation. Inyan cre-
ated Winyar), woman, to be like the earth, to give life and nourish-
ment to all of her children. Inyar created Wicasa, man, to be like the
universe, to provide nourishment and protection. The universe and
earth create life together; man and woman create life together.

when creation was complete, Inyan was dry and brittle and broke
apart and scattered all over the world.

Our origin story was recorded for the first time by Dr. James
walker, a physician working on the Pine Ridge Reservation in the
1880s. The medicine men in that area took him under their wings,
so to speak, and taught him many of our rituals and healing prac-
tices. Eventually, they adopted him as a healer. Throughout this time
br. Walker kept extensive records of the stories he heard and the rit-
uals he participated in, and then he sent them to the Nebraska His-
torical Society. The historical society felt that because Walker was
not a trained anthropologist, his notes should be edited by someone
who was, and that’s what happened. Whoever worked on Walker’s
notes changed much of the content to conform to western European
philosophy. This has happened to us repeatedly and is another rea-
son I don’t use books for my resources. Lakota philosophy is usu-
ally changed in the written record to conform to Western beliefs and

understanding.
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The medicine men told Walker about our relationship with ali of
creation, and then, in his published work, we have a God, a celestial
hierarchy, the basic Christian setup. So if you don't know our oral
history, which tells a very different story from Walker’s published
version, our philosophy is seen as something very similar to West-
ern philosophy. This isn't the case at all. Our traditional philosophy
is nothing like western European. As you read these stories, please
keep that in mind,

Our origin story begins in darkness. It says, “In the beginning
was Inyan. And Inyar was in total darkness. And Inyan was soft. And
Inyan was Wakan.”* Today the word Wakar is translated as “sacred”
or “holy" sometimes as “great mystery.” In Lakota understanding,
however, Intyan has the power to give life or to take life. Irjyan has the
power to build or destroy. Inyan pbssesses both good and evil; both
have power within Inyar. In traditional Lakota understanding, Wakan
means “power,” the power I've just described. Think about this: Wakar
is a common word today, and the generally accepted contemporary
meaning is more in line with Christian thought than Lakota.

Inyan began creation by creating a huge disk around itself and
calling it Maka. Half of this disk was land, and half was water. Inyar’s
first creations were land and water, Maka and Mni. Inyan’s blood
was blue, and at first all of creation was blue, but then Maka, Mni,
and Inyar got together and separated out this color, and it became
Mahpiya To, the blue sky. The original term to describe this is Miye
Matokeca, or “T am different” Today we say Mahgiya To, blue sky.

Then Maka said, “It's dark and I'm cold,” and in response Inyar
created Anpe Wi, which is a shortening of anpeiu wi. Anfefu is day-
time and wi is the sun, so anpefu wi is a description of the sun. It’s
interesting to me that right from the beginning, we, as creation,
complain. We're not satisfied. Then Maka said, “It’s too bright and

too hot,” so Inyar) created Hanwe wi {Hanhepi Wi), the night and the

3. Inyay was Wakan, and
Inyar created everything
by draining its blood. Ev-
ery creation comes from
the blocd of Inyan and

50 has the qualities of
Waka, the ability to give
life or to take life, Fv-

ery creation is Wal::ar;.
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moon, to bring balance. Next Inyan created Tate, to give breath to
creation. Today we call the wind Tate.

Maka said, “I need a covering. I'm naked and I need a cover-
ing.” Inyan got together with all of creation on that point, and they
decided to give her a cover. First, however, Inyar told Maka, “If we
give you a covering, you must promise to give it life and nourish-
ment.” Maka promised to do so, and life began on earth, first in the
form of grass and plants and trees. As each creation came into being,
another need arose, and with each need, all of creation would get
together and decide how to fill that need.

Also, with each creation that came into being, Ijyan got weaker
and weaker, Inyan was draining its blood to make each creation and
getting weaker as this went on. Throughout this entire process as
each new creation came onto earth, Inyar created another identi-
cal one in the universe. For every blade of grass on earth, there is
another in the universe; for every tree, there is another in the uni-
verse. The day you were born, the other you was born in the uni-
verse, For every being on earth, there is an identical other in the
universe.

The last to be created were Winyar}, woman, and Wicasa, man.
Winyan was created first, to be like the earth, to give nourishment
to life, and Wicasa was created to be like the universe, to carry the
power and energy of the universe that, together with the earth, cre-
ate life. Man and woman work together just like the universe and the
earth. After creating man, Injyar was dry and brittle and broke apart,
scattering all over the world.

Everything on earth became known as Wamakaskan Oyafe, the
living beings of the earth, Remember, Maka means “earth.” Wa refers
to the beings of the earth, and skan means “that move,” “that have
life or spirit.” Oyafe simply means “a nation.” In the universe there

is Wicahpi Oyate, and one interpretation of this term that I've heard

is Wicasa cehpi (man’s flesh). So in this particular meaning, Wicahgi
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Oyate addresses the Star nation. We don’t have a word for star;
we call them Wicahpi Oyate, These two, Wamakaskan Oyate and
Wicahpi Oyate, represent the beings of the earth and the beings of
the universe, On the day you were born, the other you was born in
the universe.* Whatever you are doing on earth, the other you is
doing that in the universe. Occasionally, that other one will send
some energy down to you, and whatever you are doing at the time
will get a little boost.

When creation was complete, the phrase Mifakuye Oyas'in came
into being, Mifakuye means “a relative”; in the first-person usage it
means “my relative.” Oyas'in means “everything.” So, Mitakuye Oyas'in
means “all my relatives” or “we are all related” This is the most
fundamental belief in our Lakota philosophy, that we are related to
everything on earth and in the universe. We were all formed from
the blood of Inyan: humans, animals, trees, water, air, stones.” Every-
thing in the universe, we are all related.

If I have a need or want to give thanks for something good in
my life, T will face west and call all the relatives in that direction. I
will call them and express my thanks or tell them my need. I'll turn
north, east, and south and do the same. Then I will lock up arxd tell
the star people and down to tell the earth, our grandmother. If 1 am
asking for help, I will first tell them my problem and then what I am
going to do to address it. I will ask them, as relatives, to help me.
It’s important to tell them what you are going to do to address your
need, to take responsibility as you ask for help. I never ask creation
to answer my needs or solve my problems; that’s for me to do. I sim-
ply ask them to help me as | make the effort. If T have a need that
can be addressed by another person, that’s probably where the help
will come from. If it’s a medicinal need, help might come from the
Plant nation. If 1 ask a medicine man to help me, a spirit in a cere-
mony might give it. Help can come from anywhere, but it is impor-

tant to remember that all beings possess both good and evil, exactly
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4. We have an image in
our culfure, two trian-
gles, one over the oth-

er, the top one pointing
down, and the two meet-
ing at their apex, like an
hourglass, This represents
creation into two, one cre-
ator into two, male and fe-
male. Also, it represents
that whatever is on earth,
the same thing is in the
universe. We use this im-
age all the time in our art-
work and our designs, it's a
fundamental symbol of our
beliefs. The smaller trian-
gles on the top and bottom
of the second image are
simply an elaboration on
the basic hourglass shape.
There can be many varia-
tions on this, but whatev-
er is on the top will always
be on the bottom as well.

5. Our word for stone is
Inyan. A stone teils me
about Inyar), and that spir-
it of Igyar] is in that stone.
That spirit or energy in
that stone is Iijyan. That’s
my belief. In English when
we talk about a rock, peb-
ble, or stone, it describes
a lifeless object, so that’s
what it becomes. It be-
comes just an object, But
to us it’s a living relative,
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like Irjyan), and we must be careful how we ask for help and what we

ask for.

One time in the mid-1970s the medicine men here were talking
with members of the Jesuit community. They met twice a month for
nearly two years to talk about philosophy and spirituality. Often I
would attend these meetings to listen and learn, and in one session
a priest who had served on Rosebud and Pine Ridge for more than
fifty years stood up and said, “For quite some time you've been tell-
ing us you can see and hear spirits. If that's so, tell me then, what
does Satan lock like?" A medicine man sitting near me nudged his
brother-in-law who was sitting next to him and said quietly, in
Lakota, “Why don’t you tell him? I know he’s one of your broth-
ers” Then the medicine men had a discussion among themselves
about the priest’s question until one of them stood and said, “You
really disappoint us with that question. We were hoping you could
answer that for us, since you brought him here with you.” He con-
tinued, “Since I was a child you've taught me about Satan, how evil
he is, and you've also taught me about good. Take a look at your-
self and at everyone else in this room. In our philosophy everyone
has that spirit of good and that spirit of evil in them, and each one
of us decides which one we want to develop. It's our decision. It’s
up to each one of us. There is good and evil in each creatior, in the
wind, the water, the sky, each one. Look at the water; if we abuse it,
it will kill us. Same with the air. Every creation has both good and
evil, and if we work with it as a relative, with respect and honor, we
get the same back, That’s a relative. You know what that’s like from
working with your friends; you have a wonderful relationship with
them. Well, that’s what we practice with all creation” That was the

explanation our medicine men gave to the Jesuits. Later in that same
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meeting, one of them said, “We address our needs to our relatives,
but we have to keep good and evil in mind all the time. We can ask
for an evil thing and receive that too. It's always there. We have to be
careful when we make an appeal”

They said that life was wonderful in the beginning, All of the rel-
atives worked together. As time went on, however, they began to
abuse each other, They began to kill each other. They began to abuse
the earth, The earth sent out warnings that they should stop this
behavior, but no one listened. So the earth cleansed herself by shak-
ing violently, and when she was finished, islands had been created.
The land of earth had broken up into islands, separating many of the
relatives from each other. The children were given another chance,
but as time passed the abusive behavior began again, The same
things happened. Again the earth sent out warnings to stop this
behavior, and again the warnings were ignored. This time the earth
called those closest to her inside. She said, “Come inside,” and when
they did so she said, “This is the last time.” She held them safe inside
her and began to shake again—the land opened up and swallowed
and closed over, opened up and swallowed and closed over. This went
on for a time, this cleansing, and when it was over our people, who
were inside, were afraid to come out onto the surface.

In our culture we have a trickster figure called Iktomi. After the
cleansing Tktomi took the people to the opening that led onto the
surface. Three times the people made it to the opening, and each
time they were met by a huge buffalo. Three times they got fright-
ened and went back below. Somehow Ikfomi got them to go back a
fourth time, and this time the buffalo spoke, saying, “Come out.
I want to show you something” The people emerged onto the sur-
face, and that buffalo said, “Look to my right. That nation will feed
you, give you shelter, and the tools you need.” They looked and saw a
herd of brown buffalo. Then the buffale said, “Look to my left. That

nation over there will be your spiritual guides.” They looked and saw
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6. One of my brothers kad
some in-laws among the
Shoshoni people in Wy-
oming, One summer he
went to visit them and said
that one evening he went
to visit a neighbor. He said
it was a nice evening, and
he saw some Shoshoni
women were sitting in the
shade talking, There was a
magpie sitting above them
making a lot of noise, and
finally one of the wom-

en got up and chased the
magpie away. My broth-
er asked his friend why
she did that, and he said,
“That magpie was sitting
there calling them names.”
5o the magpie must speak
Shoshoni. The meadow-
lark is the one that speaks
Lakota. Different birds can
speak different languages.
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a herd of white buffalo. Today the spot where our people emerged
onto the surface after the second cleansing is one of the biggest
tourist attractions in the Black Hills. 1t’s called Wind Cave. We call it
Wasu niye, “the hole that breathes.” It’s a national monument.

Other nations had been protected by Maka during the cleansing.
when all who were left were back out on the surface, there was a
need to set life in motion once again. The relatives decided on a race
to determine how this would be done. Essentially, the race was twice
around the Black Hills, a total distance of about a thousand miles.
When the race began the magpie flew up and landed on the back of
the buffalo, which it knew to be a strong runner.® Interestingly, even
so soon after the cleansing some of the racers cheated, tried fo cut
across the course, and were disqualified, but the others stayed the
course and, with the buffalo in the lead, just before the finish line
the magpie flew ahead and crossed first, declaring the race for the
hu nupa, the two-legged. The two-legged the magpie declared for,
though, was not the human but the bear, because the bear has wis-
dom. To this day we receive instructions and guidance from the bear
in our ceremonies.

If you think about our concept of Mitakuye Oyas'ir}, which means
“we are all related,” it begins to make sense that an animal or bird or
plant, as a relative, could help you. That is what we try to practice in
our daily lives and in our rituals, Mifakuye Oyas'in—we are relearn-
ing this philosophy today, and an essential part of understanding it
is that there is no mystery in our philosophy. There is no mystery,
and there are no miracles. Everything we do is reality based. We
understand what we are doing, and we understand who we are work-
ing with every moment. We are working with our relatives. We all go

back to Inyan.






