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I saw the two of them shivering, none too happy walking 
between the motel wall and the row of squad cars and 
troopers pointing their guns. Then I saw two pairs of hands 
reaching for them out of Room 108 and yanking them inside. 
I did not know at the time what it was all about. Barbara told 
me later that the two of them started negotiating by phone 
with the sheriff saying, "Our Indian friends and clients have 
been assaulted by a bunch of vicious, white, drunken, 
would-be rapists, but they are willing to withdraw these 
charges if your cowboys withdraw theirs." 

While they were arguing back and forth on the phone, the 
others had a little problem with Coke, who had consumed a 
few beers and was singing his death song: "It's a good day to 
die! Let me out of here! I want to die a warrior's death. Let 
me count coup on them pigs! Hoka-hay!" They had to hold 
him back, literally sitting on him in order to keep him from 
going outside and getting himself killed. In the end both 
sides agreed to withdraw charges and call it quits to prevent 
a massacre. The squad cars drove off and all was quiet again, 
but it had been a near thing. There is always the danger for 
us that one little incident will set off a major confrontation. 

Looking back upon my roving days, it is hard to say 
whether they were good or bad, or whether I accomplished 
or learned anything by being endlessly, restlessly on the 
move. If nothing else, my roaming gave me a larger outlook 
and made me more Indian, made me realize what being an 
Indian within a white world meant. My aimlessness ended 
when I encountered AIM. 

CHAPTER 6 

We AIM Not to Please 
They call us the New Indians. 
Hell, we are the Old Indians, 
the landlords of this continent, 
coming to collect the rent. 

-Dennis Banks 

T he American Indian Movement hit our reservation like 
a tornado, like a new wind blowing out of nowhere, a 

drumbeat from far off getting louder and louder. It was 
almost like the Ghost Dance fever that had hit the tribes in 
1890, old uncle Dick Fool Bull said, spreading like a prairie 
fire. It even was like the old Ghost Dance song Uncle Dick 
was humming: 

Maka sitomniya teca ukiye 
Oyate ukiye, oyate ukiye ... 
A new world is coming, 
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A nation is coming, 
The eagle brought the message. 

I could feel this new thing, almost hear it, smell it, touch 
it. Meeting up with AIM for the first time loosen~d a s?rt _of 
earthquake inside me. Old Black Elk in recountmg ~1s h~e 
often used the expression "As I look down from the high hill 
of my great old age ... " Well, as I am looking fr?m the hi_ll of 
my old age-I am thirty-seven now but feel ~s if I have h~ed 
for a long time-I can see things in perspective, not subJeC
tively, no, but in perspective. Old Black Elk had a good way 
of saying it. You really look back ~po~ ten y~ars gone past_ as 
from a hill-you have a sort of birds-eye view. I recogmze 
now that movements get used up and the leaders get burned 
out quickly. Some of our men and women got themselves 
killed and thereby avoided reaching the dangerous age of 
thirty and becoming "elder statesmen." S_ome leaders turned 
into college professors, founded alternative schools, or e~en 
took jobs as tribal officials. A few live on in the past, refusmg 
to recognize that the dreams of the: past must give way to the 
dreams of the future. I, that wild, rebellious teenager of ten 
years ago am nursing a baby, changing diapers, and making 
breakfast,for my somewhat extended family. And yet it was 
great while it lasted and I still feel that old excitement ~erely 
talking about it. Some people loved AIM, some hated 1t, but 
nobody ignored it. 

I loved it. My first encounter with AIM was at a powwow 
held in 1971 at Crow Dog's place after the Sun Dance. 
Pointing at Leonard Crow Dog, I asked a young woman, 
"Who is that man?" 

"That's Crow Dog," she said. I was looking at his long, 
shining braids. Wearing one's hair long at t~~ time w~s still 
something of a novelty on the res. I asked, Is that his real 

hair?" 
"Yes, that's his real hair." 
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I noticed that almost all of the young men wore their hair 
long, some with eagle feathers tied to it. They all had on 
ribbon shirts. They had a new look about them, not that 
h~ngdog reservation look I was used to. They moved in a 
different way, too, confident and swaggering, the girls as 
wel~ as ~he boys. Belonging to many tribes, they had come in 
a dilapidated truck covered with slogans and paintings. 
The! had traveled to the Sun Dance all the way from Cali
fornia, where they had taken part in the occupation of Al
catraz Island. 

One man, a Chippewa, stood up and made a speech. I had 
never heard anybody talk like that. He spoke about genocide 
and sovereignty, about tribal leaders selling out and kissing 
ass-white man's ass. He talked about giving up the necktie 
for the choker, the briefcase for the bedroll, the missionary's 
church f~r _the sacred pipe. He talked about not celebrating 
Thanksg1vmg, because that would be celebrating one's own 
destruction. He said that white people, after stealing our 
land and massacring us for three hundred years, could not 
come. to us no~ saying, "Celebrate Thanksgiving with us, 
drop 1~ for a slice of tu~key." He had himself wrapped up in 
an_ upside-down American flag, telling us that every star in 
this flag represented a state stolen from Indians. 

Then Leonard Crow Dog spoke, saying that we had 
talked to the white man for generations with our lips, but 
that he had no ears to hear, no eyes to see, no heart to feel. 
Crow Dog said that now we must speak with our bodies and 
that he was not afraid to die for his people. It was a very 
emotional speech. Some people wept. An old man turned to 
me and said, "These are the words I always wanted to speak, 
but had kept shut up within me." 

I asked one of the young men, "What kind of Indians are 
you?" "We are AIM," he told me, ''American Indian Move
ment. We're going to change things." 

AIM was born in 1968. Its fathers were mostly men doing 
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time in Minnesota prisons, Ojibways. It got its start in the 
slums of St. Paul taking care of Indian ghetto problems. It. 
was an Indian woman who gave it its name. She told me, ''At 
first we called ourselves 'Concerned Indian Americans' until 
somebody discovered that the initials spelled CIA. That 
didn't sound so good. Then I spoke up: 'You guys all aim to 
do this or you aim to do that. Why don't you call yourselves 

' h ,, AIM, American Indian Movement?' And that was t at. 
In the beginning AIM was mainly confined to St. Paul 

and Minneapolis. The early AIM people were mostly ghett_o 
Indians, often from tribes which had lost much of their 
language, traditions, and ceremonies. It was when they 
came to us on the Sioux reservations that they began to learn 
about the old ways. We had to learn from them, too. We 
Sioux had lived very isolated behind what some people 
called the "Buckskin Curtain." AIM opened a window for us 
through which the wind of the 1960s and early '.70s could 
blow and it was no gentle breeze but a hurricane that 
whiried us around. It was after the traditional reservation 
Indians and the ghetto kids had gotten ~o~ethe_r th~t A~M 
became a force nationwide. It was flint striking fl.mt, hghtmg 
a spark which grew into a flame at which we could warm 
ourselves after a long, long winter. 

After I joined AIM I stopped drinking. Others put away 
their roach clips and airplane glue bottles. There w:re a lot 
of things wrong with AIM. We did ~ot see these ~hmgs, or 
did not want to see them. At the time these thmgs were 
unimportant. What was important was getting it on. We kids 
became AIM's spearheads and the Sioux set the style. The 
AIM uniform was Sioux all the way, the black "angry hats" 
with the feathers stuck in the hatband, the bone chokers, the 
medicine pouches worn on our breasts, the Levi's jacket~ on 
which we embroidered our battle honors-Alcatraz, Trail of 
Broken Treaties, Wounded Knee. Some dudes wore a third, 
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extra-thin braid as a scalp lock. We made up our own 
songs-forty-niners, honoring songs, songs for a warrior 
behind bars in the slammer. The AIM song was made up by 
a fou.rteen-year-old Sioux boy. The Ojibways say it was 
made up by one of their own kids, but we know better. 

We all had a good mouth, were good speakers and wrote a 
lot of poetry, though we were all dropouts who could not 
spell. We took some of our rhetoric from the blacks, who had 
started their movements before we did. Like them we were 
minorities, poor and discriminated against, but there were 
differences. I think it significant that in many Indian lan
guages a black is called a "black white man." The blacks 
want what the whites have, which is understandable. They 
want in. We Indians want out! That is the main difference. 

At first we hated all whites because we knew only one 
kind-the John Wayne kind. It took time before we met 
whites to whom we could relate and whose friendships we 
could accept. One of our young men met a pretty girl. She 
said she was Indian and looked it. She told him, "Sleep with 
me." In bed, in the middle of the night, he somehow found 
out that she was Puerto Rican. He got so mad that she was 
not a real skin that he beat up on her. He wanted to have to do 
only with Indian girls and felt tricked. He had run away 
from a real bad foster home, seeking refuge among his own 
kind. Later he felt ashamed for what he had done and apolo
gized. Eventually we were joined by a number of Chicano 
brothers and sisters and learned to love and respect them, 
but it took time. We lived in a strange, narrow world of our 
own, suspicious of all outsiders. Later, we found ourselves 
making speeches on campuses, in churches, and on street 
corners talking to prominent supporters such as Marlon 
Brando, Dick Gregory, Rip Torn, Jane Fonda, and Angela 
Davis. It was a long-drawn-out process of learning and expe
riencing, this widening of our horizons. 
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We formed relationships among ourselves_ and with 01;1t
siders. We had girls who would go to bed with any warnor 
who had done something brave. Other girls loved one boy 
only. Usually a boy would say to a girl, "Be my old lady," 
and she might answer, "Ohan, you are my old man." They 
would go find a medicine man to feather and cedar them, ~o 
smoke the pipe with them, to put a red blanket around their 
shoulders. That made them man and wife Indian style. 
Then they slept under the same blanket. The white la~ did 
not recognize such a marriage, but we would respect it. It 
might last only a few days. Either of them could have a run
in with the law and wind up in jail or be blown away by the 
goons. We did not exactly lead stable live~, but some of t?es_e 
marriages lasted for years. Short or long, 1t was good while it 
lasted. The girl had somebody to protect and take car_e of 
her; the boy had a wincincala to cook his beans or ~ew him a 
ribbon shirt. They inspired each other to the pomt where 
they would put their bodies on the line toge~he~. It gave 
them something precious to remember all their hves. ~ne 
seventeen-year-old boy had a twenty-two-ye~r-old girl
friend. He called her "grandma." He had a T-sh1~ made !or 
her with the word GRANDMA on it, and one for himself with 
the legend I LOVE GRANDMA. He was heartbroken when she 
left him for an "older man." Some of the AIM leaders 
attracted quite a number of "wives." We called them "wives 
of the month." 

I got into one of these marriages myself. It lasted just l?ng 
enough for me to get pregnant. Birth control went agamst 
our beliefs. We felt that there were not enough Indians left to 
suit us. The more future warriors we brought into the 
world, the better. My older sister Barbara got pregnant too. 
She went to the BIA hospital where the doctors told her she 
needed a cesarean. When she came to, the doctors informed 
her that they had taken her womb out. In their opinion, at 
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that time, there were already too many little red bastards for 
the taxpayers to take care of. No use to mollycoddle those 
happy-go-lucky, irresponsible, oversexed AIM women. 
Barb's child lived for two hours. With better care, it might 
have made it. For a number of years BIA doctors performed 
thousands of forced sterilizations on Indian and Chicano 
women without their knowledge or consent. For this reason 
I was happy at the thought of having a baby, not only for 
myself but for Barbara, too. I was determined not to have 
my child in a white hospital. 

In the meantime I had nine months to move around, still 
going from confrontation to confrontation. Wherever an
thros were digging up human remains from Indian sites, we 
were there threatening to dig up white graves to display 
white men's skulls and bones in glass cases. Wherever there 
was an Indian political trial, we showed up before the court
house with our drums. Wherever we saw a bar with a sign 
NO INDIANS ALLOWED, we sensitized the owners, some
times quite forcefully. Somehow we always found old ja
lopies to travel in, painted all over with Red Power slogans, 
and always found native people to take us in, treating us to 
meat soup, fry bread, and thick, black coffee. We existed 
entirely without money, yet we ate, traveled, and usually 
found a roof over our heads. . 

Something strange happened then. The traditional old, 
full-blood medicine men joined in with us kids. Not the 
middle-aged adults. They were of a lost generation which 
had given up all hope, necktie-wearers waiting for the Great 
White Father to do for them. It was the real old folks who 
had spirit and wisdom to give us. The grandfathers and 
grandmothers who still remembered a time when Indians 
were Indians, whose own grandparents or even parents had 
fought Custer gun in hand, people who for us were living 
links with a great past. They had a lot of strength and power, 
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enough to give some of it to us. They still knew all the old 
legends and the right way to put on a ritual, and we were 
eager to learn from them. Soon they had us young girls 
making flesh offerings or piercing our wrists at the Sun 
Dance, while young warriors again put the skewers through 
their breast and found out the hard way where they came 
from. Even those who had grown up in cities, who had never 
been on a horse or heard an owl hoot, were suddenly getting 
it together. I am not bragging, but I am proud that we 

Lakotas started this. 
The old grandmothers especially made a deep impres-

sion upon me. Women like Lizzy Fast Horse, a great
grandmother, who scrambled up all the way to the t~p of 
Mount Rushmore, standing right on the top of those gigan
tic bald pates, reclaiming the Black Hills for their righ_t
ful owners. Lizzy who was dragged down the mountain 
by the troopers, handcuffed to her nine-~ear-old gr~at
granddaughter until their wrists were cut, their blood falling 
in drops on the snow. It is really true, the old Cheyenne 
saying: "A nation is not dead until the hearts of its women are 
on the ground." Well, the hearts of our old full-blood women 
were not on the ground. They were way up high and they 
could still encourage us with their trilling, spine-tingling 
brave-heart cry which always made the hairs on my back 
stand up and my flesh break out in goose pimples whenever I 
heard it, no matter how often. 

We did freak out the honkies. We were feared throughout 
the Dakotas. I could never figure out why this should have 
been so. We were always the victims. We never maimed or 
killed. It was we who died or got crippled. Aside from 
ripping off a few trading posts, we were not really bad, We 
were loud-mouthed, made a lot of noise, and got on some 
people's nerves. We made Mr. White Man realize that there 
were other Indians besides the poor human wrecks who 
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posed ~or him fo~ a quarter-but that should not have made 
the~ kill us or hide from us under their beds. "The AIMs is 
commg, the AIMs is coming" was the cry that went up 
whenever a couple of fourteen-year-old skins in Uncle Joe 
hats sh?wed up. The ranchers and the police spread the most 
fantastic rumors about us. The media said that we were 
about to _stage bank robberies, storm prisons, set fire to the 
state capitol, blow up Mount Rushmore, and assassinate the 
goveri:ior. The _least we were accused of was that we were 
plannmg to pamt the noses of the giant Mount Rushmore 
heads red. 'Yors~ of all we were scaring the tourists away. 
The. concessionaires at Rushmore and in all the Black Hills 
tourist traps were losing money. It was only right to kill us 
for that. 

I_ think it was their bad conscience which made the local 
whites hate us so 1?uch. Bill Kunstler, the movement lawyer 
who defended us ma number of trials, once said: "You hate 
those most ~horn you have injured most." The whites near 
the reservations were all living on land stolen from us
stolen not in the distant past, but by their fathers and grand
~athers. They all made their living in some way by exploit
mg us, by using_ Indians as cheap labor, by running their 
cattle _on reservation land for a mere pittance in lease money, 
by usmg us as colorful props to attract the Eastern tourists 
Th<:y could _only r~late to the stereotyped song-and-danc~ 
I~d1an, locking their doors and cowering behind their cur
tam~ whenever we came to town, crying: "The AIMs is 
commg, get the police." Always a day or two after we made 
our _appearance all the gun shops in the place were sold out. 
White folks took to toting guns again. They carried revolvers 
"":herever they went, slept with loaded . 38s under their 
p~llows, drove around with high-powered rifles in racks be
hmd the seats of their pickups. It was rumored that the then 
governor of South Dakota, who once vowed to put every 

81 



LAKOTA WOMAN 

AIM member behind bars or six feet u~derground, had 
imported a special, quick-firing, newly mvented. t~pe of 

h
. gun from West Germany and installed it m the 

mac me · · h 
dome of the state capitol, where he spent hours, _trai~mg t e 

n on Indians who happened to walk by, zeromg m, mov
kg the gun silently back and forth, back and forth. It maf be 
only a story, but knowing the ma~, I am prepared to believe 
·t I did not mind their being afraid of us. It was better tha~ 
~~ing given a quarter and asked to pose smilingly for their 

cameras. IM 
We were not angels. Some things were done by A ' or 

rather by people who called themselves AIM, that I ~m q.ot 
roud of. But AIM gave us a lift badly needed at the ~1me. It 

~efined our goals and expressed our innermost ye~rnmgs. ~t 
set a style for Indians to imitate. Even those N auv~ Amen-
ans who maintained that they wanted to have nothmg to_ do 

:ith AIM, that it ran counter to their tribal ways of life, 
began to dress and talk in the AIM manner. I have had s~me 
conflicts with the American Indian Movem_ent at s~me time , 

h I don't know whether it will live or die. Some 
or anot er. . 

l say that a movement dies the moment it becomes 
~;~rp;able. In this case there should be some life left in its 
body, at least in the Dakotas. But whatev~r happe~s, one 
can't take away from AIM that it fulfilled its fu~~uo?- and 
did what had to be done at a time which was decisive m the 

development of Indian America. 
The Sun Dance at Rosebud in the late summer of 197

2 

will forever remain in my memory. Many of the AIM le~ders 
came to Crow Dog's place to dance, to make flesh_offerm~s, 
to endure the self-torture of this, our most sac~ed nte, gaz~ng 
t the sun blowing on their eagle-bone whistles, praymg 

~ith the pipe. It was like a rebirth, like some of the proJ?h
esies of the Ghost Dancers coming true. The strange thmg 
was seeing men undergoing the ordeal of the Sun Dance 
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who came-from tribes which had never practiced this ritual. 
I felt ~twas their way of saying, "I am an Indian again." 

This Sun Dance was also an occasion for getting to know 
each other, ~or a lot_ of serio~s talk. I was happy watching the 
women taking a big part m these discussions. One of the 
AIM men laughingly said, "For years we couldn't get the 
~om~n to speak up, ~nd now we can't get them to shut up." I 
JUSt listened. I was still too shy and too young to do anything 
else but stay in the background. 

The people were tensed up. Everything was in ferment. 
The mood was bitter. News reached us after the Sun Dance 
that Richard Oaks, from the Mohawk tribe, a much loved 
an~ respected leader at Alcatraz, had been murdered by a 
white man. Not long before that a Sioux, Raymond Yellow 
Thunder, a humble, hard-working man, had been stripped 
naked and forced at gunpoint to dance in an American 
Legion hall at Gordon, Nebraska. Later he was beaten to 
death-just for the fun of it. Before that a millionaire 
rancher had shot and killed an unarmed Indian from Pine 
Ridge, Norman Little Brave, and gone unpunished. Nor
man had been a sober-minded churchgoer, but that had not 
saved him. It was open season on Indians again and the 
people were saying, "Enough of this shit!" It was out of these 
feelings of anger, hope, and despair that the "Trail of Broken 
Treaties" was born. 

I am still p~oud that it was born at Rosebud, among my 
people. That 1s probably bad. The feeling of pride in one's 
particular tribe is standing in the way of Indian unity. Still it 
is t~ere and it is not all bad. The man who first thought of 
havmg caravans of Indians converging upon Washington 
from all directions was Bob Burnette. He had been tribal 
chairman at Rosebud and he was not an AIM member. 
Other Indian leaders of this caravan, such as Hank Adams, 
Reuben Snake, and Sid Mills-Sid and Hank from the 
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Northwest, where they had been fighting for native fishing 
rights-were not AIM. Neither were the Six Nation people 
from upstate New York or the representatives of some 
Southwestern tribes, but though they had not started it, it 
was the AIM leaders who dominated this march in the end. 

The Trail of Broken Treaties was the greatest action taken 
by Indians since the Battle of the Little Big Horn. As Eddie 
Benton, the Ojibway medicine man, told us: "There is a 
prophecy in our tribe's religion that one day we would all 
stand together. All tribes would hook arms in brotherhood 
and unite. I am elated because I lived to see this happen. 
Brothers and sisters from all over this continent united in a 
single cause. That is the greatest significance to Indian peo
ple . . . not what happened or what may yet happen as a 

result of our actions." 
Each caravan was led by a spiritual leader or medicine 

man with his sacred pipe. The Oklahoma caravan followed 
the Cherokees' "Trail of Tears," retracing the steps of dying 
Indians driven from their homes by President Andrew Jack
son. Our caravan started from Wounded Knee. This had a 
special symbolic meaning for us Sioux, making us feel as if 
the ghosts of all the women and children murdered there by 
the Seventh Cavalry were rising out of their mass grave to go 

with us. 
I traveled among friends from Rosebud and Pine Ridge. 

My brother and my sister Barbara were among this g_roup. _I 
did not know what to expect. A huge protest march like this 
was new to me. When we arrived in Washington we got lost. 
We had been promised food and accommodation, but due to 
government pressure many church groups which had of
fered to put us up and feed us got scared_ and backed off: It 
was almost dawn and still we were stumblmg around lookmg 
for a place to bed down. I could hardly keep my eyes open. 
One thing we did accomplish: in the predawn light we drove 
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around the White House, honking our horns and beating our 
drums to let President Nixon know that we had arrived. 
. We were finally given a place to sleep in, an old, dilap
idated, and abandoned church. I had just crawled into my 
bedroll when I saw what I thought to b f . . d lki . e a a1r-size cat 
wa ng_ over it. I p~t my glasses on and discovered that it 
was a big ra~, the biggest and ugliest I had ever seen. The 
church was ~nan uproar. Women screamed. Mine was not 
the o~ly ra~ m the place, as it turned out. An old lady who 
had hitchhiked two thousand miles from Ch R' . eyenne 1ver to 
get to Washmgton complained that the toilets were broken 
It was the first ~eek of November and there was no heat. A~ 
elderly Ca~adian Indian dragged himself around on 
crutches. His legs were crippled and he could find no soft 
place to rest. A young girl shouted that there were not only 
rats but also millions of cockroaches A young 0 . "b "d · JI way man 
sa1. _that he had not left the slums of St. Paul for this kind of 
fa~1hty. _I told hirri that I had expected nothing else. Did he 
thmk Nixon ":ould put him up at the Holiday Inn with wall
to-wa~l carpetmg and color TV? Everywhere groups were 
sta~dmg" huddled tog_ether in their blankets. People were 
sayi~g, T~ey promise~ ,us decent housing. Look how 
they re treatmg us. We amt gonna stand for this." 

Somebody _suggested, "Let's all go to the BIA." It seemed 
th~ n~tural thmg to do, to go to the Bureau of Indian Affairs 
bmldmg on Constitution Avenue. They would have to put 
us up. It was "our" building after all. Besides, that was what 
we ha~ c~me for, to complain about the treatment the bureau 
was dishmg out to us. Everybody suddenly seemed to be 
possessed by t?e. urge to hurry to the BIA. Next thing I 
knew we were m it. We spilled into the building like a great 
avalan_che. Some people put up a tipi on the front lawn. 
Secunty guard_s were appointed. They put on red armbands 
or fastened rambow-colored bits of cloth to their ribbon 
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. . Th watched the doors. Tribal 
shirts or demm Ja~kets.h ey the Iroquois on one floor, 
groups took over this or t :t ~~homa Indians, the North
the Sioux on anoter. 1{ ;ade themselves a place to stay. 
west Coast peop e,_ a h"l ld ladies got comfortable on 
Children. were playmg w ;r:: was roaring. I could smell 
couches m the foyer. A t u a sign over 
kinnikinnick-Indi_an toba~:: ~~~~~:v~\h{ building fi-
the front gate readmg INdD 1 t no time turning it into a 
nally belonged to us an we os 

tribal village. . ne room on the second 
My little group settle~ down m o bdued light, soft 

I was nice-thick carpets, su 
floor. t . The bureaucrats sure knew how to 
couches, and easy ch~t\tairs wrought-iron banisters, fine 
live. They ha~ ~ar e icti~ the Noble Savage, valuable 
statues and pamtmgs de~ g k" g Sioux I opened a door 
artifacts. I heard somebo J spe~m talkin~ to some young 
and there was Leonard row og l · · hat it all 

. h h we were here, exp ammg w . 
men, telhng t em w Y . d e· "Quiet' Crow Dog is 

S b d mot1one to m · · 
meant. ome O Y C Dog seemed an old man to 

lk. ,,, Yi ung as I was, row . 
ta mg. o "bT . b t he was only thirty-two 
me, old with resPons1 l ittes,h ; one day I would bear his 
then. It did not occur to me t a 

children. BIA b .1d.ng had not been planned. 
The takeover of the Ul 

1 had 
We honestly thought that a~ran~~:~t:1;: 0°~: :~azsame 
been made. When the promises t it we simply 
old buffalo shit, as one of th~ l~:!~~tf :eous' Indian hap
occupied the BIA. It wads a tydp1cato do it We were not very 

• N body had or ere us · . 
penmg. o how. It's not our style. The vanous 
amenable to orders any . h . deciding what pro-

. sed m t elf rooms, 
tnbal groups caucus . t time everybody would go 

1 ake From time o Th 
posa s _to m . h 11 and thrash out the proposals. e 
down mto the great a hairs and loudspeakers. 
assembly hall had a stage, many c , 
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Always discussions opened with one of the medicine men 
performing a ceremony. I think it was a black civil rights 
organization which brought in the first truckload of food. 
Later various church groups and other sympathizers do
nated food and money. The building had a kitchen and 
cafeteria and we quickly organized cooking, dishwashing, 
and garbage details. Some women were appointed to watch 
the children, old people were cared for, and a medical team 
was set up. Contrary to what some white people believe, 
Indians are very good at improvising this sort of self
government with no one in particular telling them what to 
do. They don't wait to be told. I guess there were altogether 
six to eight hundred people crammed into the building, but 
it did not feel crowded. 

The original caravan leaders had planned a peaceful and 
dignified protest. There had even been talk of singing and 
dancing for the senators and inviting the lawmakers to an 
Indian fry bread and com soup feast. It might have worked 
out that way if somebody had been willing to listen to us. 
But the word had been passed to ignore us. The people who 
mattered, from the president down, would not talk to us. We 
were not wanted. It was said that we were hoodlums who did 
not speak for the Indian people. The half-blood tribal chair
men with their salaries and expense accounts condemned us 
almost to a man. Nixon sent some no-account underling to 
tell us that he had done more for the American Indian than 
any predecessor and that he saw no reason for our coming to 
Washington, that he had more important things to do than to 
talk with us-presumably surreptitiously taping his visitors 
and planning Watergate. We wondered what all these good 
things were that he had done for us. 

We had planned to have Crow Dog conduct a ceremony at 
the grave of Ira Hayes, the Pima Indian who had won the 
Congressional Medal of Honor at Iwo Jima, and who had 
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. d"t h The army which was in 
died drunk and forgotten m a 1 ~ .bade this ~eremony "be-

f A 1. gton Cemetery, ior d charge o r m . . 1. · s ,, Slowly our moo 
. ld b ohtical not re 1g1ou • h 

cause it wou e p ' lk of dancing and singing for t e 
changed. There was less a~out etting it on. Dennis Banks 
senators and more talk_ . f but that it might take 
said that AIM was a~am~::~ ::c:he public the plight of 
another Watts to brmg l M remarked to some report-

. A · Russe eans d Native mencans. . . . "What do we have to o 
d. ere 1gnonng us. . ers that the me ia w b d ;>" It was on this t" n;, Scalp some o Y· . ,, 

to get some atten 10 
· 1 e "behaved mcely 

I 1 d that as ong as w 
occasion that earne b but as soon as we qecame 
nobody gave a damn a ou\t~d media coverage we could 
rowdy we got all the suppo a , 

wish for. . W ushed the police and guards out of 
We obliged them. . e p . t be pushed but jumped 

·1d· S me did not wait o h d 
the bm mg. o windows like so many frogs. w_e a 
out of the ground-floo~. d ds These were all reJected 
formulated twenty In ian ema:e ~tiate with us. The most , 
by the few bureaucra~ sent ::e ;hite official holding up an 
we got out of these tal s was . "Isn't she sweet?" We 
Indian baby for a snaps~o~, s~~;f~r kissing ass. The mod-
had not come for baby-kissmg h · fault Soon we 

d"bT It was not t eir · 
erate leaders lost ere 1 1 tty. ation turned into a siege. 
listened to other voices _as th~;~:u~ s are here." I could see 
I heard somebody yelh_ng, p Tg he whole building was 

h · d that 1t was true. 
from t e wm ow d 1· med with all kinds of guns. 

d d b h lmete po ice ar . 
surroun e y e h olice and our security. Some 
A fight broke out betw~en t e Ph head with police clubs and 

got hit over t e 
of our young men . d wn their faces. There was a 
we saw the blood streammgb o that we had received an 

Which turned out to e true, .. rumor, 
1 

,,, 
· "Clear out-ore se. · · · 

ultimatum: . . within the building, felt it nsing 
I felt the tension nse b d was plunging a stick into, 

within me, an ant heap some o y 
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stirring it up. I heard a woman screaming, "They are com
ing, they are going to kill us all!" Men started shouting, 
"Women and children upstairs! Get upstairs!" But I went 
downstairs. I saw the riot squad outside. They had just 
beaten up two Indians and were hauling them off to jail. We 
barricaded all doors and the lowest windows with document 
boxes, Xerox machines, tables, file cabinets, anything we 
could lay our hands on. Some brothers piled up heavy type
writers on windowsills to hurl down on the police in case 
they tried to storm the building. Young men were singing 
and yelling, "It's a good day to die!" We started making 
weapons for ourselves. Two or three guys discovered some 
archery sets and were ready to defend themselves with bow 
and arrows. Others were swinging golf clubs, getting the 
feel of them. Still others were tying pen knives to fishing 
rods. A letter opener taped to a table leg became a toma
hawk. Floyd Young Horse, a Sioux from Cherry Creek, was 
the first to put war paint on his face in the ancient manner. 
Soon a lot of young men did the same. Many wrapped 
themselves in upside-down American flags-like the Ghost 
Dancers of old. 

I took apart a pair of scissors and taped one half to a 
broken-off chair leg and went outside to join the security. 
My brother was one of the guards. He saw me and laughed. 
He had been four years in the marines and had taught me to 
take apart, clean, and fire a . 38. Seeing me with my measly 
weapon broke him up. "What are you going to do with that 
thing?" "Get them in the balls before they can hit me!" . 

At last the police were withdrawn and we were told that 
they had given us another twenty-four hours to evacuate the 
building. This was not the end of the confrontation. From 
then on, every morning we were given a court order to get 
out by six P.M. Came six o'clock and we would be standing 
there ready to join battle. I think many brothers and sisters 
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were prepared to die right on the steps of the BIA building. 
When one of the AIM leaders was asked by a reporter 
whether the Indians were not afraid that their women and 
children could get hurt, he said, "Our women and children 
have taken this risk for four hundred years and accept it," 
an.cl we all shouted "Right on!" I don't think I slept more 
than five or six hours during the whole week I was inside 
the BIA. 

Every morning and evening was crisis time. In between, 
the negotiations went on. Groups of supporters arrived, 
good people as well as weirdos. The Indian commissioner 
Lewis Bruce stayed one night in the building to show his 
sympathy. So did LaDonna Harris, a Kiowa-Comanche ahd 
a senator's wife. One guy who called himself Wavy Gravy, 
who came from a place in California called the Hog Farm 
and who wore a single enormous earring, arrived in a psy
chedelically decorated bus and set up a loudspeaker system 
for us. At the same time the police cut all our telephone 
wires except the one connecting us with the Department of , 
the Interior. A certain Reverend McIntire came with a 
bunch of followers waving signs and singing Christian 
hymns. He was known to us as a racist and Vietnam War 
hawk. Why he wanted to support us was a big mystery. 
Cameramen and reporters swarmed through the building; 
tourists took snapshots of our guards. It was as if all these 
white people around the BIA were hoping for some sort of 
Buffalo Bill Wild West show. 

For me the high point came not with our men arming 
themselves, but with Martha Grass, a simple middle-aged 
Cherokee woman from Oklahoma, standing up to Interior 
Secretary Morton and giving him a piece of her mind, speak
ing from the heart, speaking for all of us. She talked about 
everyday things, women's things, children's problems, get
ting down to the nitty-gritty. She shook her fists in Morton's 
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face say· "E ' mg, nough of your buIIsh. ',, I 
Indian mother stand u t It. . twas good to see an 
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him the finger. · s e to d him. Then she gave 
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said they could not go on n . . eac e . . The government 
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From the practical point of:::. :v:~ gone into after_ward. 
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had been a great victory. a~~nf a~u?elves. B~t morally it 
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government and gone throu h b e _had stood up to the 
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