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1 * INDIANS TODAY,
THE REAL
AND THE UNREAL

InDIANs ARE LIKE the weather. Everyone knows all about the
weather, but none can change it. When storms are predicted,
the sun shines. When picnic weather is announced, the rain
begins. Likewise, if you count on the unpredictability of Indian
people, you will never be sorry.

One of the finest things about being an Indian is that people
are always interested in you and your “plight.” Other groups
have difficulties, predicaments, quandaries, problems, or troubles.
Traditionally we Indians have had a “plight.”

Our foremost plight is our transparency. People can tell just
by looking at us what we want, what should be done to help
us, how we feel, and what a “real” Indian is really like. Indian
life, as it relates to the real world, is a continuous attempt not
to disappoint people who know us. Unfulfilled expectations cause
grief and we have already had our share.

Because people can see right through us, it becomes impossible

1



CUSTER DI1ED FOR YOUR SINS - 2

to tell truth from fiction o fact from mythology. Experts paint
us as they would like us to be. Often we paint ourselves as we
wish we were or as we might have been.

The more we try to be ourselves the more we are forced to
defend what we have never been. The American public feels
most comfortable with the mythical Indians of stereotype-land
who were always THERE. These Indians are fierce, they wear
feathers and grunt. Most of us don’t fit this idealized figure since
we grunt only when overeating, which is seldom.

To be an Indian in modern American society is in a very real
sense to be unreal and ahistorical. In this book we will discuss
the other side—the unrealities that face us as Indian people. It
is this unreal feeling that has been welling up inside us and
threatens to make this decade the most decisive in history for
Indian people. In so many ways, Indian people are re-examining
themselves in an eftort to redefine a new social structure for
their people. Tribes are reordering their priorities to account
for the obvious discrepancies between their goals and the goals
whites have defined for them.

Indian reactions are sudden and surprising. One day at a
conference we were singing “My Country 'Tis of Thee” and
we came across the part that goes:

Land where our fathers died
Land of the Pilgrims’ pride . . .

Some of us broke out laughing when we realized that our fathers
undoubtedly died trying to keep those Pilgrims from stealing
our land. In fact, many of our fathers died because the Pilgrims
killed them as witches. We didn’t feel much kinship with those
Pilgrims, regardless of who they did in.

We often hear “give it back to the Indians” when a gadget
fails to work. It's a terrible thing for a people to realize that
society has set aside all non-working gadgets for their exclusive
use.

During my three years as Executive Director of the National
Congress of American Indians it was a rare day when some
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white didn’t visit my office and proudly proclaim that he or she
was of Indian descent,

Cherokee was the most popular tribe of their choice and
many people placed the Cherokees anywhere from Maine to
Washington State. Mohawk, Sioux, and Chippewa were next in
popularity. Occasionally I would be told about some mythical
tribe from lower Pennsylvania, Virginia, or Massachusetts which
had spawned the white standing before me.

At times I became quite defensive about being a Sioux when
these white people had a pedigree that was so much more
respectable than mine. But eventually I came to understand their
need to identify as partially Indian and did not resent them. I
would confirm their wildest stories about their Indian ancestry
and would add a few tales of my own hoping that they would
be able to accept themselves someday and leave us alone.

Whites claiming Indian blood generally tend to reinforce
mythical beliefs about Indians. All but one person I met who
claimed Indian blood claimed it on their grandmother’s side. I
once did a projection backward and discovered that evidently
most tribes were entirely female for the first three hundred years
of white occupation. No one, it seemed, wanted to claim a male
Indian as a forebear.

It doesn’t take much insight into racial attitudes to under-
stand the real meaning of the Indian-grandmother complex
that plagues certain whites. A male ancestor has too much of
the aura of the savage warrior, the unknown primitive, the in-
stinctive animal, to make him a respectable member of the
family tree. But a young Indian princess? Ah, there was royalty
for the taking. Somehow the white was linked with a noble house
of gentility and culture if his grandmother was an Indian prin-
cess who ran away with an intrepid pioneer. And royalty has
always been an unconscious but all-consuming goal of the
European immigrant.

The early colonists, accustomed to life under benevolent des-
pots, projected their understanding of the European political
structure onto the Indian tribe in trying to explain its political
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and social structure. European royal houses were closed to ex-
convicts and indentured servants, so the colonists made all
Indian maidens princesses, then proceeded to climb a social
ladder of their own creation. Within the next generation, if the
trend continues, a large portion of the American population will
eventually be related to Powhattan.

While a real Indian grandmother is probably the nicest thing
that could happen to a child, why is a remote Indian princess
grandmother so necessary for many whites? Is it because they
are afraid of being classed as foreigners? Do they need some
blood tie with the frontier and its dangers in order to experience
what it means to be an American? Or is it an attempt to avoid
facing the guilt they bear for the treatment of the Indian?

The phenomenon seems to be universal. Only among the
Jewish community, which has a long tribal-religious tradition of
its own, does the mysterious Indian grandmother, the primeval
princess, fail to dominate the family tree. Otherwise, there’s not
much to be gained by claiming Indian blood or publicly identi-
fying as an Indian. The white believes that there is a great
danger the lazy Indian will eventually corrupt God’s hard-
working people. He is still suspicious that the Indian way of
life is dreadfully wrong. There is, in fact, something un-American
about Indians for most whites.

I ran across a classic statement of this attitude one day in a
history book which was published shortly after the turn of the
century. Often have I wondered how many Senators, Congress-
men, and clergymen of the day accepted the attitudes of that
book as a basic fact of life in America. In no uncertain terms
did the book praise God that the Indian had not yet been able
to corrupt North America as he had South America:

It was perhaps fortunate for the future of America that the Indians
of the North rejected civilization. Had they accepted it the whites
and Indians might have intermarried to some extent as they did in
Mexico. That would have given us a population made up in a
measure of shiftless half-breeds.
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I never dared to show this passage to my white friends who had
claimed Indian blood, but I often wondered why they were
so energetic if they did have some of the bad seed in them.

Those whites who dare not claim Indian blood have an asset
of their own. They understand Indians.

Understanding Indians is not an esoteric art. All it takes is a
trip through Arizona or New Mexico, watching a documentary
on TV, having known one in the service, or having read a
popular book on them.

There appears to be some secret osmosis about Indian people
by which they can magically and instantaneously communicate
complete knowledge about themselves to these interested whites.
Rarely is physical contact required. Anyone and everyone who
knows an Indian or who is interested, immediately and thor-
oughly understands them.

You can verify this great truth at your next party. Mention
Indians and you will find a person who saw some in a gas
station in Utah, or who attended the Gallup ceremonial cele-
bration, or whose Uncle Jim hired one to cut logs in Oregon,
or whose church had a missionary come to speak last Sunday
on the plight of Indians and the mission of the church.

There is no subject on earth so easily understood as that of
the American Indian. Each summer, work camps disgorge teen-
agers on various reservations. Within one month’s time the
youngsters acquire a knowledge of Indians that would astound
a college professor.

Easy knowledge about Indians is a historical tradition. After
Columbus “discovered” America he brought back news of a
great new world which he assumed to be India and, therefore,
filled with Indians. Almost at once European folklore devised
a complete explanation of the new land and its inhabitants
which featured the Fountain of Youth, the Seven Cities of Gold,
and other exotic attractions. The absence of elephants apparently
did not tip off the explorers that they weren’t in India. By the
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time they realized their mistake, instant knowledge of Indians
was a cherished tradition.

Missionaries, after learning some of the religious myths of
tribes they encountered, solemnly declared that the inhabitants
of the new continent were the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel. Indians
thus received a religious-historical identity far greater than they
wanted or deserved. But it was an impossible identity. Their
failure to measure up to Old Testament standards doomed them
to a fall from grace and they were soon relegated to the status
of a picturesque species of wildlife.

Like the deer and the antelope, Indians seemed to play rather
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than get down to thc serious business of piling up treasures

upon the earth where thieves break through and steal. Scalping,
introduced prior to the French and Indian War by the English,®
confirmed the suspicion that Tndians were wild animals to be

® Notice, for example the following proclamation:

Given at the Council Chamber in Boston this third day of November
1755 in the twenty-ninth year of the Reign of our Sovereign Lord
George the Second by the Grace of God of Great Britain, France, and
Ireland, King Defender of the Faith.

By His Honour’s command
J. Willard, Secry.
God Save the King

Whereas the tribe of Penobscot Indians have repeatedly in a perfidi-
ous manner acted contrary to their solemn submission unto his Majesty
long since made and frequently renewed.

I have, therefore, at the desire of the House of Representatives . . .
thought fit to issue this Proclamation and to declare the Penobscot
Tribe of Indians to be enemies, rebels and traitors to his Majesty.
. . . And I do hereby require his Majesty’s subjects of the Province to
embrace all opportunities of pursuing, captivating, killing and destroy-
all and every of the aforesaid Indians.

And whereas the General Court of this Province have voted that a
bounty . . . be granted and allowed to be paid out of the Province
Treasury . . . the premiums of bounty following viz:

For every scalp of a male Indian brought in as evidence of their being
killed as aforesaid, forty pounds.

For every scalp of such female Indian or male Indian under the age
of twelve years that shall be killed and brought in as evidence of
their being killed as aforesaid, twenty pounds.
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hunted and skinned. Bounties were set and an Indian scalp
became more valuable than beaver, otter, marten, and other
animal pelts.

American blacks had become recognized as a species of human
being by amendments to the Constitution shortly after the Civil
War. Prior to emancipation they had been counted as three-
fifths of a person in determining population for representation in
the House of Representatives. Early Civil Rights bills nebulously
state that other people shall have the same rights as “white
people,” indicating there were “other people.” But Civil Rights
bills passed during and after the Civil War systematically ex-
cluded Indian people. For a long time an Indian was not pre-
sumed capable of initiating an action in a court of law, of
owning property, or of giving testimony against whites in court.
Nor could an Indian vote or leave his reservation. Indians were
America’s captive people without any defined rights whatsoever.

Then one day the white man discovered that the Indian tribes
still owned some 135 million acres of land. To his horror he
learned that much of it was very valuable. Some was good
grazing land, some was farm land, some mining land, and some
covered with timber.

Animals could be herded together on a piece of land, but they
could not sell it. Therefore it took no time at all to discover that
Indians were really people and should have the right to sell
their lands. Land was the means of recognizing the Indian as
a human being, It was the method whereby land could be stolen
legally and not blatantly.

Once the Indian was thus acknowledged, it was fairly simple
to determine what his goals were. If, thinking went, the Indian
was just like the white, he must have the same outlook as the
white. So the future was planned for the Indian people in public
and private life. First in order was allotting them reservations
so that they could sell their lands. God’s foreordained plan to
repopulate the continent fit exactly with the goals of the tribes
as they were defined by their white friends.

It is fortunate that we were never slaves. We gave up land
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instead of life and labor. Because the Negro labored, he was
considered a draft animal. Because the Indian occupied large
areas of land, he was considered a wild animal. Had we given
up anything else, or had anything else to give up, it is certain
that we would have been considered some other thing.

Whites have had different attitudes toward the Indians and
the blacks since the Republic was founded. Whites have always
refused to give non-whites the respect which they have been
found to legally possess. Instead there has always been a con-
temptuous attitude that although the law says one thing, “we
all know better.”

Thua whuca awadfastly ch'uabd (¢} auuw blacka o 61'1]0}7 th
fruits of full citizenship. They systematically closed schools,
churches, stores, restaurants, and public places to blacks or
made insulting provisions for them. For one hundred years every
program of public and private white America was devoted to
the exclusion of the black. It was, perhaps, embarrassing to be
rubbing shoulders with one who had not so long before been
defined as a field animal.

The Indian suffered the reverse treatment. Law after law was
passed requiring him to conform to white institutions. Indian
children were kidnapped and forced into boarding schools
thousands of miles from their homes to learn the white man’s
ways. Reservations were turned over to different Christian de-
nominations for governing. Reservations were for a long time
church operated. Everything possible was done to ensure that
Indians were forced into American life. The wild animal was
made into a household pet whether or not he wanted to be one.

Policies for both black and Indian failed completely. Blacks
eventually began the Civil Rights movement. In doing so they
assured themselves some rights in white society. Indians con-
tinued to withdraw from the overtures of white society and tried
to maintain their own communities and activities.

Actually both groups had little choice. Blacks, trapped in a
world of white symbols, retreated into themselves. And people
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thought comparable Indian withdrawal unnatural because they
expected Indians to behave like whites.

The white world of abstract symbols became a nightmare for
Indian people. The words of the treaties, clearly stating that
Indians should have “free and undisturbed” use of their lands
under the protection of the federal government, were cast aside
by the whites as if they didn’t exist. The Sioux once had a treaty
plainly stating that it would take the signatures or marks of
three-fourths of the adult males to amend it. Yet through force
the government obtained only 10 percent of the required signa-
tures and declared the new agreement valid.

Indian ‘solutions to problems which had been defined by the
white society were rejected out of hand and obvious solutions
discarded when they called for courses of action that were not
proper in white society. When Crow Dog assassinated Spotted
Tail the matter was solved under traditional Sioux customs. Yet
an outraged public, furious because Crow Dog had not been
executed, pressured for the Seven Major Crimes Act for the
federal government to assume nearly total criminal jurisdiction
over the reservations. Thus foreign laws and customs using the
basic concepts of justice came to dominate Indian life. If, Indians
reasoned, justice is for society’s benefit, why isn’t our justice
accepted? Indians became convinced they were the world’s
stupidest people.

Words and situations never seemed to fit together. Always, it
seemed, the white man chose a course of action that did not
work. The white man preached that it was good to help the
poor, yet he did nothing to assist the poor in his society. Instead
he put constant pressure on the Indian people to hoard their
worldly goods, and when they failed to accumulate capital but
freely gave to the poor, the white man reacted violently.

The failure of communication created a void into which
poured the white do-gooder, the missionary, the promoter, the
scholar, and every conceivable type of person who believed he
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could help. White society failed to understand the situation be-
cause this conglomerate of assistance blurred the real issues
beyond recognition.

The legend of the Indian was embellished or tarnished ac-
cording to the need of the intermediates to gain leverage in their
struggle to solve problems that never existed outside of their
own minds. The classic example, of course, is the old-time
missionary box. People were horrified that Indians continued to
dress in their traditional garb. Since whites did not wear buck-
skin and beads, they equated such dress with savagery. So do-
gooders in the East held fantastic clothing drives to supply
the Indians with civilized clothes. Soon boxes of discarded
evening gowns, tuxedos, tennis shoes, and uniforms flooded the
reservations. Indians were made to dress in these remnants so
they could be civilized. Then, realizing the ridiculous picture
presented by the reservation people, neighboring whites made
fun of the Indian people for having the presumption to dress
like whites.

But in the East, whites were making great reputations as
“Indian experts,” as people who devoted their lives to helping
the savages. Whenever Indian land was needed, the whites pic-
tured the tribes as wasteful people who refused to develop their
natural resources. Because the Indians did not “use” their lands,
argued many land promoters, the lands should be taken away
and given to people who knew what to do with them.

White society concentrated on the individual Indian to the
exclusion of his group, forgetting that any society is merely a
composite of individuals. Generalizations by experts universalized
“Indianness” to the detriment of unique Indian values. Indians
with a common cultural base shared behavior patterns. But they
were expected to behave like a similar group of whites and rarely
did. Whites, on the other hand, generally came from a multitude
of backgrounds and shared only the need for economic subsist-
ence. There was no way, therefore, to combine white values and
Indian behavior into a workable program or intelligible subject
of discussion.
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One of the foremost differences separating white and Indian
was simply one of origin. Whites derived predominantly from
western Europe. The earliest settlers on the Atlantic seaboard
came from England and the low countries. For the most part
they shared the common experiences of their peoples and dwelt
within the world view which had dominated western Europe
for over a millenium.

Conversely Indians had always been in the western hemi-
sphere. Life on this continent and views concerning it were not
shaped in a post-Roman atmosphere. The entire outlook of the
people was one of simplicity and mystery, not scientific or ab-
stract. The western hemisphere produced wisdom, western
Europe produced knowledge.

Perhaps this distinction seems too simple to mention. It is
not. Many is the time I have sat in Congressional hearings and
heard the chairman of the committee crow about “our” great
Anglo-Saxon heritage of law and order. Looking about the
hearing room I saw row after row of full-blood Indians with
blank expressions on their faces. As far as they were concerned,
Sir Walter Raleigh was a brand of pipe tobacco that you got at
the trading post.

When we talk about European background, we are talking
about feudalism, kings, queens, their divine right to rule their
subjects, the Reformation, Christianity, the Magna Charta and
all of the events that went to make up European history.

American Indians do not share that heritage. They do not look
wistfully back across the seas to the old country. The Apache
were not at Runymede to make King John sign the Magna
Charta. The Cherokee did not create English common law. The
Pima had no experience with the rise of capitalism and indus-
trialism. The Blackfeet had no monasteries. No tribe has an
emotional, historical, or political relationship to events of another
continent and age.

Indians have had their own political history which has shaped
the outlook of the tribes. There were great confederacies through-
out the country before the time of the white invader. The eastern
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Iroquois formed a strong league because as single tribes they
had been weak and powerless against larger tribes. The Deep
South was controlled by three confederacies: the Creeks with
their town system, the Natchez, and the Powhattan confedera-
tion which extended into tidelands Virginia. The Pequots and
their cousins the Mohicans controlled the area of Connecticut,
Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Long Island.

True democracy was more prevalent among Indian tribes in
pre-Columbian days than it has been since. Despotic power was
abhorred by tribes that were loose combinations of hunting
parties rather than political entities.

Conforming their ahsolute freedom to fit rigid FEuropean
political forms has been very difficult for most tribes, but on the
whole they have managed extremely well. Under the Indian
Reorganization Act Indian people have generally created a
modern version of the old tribal political structure and yet have
been able to develop comprehensive reservation programs which
compare favorably with governmental structures anywhere.

The deep impression made upon American minds by the
Indian struggle against the white man in the last century has
made the contemporary Indian somewhat invisible compared
with his ancestors. Today Indians are not conspicuous by their
absence from view. Yet they should be.

In The Other America, the classic study of poverty by Michael
Harrington, the thesis is developed that the poor are conspic-
uous by their invisibility. There is no mention of Indians in the
book. A century ago, Indians would have dominated such a work.

Indians are probably invisible because of the tremendous
amount of misinformation about them. Most books about Indians
cover some abstract and esoteric topic of the last century. Con-
temporary books are predominantly by whites trying to solve
the “Indian problem.” Between the two extremes lives a dynamic
people in a social structure of their own, asking only to be freed
from cultural oppression. The future does not look bright for the
attainment of such freedom because the white does not under-
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stand the Indian and the Indian does not wish to understand
the white.

Understanding Indians means understanding so-called Indian
Affairs. Indian Affairs, like Gaul, is divided into three parts: the
government, the private organizations, and the tribes them-
selves. Mythological theories about the three sectors are as
follows: paternalism exists in the governmental area, assistance
is always available in the private sector, and the tribes dwell
in primitive splendor. All three myths are false.

The government has responsibility for the Indian estate be-
cause of treaty commitments and voluntary assumption of such
responsibility. It allegedly cares for Indian lands and resources.
Education, health services, and technical assistance are provided
to the major tribes by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, which is in
the Department of the Interior.

But the smaller tribes get little or nothing from the Interior
Department. Since there are some 315 distinct tribal com-
munities and only about 30 get any kind of federal services,
there is always a Crisis in Indian Affairs. Interior could solve
the problems of 250 small tribes in one year if it wanted to.
It doesn’t want to.

The name of the game in the government sector is TASK FORCE
REPORT. Every two years some reporter causes a great uproar
about how Indians are treated by the Bureau of Indian Affairs.
This, in turn, causes great consternation among Senators and
Congressmen who have to answer miail from citizens concerned
about Indians. So a Task FORCE REPORT is demanded on Indian
problems.

The conclusion of every Task FORCE REPORT is that Congress
is not appropriating enough money to do an adequate job of
helping Indians. Additionally, these reports find that while
Indians are making some progress, the fluctuating policy of
Congress is stifling Indian progress. The reports advise that a
consistent policy of self-help with adequate loan funds for
reservation development be initiated.

Since Congress is not about to appropriate any more money
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than possible for Indian Affairs, the TAsk FORCE REPORT is filed
away for future reference. Rumor has it that there is a large gov-
ernment building set aside as a storage bin for TAsk FORCE
REPORTS.

This last year saw the results of a number of TAsk FORCE RE-
PORTS. In 1960, when the New Frontier burst upon the scene, a
TASK FORCE REPORT was prepared. It made the recommendations
listed above. In 1966 two additional Task FORCEs went abroad in
search of the solution to the “Indian problem.” One was a secret
Presidential Task FOrRce. One was a semi-secret Interior Task
FORCE. In March of 1968 the President asked for a 10 percent
increase in funds for Indian programs and after eight years
of Democratic rule, a TASK FORCE recommendation was actually
carried out.

Government agencies always believe that their TAsk FORCEs
are secret. They believe that anonymous experts can ferret out
the esoteric answers to an otherwise insoluble problem. Hence
they generally keep secret the names of people serving on their
TASK FORCES until after the report is issued. Only they make one
mistake. They always have the same people on the Task FoRcE.
So when Indians learn there is a TAsk FORCE abroad they auto-
matically know who are on it and what they are thinking.

Paternalism is always a favorite subject of the TAsk FORCEs.
They make it one of the basic statements of their preambles.
It has therefore become an accepted tenet that paternalism
dominates government-Indian relationships.

Congress always wants to do away with paternalism. So it
has a policy designed to do away with Indians. If there are no
Indians, there cannot be any paternalism.

But governmental paternalism is not a very serious problem.
If an employee of the Bureau of Indian Affairs gives any tribe
any static the problem is quickly resolved. The tribal chairman
gets on the next plane to Washington. The next morning he
walks into the Secretary of the Interior’s office and raises hell.
Soon a number of bureaucrats are working on the problem. The
tribal chairman has a good dinner, goes to a movie, and takes
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the late plane back to his reservation. Paternalism by field men
is not very popular in the Department of the Interior in Wash-
ington. Consequently, there is very little paternalism in the
governmental sector if the tribe knows what it is doing. And
most tribes know what they are doing.

In the private sector, however, paternalism is a fact of life.
Nay, it is the standard operating procedure. Churches, white
interest organizations, universities, and private firms come out
to the reservations asking only to be of service IN THEIR OWN
INIMITABLE WAY. No one asks them to come out. It is very
difficult, therefore, to get them to leave.

Because no chairman has the time to fly into New York
weekly and ask the national churches to stop the paternalistic
programs of their missionaries, the field is ripe for paternalism.
Most of them are not doing much anyway.

But, people in the private area are working very hard to keep
Indians happy. When Indians get unhappy they begin to think
about kicking out the white do-gooders, paternalism or not.
And if the private organizations were kicked out of a reservation,
where would they work? What would they claim as their ac-
complishments at fund-raising time?

Churches, for example, invest great amounts to train white
men for Indian missions. If there were ever too great a number
of Indian missionaries, Indians might think they should have
their own churches. Then there would be no opportunity to con-
vert the pagans. Where, then, would clergy misfits go if not to
Indian missions?

So paternalism is very sophisticated in the private sector. It
is disguised by a board of “Indian advisors,” selected from among
the Indians themselves on the reservation. These “advisors” are
put to use to make it appear as if all is well. Pronouncements by
Indian advisory boards generally commend the private organiza-
tion for its work. They ask it to do even more work, for only in
that way, they declare, can justice be done to their people.

To hear some people talk, Indians are simultaneously rich
from oil royalties and poor as church mice. To hear others,
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Indians have none of the pleasures of the mainstream, like riots,
air pollution, snipers, ulcers, and traffic. Consequently, they class
Indians among the “underprivileged” in our society.

Primitive purity is sometimes attributed to tribes. Some tribes
keep their rituals and others don’t. The best characterization of
tribes is that they stubbornly hold on to what they feel is im-
portant to them and discard what they feel is irrelevant to their
current needs. Traditions die hard and innovation comes hard.
Indians have survived for thousands of years in all kinds of con-
ditions. They do not fly from fad to fad seeking novelty. That
is what makes them Indian.

Three books, to my way of thinking, give a good idea of the
intangible sense of reality that pervades the Indian people.
When the Legends Die by Hal Borland gives a good picture of
Indian youth. Little Big Man by Thomas Berger gives a good
idea of Indian attitudes toward life. Stay Away, Joe, by Dan
Cushman, the favorite of Indian people, gives a humorous but
accurate idea of the problems caused by the intersection of two
ways of life. Anyone who can read, appreciate, and understand
the spiritual forces brought out in these books will have a good
idea of what Indians are all about.

Other books may be nice, accurate, and historical but they are
not really about Indians. In general, they twist Indian reality
into a picture which is hard to understand and consequently
greatly in error.

Statistical information on Indians can easily be found in other
books. What is important, for understanding the present state of
Indian Affairs, is to know how tribes are organized today, how
they work together, and what they anticipate for the future.
And there is no easy way to broach the subject. So let us begin.

In 1934 the Indian Reorganization Act was passed. Under the
provisions of this act reservation people were enabled to or-
ganize for purposes of self-government. Nearly three-quarters of
the reservations organized. These reservations are not known as
tribes. Often the remnants of larger historical tribal groups that
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were located on different pieces of land, they became under
IRA officially recognized as “tribes.”

There are nineteen different Chippewa tribes, fifteen Sioux
tribes, four Potawatomi tribes, a number of Paiute tribes, and
several consolidated tribes which encompass two different groups
that happened to land on the same reservation.

Examples of consolidated tribes are the Salish and Kootenai
of Montana, the Cheyenne-Arapaho of Oklahoma, the Kiowa-
Comanche-Apache of Oklahoma, and the Mandan, Hidatsa,
and Arikara of the Fort Berthold reservation in North Dakota.

Over the past generation tribes have discovered that they must
band together to make themselves heard. Consequently most
states have inter-tribal councils, composed of the tribes in that
state, that meet regularly and exchange ideas. In some areas,
particularly in the Northwest, tribal representation is on a
regional basis. The Northwest Affiliated Tribes is an organization
made up of tribes from Montana, Idaho, Washington, and
Oregon. Its counterpart, the Western Washington Inter-tribal
Coordinating Council consists of tribes that live in the Puget
Sound area.

Rarely do tribes overlap across state boundaries. While there
are fifteen Sioux tribes, the United Sioux is an organization of
only South Dakota tribes. Sioux groups in North Dakota,
Nebraska, or Minnesota are not invited.

Indians have two “mainstream” organizations, the National
Congress of American Indians and the National Indian Youth
Council. The NCAI is open to tribes, organizations, and in-
dividuals, both red and white. Its major emphasis is on strong
tribal membership because it works primarily with legislation
and legislation is handled on an individual tribal basis.

The NIYC is the SNCC of Indian Affairs. Organized in 1962,
it has been active among the post-college group just entering
Indian Affairs. Although NIYC has a short history, it has been
able to achieve recognition as a force to be reckoned with in
national Indian Affairs. Generally more liberal and more ex-
citable than the NCAI, the NIYC inclines to the spectacular
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short-term project rather than the extended program. The rivalry
between the two groups is intense.

Lesser known but with great potential for the future are the
traditional organizations. Primary among these is the oldest con-
tinuous Indian-run organization: the League of Nations, Pan
American Indians. Its President, Alfred Gagne, incorporates the
best of traditional Indian life and national problems into a
coherent working philosophy. Should this group ever receive
sufficient funding to have field workers, it could very well over-
turn established government procedures in Indian Affairs. It has

long fought the Bureau of Indian Affairs and seeks a return to
traditional Indian customs.

From the work of the League of Nations has come the alliance
of the traditional Indians of each tribe. In June of 1968 they met
in Oklahoma to form the National Aborigine Conference. Dis-
cussions ranging from religious prophecies to practical politics
were held. From this conference is expected to come a strong
nationalistic push on the reservations in the next several years.

Another group well worthy of mention is the American Indian
Historical Society of San Francisco. Begun by Rupert Costo, a
Cauhilla man, the society has become the publishers of the
finest contemporary material on Indians. Excellent research and
wide knowledge of Indian people makes it an influential voice
in Indian Affairs.

Recently, during the Poor People’s March, Indian participants
formed the Coalition of American Indian Citizens. A loose and
perhaps temporary alliance of disgruntled young people, the
Coalition brought to Indian Affairs a sense of urgency. Whether
it will continue to function depends on the commitment of its
members to goals which they originally stated.

Regional groups are occasionally formed around a specific
issue. In the Northwest the Survivors of American Indians, Inc.,
works exclusively on the issue of fishing rights. In Oklahoma the
Original Cherokee Community Organization has been formed
to defend hunting and treaty rights of the Cherokees.

Most urban areas have urban centers or clubs composed of
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Indian people. For the most part these centers provide a place
where urban Indians can meet and socialize. The best-known
centers are in Los Angeles, Oakland, Chicago, and Minneapolis.
New centers are always springing up in different cities. There
are probably in excess of thirty functioning centers or clubs at
any one time. The urban areas show the most potential for
strong lasting organizations, however, and once the urban Indians
stabilize themselves they will experience phenomenal growth.

All of these groups are primarily interested in issues and
policies. The Indian Council Fire of Chicago works primarily in
the field of public relations and Indian culture. The American
Indian Development, Inc., works in the field of youth work and
economic development of Indian communities.

There are a number of white organizations that attempt to
help Indian people. Since we would be better off without them
I will not mention them, except to comment that they do exist.

Movement occurs easily in Indian Affairs. Tribes are generally
quite alert to issues and policies advocated by red and white
alike. It is a rare event that goes unnoticed. Careful observation
of the effects of the moccasin telegraph indicates a tendency
by the Indian people to organize and coalesce around certain
issues rather than according to any set pattern.

The National Congress of American Indians is the best ex-
ample of this tendency. Membership fluctuates in the NCAI
according to the urgency of national issues affecting member
tribes. The NCAI attracts only those tribes that are interested in
its programs. Unity for unity’s sake is not yet a concept that has
been accepted by the tribes. Nor has unity for future action
been understood.

Within the NCAI personal leadership determines policies and
programs. In 1954 Congress began the great push to abrogate
Indian rights in a series of “termination bills” by which federal
services and protections would be denied to tribes. Fortunately
the northwestern tribes under the leadership of Joseph Garry,
Chairman of the Coeur d’Alenes of Idaho, were then in control
of the NCAIL Garry succeeded in uniting enough tribes under
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his leadership to bring the policy to a stalemate. It has remained
in a deadlock ever since, with Congress waiting for the tribes
to lose interest and the tribes remaining on the alert against any
termination move by Congress.

Garry served as President of the NCAI from 1953-1959. He
established a tradition in the Northwest of political cooperation
between the tribes. National Indian Affairs has ever since been
haunted by the memory of the powerful coalition of that era.
Since Garry’s days few decisions are made in Indian Affairs
without first checking with northwestern tribal leadership. The
recent alliance of the Northwest with the Alaskan natives will
shortly result in a total takeover of the NCAI by the north-
western tribes as the Indian political balance is once again
achieved.

The power of the Northwest has been balanced by the leader-
ship and political ability of the Sioux. During twenty-five years
of NCAI existence the Sioux have held the Executive Director-
ship for fourteen years. The Sioux reign is nearly at an end,
however, as other tribes achieve more political sophistication
and begin to exert more influence on the total national scene.
The rise of the Wisconsin-Minnesota groups of Chippewas as
a potent force was noted at the NCAI convention in Omaha in
1968. Since the Chippewa and the Sioux are traditional enemies
and the Chippewa are now allied with the northwestern tribes,
the Chippewa should be able to take over the entire field of
Indian Affairs within a period of three years. They now lack
only that charismatic leader who can articulate critical issues to
other tribes.

The tribes from California, Kansas, and Nevada have tradi-
tionally been slow to rise to the challenge of national Indian
political combat. Yet they could unite and take over the organiza-
tion completely if they were to join it en masse. With the current
inroads being made into national Indian Affairs by the Coalition
of Indian Citizens and the National Indian Youth Council, Cali-
fornia and Nevada may yet exert tremendous influence over
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other tribes by attending an NCAI convention with full voting
power.

The NCAI is important to the Indian people only when it
provides a forum in which issues can be discussed. Occasionally
it has come to be dominated by a few tribes and then it has
rapidly gone downhill. At the Omaha convention of 1968 non-
tribal groups attended the meeting hoping to be allowed to
participate. Instead they were rebuffed, and during the con-
vention all non-tribal forces became allied outside the normal
channels of Indian Affairs. This tragic blunder by the NCAI
could cause a great conflict between reservation and non-reserva-
tion groups in the future. There is little doubt that urban Indians
have more sophistication than do reservation people, and now
urban Indians and the National Indian Youth Council have
formed together as cooperating organizations to work for urban
and young Indian people. It will probably take several years for
Indian tribes to absorb the meaning of this new coalition. By
then it may be too late for them to survive.

Individual tribes show incredible differences. No single aspect
seems to be as important as tribal solidarity. Tribes that can
handle their reservation conflicts in traditional Indian fashion
generally make more progress and have better programs than
do tribes that continually make adaptations to the white value
system. The Pueblos of New Mexico have a solid community
life and are just now, with the influx of college-educated Pueblos,
beginning large development projects. In spite of the vast dif-
ferences between the generations, the Pueblos have been able
to maintain a sense of tribal purpose and solidarity, and develop-
ments are undertaken by the consensus of all the people of the
community.

Even more spectacular are the Apaches of the Southwest—the
Mescalero, San Carlos, White Mountain, and Jicarilla tribes.
Numbering probably less than a dozen college graduates among
them, the four tribes have remained close to their traditions,
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bolding ancient ceremonies to be of utmost importance to the
future of the tribe. Without the benefit of the white man’s
vaunted education, these four Apache groups have developed
their reservations with amazing skill and foresight. Mescalero
Apache owns a ski resort worth over one million dollars. Jicarilla
has a modern shopping center. White Mountain has a tremen-
dous tourism development of some twenty-six artificial lakes
stocked with trout. San Carlos has a fine cattle industry and is
presently developing an industrial park.

Contrast the Chippewas with the Apaches and the picture is
not as bright. The Chippewas are located in Minnesota, Wis-
consin, and Michigan. They have access to the large cities of
Chicago, Minneapolis, Milwaukee, and Detroit. The brain drain
of leadership from the Chippewa reservations to the cities has
been enormous over the years. Migration to the cities has meant
an emphasis on land sales, little development of existing re-
sources, and abandonment of tribal traditions. Only among the
Red Lake Chippewa has much progress been made. And Red
Lake is probably the most traditional of the Chippewa tribes.

The Sioux, my own people, have a great tradition of conflict.
We were the only nation ever to annihiliate the United States
Cavalry three times in succession. And when we find no one else
to quarrel with, we often fight each other. The Sioux problem is
excessive leadership. During one twenty-year period in the last
century the Sioux fought over an area from LaCrosse, Wis-
consin, to Sheridan, Wyoming, against the Crow, Arapaho, Chey-
enne, Mandan, Arikara, Hidatsa, Ponca, Iowa, Pawnee, Otoe,
Omaha, Winnebago, Chippewa, Cree, Assiniboine, Sac and Fox,
Potawatomi, Ute, and Gros Ventre. This was, of course, in
addition to fighting the U.S. Cavalry continually throughout
that period. The United States government had to call a special
treaty session merely to settle the argument among the tribes in
the eastern half of that vast territory. It was the only treaty be-
tween tribes supervised by the federal government.

But the Sioux never quit fighting. Reservation programs are
continually disrupted by bickering within the reservations. Each
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election on a Sioux reservation is generally a fight to the finish.
A ten-vote margin of some 1,500 votes cast is a landslide victory
in Sioux country. Fortunately strong chairmen have come to
have a long tenure on several Sioux reservations and some of
the tribes have made a great deal of progress. But the tendency
is always present to slug it out at a moment’s notice.

The northwestern tribes also have their fierce and gentle side.
Over the past two decades there has been continual conflict be-
tween the western tribes and the Fish and Game commissions
in Oregon and Washington. Violations of treaty fishing rights by
the state can bring Yakimas to the riverbanks with guns so quick
as to frighten an unsuspecting bystander.

Before anyone conceived of statehood for either state, Isaac
Stevens, on behalf of the United States, traveled up the coast
signing treaties with all of the Pacific tribes. These treaties
promised perpetual hunting and fishing rights for the tribes if
they would agree to remain on restricted reservations. After
World War II, when the sportsmen began to have leisure time,
the states sought to abrogate the treaties. But in the case of
Washington there was a specific disclaimer clause in the act
admitting Washington into the Union by which the state prom-
ised never to disturb the Indian tribes within its borders.

In recent years there have been a number of “fish-ins” by the
smaller tribes in Washington in sporadic attempts to raise the
fishing-rights issue. Unfortunately the larger tribes have not sup-
ported these people. The larger tribes cannot seem to understand
that a precedent of law set against a small tribe means one for
the larger tribes as well. It may well be that all Indian fishing
will eventually be regulated by the states of the Northwest. This
would be quite tragic as there is a fundamental difference be-
tween Indian and sports fishing. Indian people are fishing for
food for their families. Sportsmen are fishing for relaxation and
recreation. Indians may have to starve so that whites can have
a good time on the weekends if present trends continue.

But the northwestern tribes have taken the lead in pursuing
their rights in court in this century. In the last century the
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Cherokees went to the Supreme Court over and over again and
set forth most of Indian law in its developing years. Similarly
in this century the tribes of Oregon, Washington, and Idaho
have won the more significant cases which have been taken to
court. Such landmark cases as Squire v. Capoeman, a taxation
case which spelled out exemption of individual allotments from
income tax, United States v. Winans, which defined water rights
and fishing rights, Mason v. Sams, another fishing-rights case,
and Seymour v. Superintendent, a jurisdiction case which gave
the modern definition of “Indian country”—a concept important
for preservation of treaty rights—were all cases initiated by tribes
of that area.

In 1967 ABC television began its ill-fated series on Custer.
The Tribal Indians Land Rights Association began the national
fight to get the series banned. Eventually the NCAI and other
groups protested to ABC over the series and a great Indian war
was on. Custer, who had never been a very bright character,
was tabbed by the NCAI as the “Adolph Eichmann” of the nine-
teenth century. But no one could figure out the correct strategy
by which ABC could be forced to negotiate.

Finally the Yakima tribal lawyer, James Hovis, devised the
tactic of getting every tribe to file for equal time against ABC'’s
local affiliate (ABC itself was not subject to FCC regulations).
As tribes in the different areas began to move, ABC, through its
affiliate board, arranged a trip to California to discuss the pro-
gram with the NCAI Several tribes filed against the local
affiliates of ABC and did receive some air time to present the
Indian side of the Custer story during the brief run of the show.
Later we heard that it would have cost ABC some three thousand
dollars per complaint if every tribe had gone ahead and de-
manded FCC hearings on the controversy. Whether this was
true or not we never learned, but once again the northwestern
Indians had devised a legal strategy by which Indians as a
national ethnic group could air their complaints. The series was
canceled after nine episodes.

The greatest potential, as yet untapped, lies in Nevada. With
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a small total population concentrated in Las Vegas and Reno,
Nevada is presently on the threshold of development. Some
twenty-six tribes, mainly Paiutes and Shoshones, live in Nevada.
If these tribes were ever to form a strong political or economic
alliance, they would exert tremendous influence within the state.
The Nevadan Indian population is fairly young and the possi-
bility of its developing a strong Indian swing vote as it comes
of age is excellent.

Perhaps even more spectacular is the pattern by which Indian
land is held in that state. In the closing years of the last century
there were no large reservations set up in Nevada. Instead, be-
cause the groups were so small and scattered, Indians were given
public-domain allotments adjoining the larger towns and cities
in Nevada. These groups were called colonies and they were
simply unorganized groups of Indians living, like the Lone
Ranger and Tonto used to do, “not far from town.” Today the
Nevada tribes have extremely valuable land in areas where
development will have to move if the towns in Nevada are going
to continue to grow. With few exceptions old desert lands of the
last century are now prime prospects for industrial parks and
residential subdivisions. If the Nevada tribes were to pursue a
careful policy of land exchange, they would soon own great
amounts of land and have a respectable bank account as well.

Indian tribes are rapidly becoming accustomed to the manner
in which the modern world works. A generation ago most Indians
would not have known which way Washington, D.C., lay. To-
day it is a rare tribe that does not make a visit once a year to
talk with its Congressional delegation, tour the government
agencies, and bring home a new program or project from the
many existing programs being funded by the federal govern-
ment. Many tribes receive the Congressional Record and a num-
ber subscribe to leading national publications such as The Wall
Street Journal, Life, Time, and Newsweek. Few events of much
importance pass the eyes of watchful tribal groups without com-
ment.
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Tribes are also becoming very skilled at grantsmanship. Among
the larger, more experienced tribes, million-dollar programs are
commonplace. Some tribes sharpened their teeth on the old
Area Redevelopment Administration of the early sixties. When
the Office of Economic Opportunity was created they jumped
into the competition with incredibly complex programs and got
them funded. One housing program on the Rosebud Sioux
reservation is a combination of programs offered by some five
different government agencies. The Sioux there have melded a
winning hand by making each government agency fund a com-
ponent of the total housing program for the reservation.

Some tribes take home upward of ten million dollars a year in
government programs and private grants for their reservation
people. Many tribes, combining a variety of sources, have their
own development officer to plan and project future programs.
The White Mountain Apaches are the first tribe to have their
own public relations firm to keep tribal relations with the sur-
rounding towns and cities on an even keel.

With a change in Congressional policy away from termination
toward support of tribal self-sufficiency, it is conceivable that
Indian tribes will be able to become economically independent
of the federal government in the next generation. Most tribes
operate under the provisions of their Indian Reorganization Act
constitutions and are probably better operated than most towns,
certainly more honestly operated than the larger cities.

Tribes lost some ten years during the 1950’s when all progress
was halted by the drive toward termination. Arbitrary and un-
reasonable harassment of tribal programs, denial of credit funds
for program development, and pressure on tribes to liquidate
assets all contributed to waste a decade during which tribes
could have continued to develop their resources.

Today the Indian people are in a good position to demonstrate
to the nation what can be done in community development in
the rural areas. With the overcrowding of the urban areas, rural
development should be the coming thing and understanding of
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tribal programs could indicate methods of resettling the vast
spaces of rural America.

With so much happening on reservations and the possibility
of a brighter future in store, Indians have started to become
livid when they realize the contagious trap the mythology of
white America has caught them in. The descendant of Poca-
hontas is a remote and incomprehensible mystery to us. We are
no longer a wild species of animal loping freely across the
prairie. We have little in common with the last of the Mohicans.
We are TAsk FORCED to death.

Some years ago at a Congressional hearing someone asked
Alex Chasing Hawk, a council member of the Cheyenne River
Sioux for thirty years, “Just what do you Indians want?” Alex
replied, “A leave-us-alone law!!”

The primary goal and need of Indians today is not for someone
to feel sorry for us and claim descent from Pocahontas to make
us feel better. Nor do we need to be classified as semi-white and
have programs and policies made to bleach us further. Nor do we
need further studies to see if we are feasible. We need a new
policy by Congress acknowledging our right to live in peace,
free from arbitrary harassment. We need the public at large
to drop the myths in which it has clothed us for so long. We
need fewer and fewer “experts” on Indians.

What we need is a cultural leave-us-alone agreement, in spirit
and in fact.



