


[image: ]






Praise for Days of Destruction, Days of Revolt


“Sacco’s sections are uniformly brilliant. The tone is controlled, the writing smart, the narration neutral. . . . This is an important book.” —New York Times Book Review


“An unabashedly polemic, angry manifesto that is certain to open eyes, intensify outrage and incite argument about corporate greed. . . . Through immersion reportage and graphic narrative, the duo illuminate the human and environmental devastation in those communities, with the warning that no one is immune. . . . A call for a new American revolution, passionately proclaimed.” —Kirkus (Starred Review)


“[Days of Destruction, Days of Revolt] is, without question, the most profoundly disquieting (and downright shocking) portrait of modern America in recent years, and one that is essential reading for anyone wanting to comprehend the quotidian struggle of what sociologists called ‘the underclass.’ To describe the book as Dickensian in its horror-show reports of frontline industrial decrepitude and socio-economic dysfunction is to engage in understatement . . . Days of Destruction, Days of Revolt is unapologetically combative and profoundly J’accuse. And though many a conservative think-tanker could try to punch holes in its arguments no one can remain unmoved or unsettled by its brilliantly documented reportage from the precipice of a society that prefers to turn a blind eye to its nightmarish underside.” —The Times (Saturday Review)


“[B]rilliant combination of prose and graphic comics.” —Ralph Nader


“Days of Destruction, Days of Revolt is as moving a portrait of poverty and as compelling a call to action as Michael Harrington’s ‘The Other America,’ published in 1962.” —Boston Globe


“Days of Destruction, Days of Revolt is a gripping and thoroughly researched polemic.” —Grantland


“[A] growling indictment of corporate America.” —Financial Times


“ . . . a unique hybrid of investigative journalism, graphic novel and polemic.” —Denver Post


“ . . . a heartfelt, harrowing picture of post-capitalist America.” —Guardian (UK)


“The book is a primer for every American who is overwhelmed by the uncertainty of the stock market, who wonders where America’s muscle went, and how much heavy lifting our kids will face.” —Seattle Times


“The tales therein—both the intimate personal ones and the big sociopolitical ones—are as unsettling as they are impossible to put down.” —Philadelphia Weekly


“Eloquently written and embellished by spare, desolate drawings from Joe Sacco, Days of Destruction, Days of Revolt is accessible and deeply uncomfortable.” —Metro (UK)


“ . . . provides close accounts of some of the country’s most devastated communities, ‘sacrifice zones.’ It ends with a detailed history of the Occupy protests and a declaration that ‘the mighty can fall.’” —Associated Press


“[B]rilliant.” —The Capital Times


“Days of Destruction is a riveting indictment of America’s failures.” —Portland Monthly


“This searing indictment of our unsustainable society is unsettling. To keep our chance for dignity, we must do our part to champion the organizers and whistleblowers, committee members and protesters. Amen. Pass the word.” —Brooklyn Rail


“[H]arrowing descriptions. . . . Hedges tells the story, not only of the people but of the town, and despite the differences in setting, certain similarities show through: poverty, addiction, violence; but more than that, a long series of broken promises and mounting despair. Sacco illustrates these chapters with his distinctive, careful line drawings. . . . [A]n excellent piece of journalism—engaging, troubling, and in its own way, beautiful.” —TowardFreedom.com


“As quixotic as the quest may seem, Days of Destruction brings the rhetoric and the reality into a nobler focus after a very disturbing tour.” —The Star-Ledger (New Jersey)


“It’s rare that a book carries so much courage and conviction, forcing reflection and an urge to immediately rectify the problems.” —Bookslut


“A powerful social and political exploration.” —Midwest Book Review/California Bookwatch


“Days of Destruction, Days of Revolt is a journey through contemporary American misery and what can be done to change the course, interpreted through the eyes of two of today’s most relevant literary journalists. . . . The graphics illustrate what words alone cannot, capturing a past as it’s told, where there’s no longer anything left to photograph.” —Asbury Park Press


“[T]he radical disjunction between how Hedges and Sacco approach their subjects is fascinating and instructive. Hedges is at ease with the grand, sweeping Howard Zinn–moments of matchbook history. . . . And if sweeping, historical connect-the-dots is your cup of tea, then you will find Hedges deeply moving. But if, like Sacco, you distrust all history that does not have a face, a name, and a voice behind it, you will find more to call you to action in the voices that speak from the decimated landscapes of America’s deepest poverty, which we (like Dickens’s ‘telescopic philanthropists’) know even less well than we do the sufferings of peoples halfway around the world. Together, Sacco and Hedges might just have created a form that can speak across divides unbridgeable without the supplement of graphic narrative.” —Public Books


“ . . . a bleak, fist-shaking look at the effects of global capitalism in the United States.” —Joe Gross, Austin American-Statesman


“This is a book that should warm the hearts of political activists such as Naomi Klein or the nonagenerian Pete Seeger. And cause apoplexy among the Tea Party and its fellow travellers. . . . Sure, it’s a polemic, but it’s a polemic with a human face.” —Globe and Mail (Canada)


“Days of Destruction, Days of Revolt is a harrowing account of the exploited American underclass. . . . It is their stories that shape Days of Destruction, Days of Revolt to be a mesmeric indictment of an America that has failed its populace. . . . From the title alone it is evident that neither Hedges nor Sacco remain objective or shy away from the palpable condemnation of capitalism and the American government. Regardless, they develop an accurate account of the despondency that plagues and divides American culture. This is an imperative read in an era where widespread economic depression and grief reign supreme. . . . Days of Destruction, Days of Revolt is powerful and remarkable, arguably one of the best publications of the year.” —PopMatters.com


“This is an important book.”—Winnipeg Free Press (Canada)


“It is a fascinating journey . . . This book hit me in the gut. It will move you to engage in battle.” —Ed Garvey


“[R]ead Days of Destruction, Days of Revolt to know what is happening in this country.” —Caffeinated Muslim


“ . . . a scorching look at communities burned out not by foreign bombs but by American capitalism.” —The Stranger (Seattle)


“As a portrait of poverty, the book succeeds stunningly well.” —Portland Mercury


“When their narrative culminates in Zucotti Park, readers will feel just as outraged as the protesters portrayed on the page.” —Barnes and Noble Review


“Days of Destruction, Days of Revolt examines how corruption and greed have shaped the history of the United States in an unfortunate way. . . . This is an excellent book for those who actually need a reason to revolt, and should be read by anyone seeking public office.” —San Francisco/Sacramento Book Review


“Be prepared for an emotional experience without a happy ending. Be prepared to be defensive. Be prepared to be angry. Be prepared to be ashamed. . . . [T]he book is accompanied by sections that are a graphic novel approach to the individual stories of the real people interviewed in these zones of despair. What is so overpowering, and discussable, in these biographies is that they read as much like a confessional as they do a history. . . . Can there be anything more important to discuss?” —Book Group Buzz, Booklist Online


“This is indeed an extraordinary, must read book.” —OpEdNews.com


“This may well be the most important book of the century, and yet Days of Destruction, Days of Revolt barely scratches the surface of our reality. But even that small peek into the system is mind-numbing. This book has the potential to wake us up—really Wake Us Up—to what is happening. The question is this: once we recognize the size and strength of the enemy, will we be so intimidated that we roll over and play victim? Or will we take a stand when and where we can, in small ways, alone or together, to start taking down the behemoth?” —Curled Up With a Good Book
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For Amalie and Eunice




For they have sown the wind,


and they shall reap the whirlwind


—HOSEA 8:7




INTRODUCTION


JOE SACCO AND I SET OUT TWO YEARS AGO TO TAKE A LOOK AT THE SACRIFICE zones, those areas in the country that have been offered up for exploitation in the name of profit, progress, and technological advancement. We wanted to show in words and drawings what life looks like when the marketplace rules without constraints, where human beings and the natural world are used and then discarded to maximize profit. We wanted to look at what the ideology of unfettered capitalism means for families, communities, workers and the ecosystem.


The rise of corporatism began with the industrial revolution, westward expansion, and the genocide carried out in the name of progress and Western civilization against Native Americans. It does not denote simply an economic system but an ideology, a way of looking and dealing with each other and the world around us. This ideology embraces the belief that societies and cultures can be regenerated through violence. It glorifies profit and wealth. This is why we went to Pine Ridge, South Dakota. It was there that the disease of empire and American exceptionalism took root. The belief that we have a divine right to resources, land, and power, and a right to displace and kill others to obtain personal and national wealth, has left in its wake a trail of ravaged landscapes and incalculable human suffering, not only in Pine Ridge but across the country and the planet. What was done to Native Americans was the template. It would be done to people in the Philippines, Cuba, Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan, and it is now finally being done to us. This tyranny and exploitation have become our own.


The ruthless hunt for profit creates a world where everything and everyone is expendable. Nothing is sacred. It has blighted inner cities, turned the majestic Appalachian Mountains into a blasted moonscape of poisoned water, soil, and air. It has forced workers into a downward spiral of falling wages and mounting debt until laborers in agricultural fields and sweatshops work in conditions that replicate slavery. It has impoverished our working class and ravaged the middle class. And it has enriched a tiny global elite that has no loyalty to the nation-state. These corporations, if we use the language of patriotism, are traitors.


The belief that human beings and human societies should be ruled by the demands of the marketplace is utopian folly. There is nothing in human history or human nature that supports the idea that sacrificing everything before the free market leads to a social good. And yet we have permitted this utopian belief system to determine how we structure our economy, labor, education, culture, and our relations with foreign nations, as well as how we treat the ecosystem on which we depend for life.


All the airy promises of unfettered capitalism are starkly contradicted in the pockets of despair we visited. The hollow protestations of the courtiers in the media, the government, and the universities, who still chant the official mantra of free markets, have little substance when they are set against reality. Corporate capitalism will, quite literally, kill us, as it has killed Native Americans, African Americans trapped in our internal colonies in the inner cities, those left behind in the devastated coalfields, and those who live as serfs in our nation’s produce fields.


The game, however, is up. The clock is ticking toward internal and external collapse. Even our corporate overlords no longer believe the words they utter. They rely instead on the security and surveillance state for control. The rumble of dissent that rises from the Occupy movements terrifies them. It creates a new narrative. It exposes their exploitation and cruelty. And it shatters the absurdity of their belief system.


This book, from its inception, was called Days of Destruction, Days of Revolt. But when we began, the revolt was conjecture. The corporate state knows only one word: more. We expected a beleaguered population to push back, but we did not know when the revolt would come or what it would look like. We found pockets of resistance, courageous men and women who stood up before the gargantuan forces before them in Pine Ridge; in Camden, New Jersey; in southern West Virginia; and in the nation’s agricultural fields. But the nationwide revolt was absent. It arose on September 17, 2011, in Zuccotti Park in New York City, as we were in the final months of the book. This revolt rooted our conclusion in the real rather than the speculative. It permitted us to finish with a look at a rebellion that was as concrete as the destruction that led to it. And it permitted us to end our work with the capacity for hope.


CHRIS HEDGES


Princeton, New Jersey


 


AMONG INDUSTRIALIZED NATIONS, THE UNITED STATES HAS THE


       •   highest poverty rate, both generally and for children;


       •   greatest inequality of incomes;


       •   lowest government spending as a percentage of GDP on social programs for the disadvantaged;


       •   lowest average number of days for paid holiday, annual leaves, and maternity leaves;


       •   lowest score on the United Nations index of “material well-being of children”;


       •   worst score on the United Nations gender inequality index;


       •   lowest social mobility


       •   highest public and private expenditure on health care as a percentage of GDP.


THESE TRENDS ARE ACCOMPANIED BY THE


       •   highest infant mortality rate;


       •   highest prevalence of mental-health problems;


       •   highest obesity rate;


       •   highest proportion of population going without health care due to cost;


       •   second-lowest birth-weight for children per capita, behind only Japan;


       •   highest consumption of antidepressants per capita;


       •   third-shortest life expectancy at birth, behind only Denmark and Portugal;


       •   highest carbon dioxide emissions and water consumption per capita;


       •   second-lowest score on the World Economic Forum’s environmental performance index, behind only Belgium;


       •   third-largest ecological footprint per capita, behind only Belgium and Denmark;


       •   highest rate of failure to ratify international agreements;


       •   lowest spending on international development and humanitarian assistance as a percentage of GDP;


       •   highest military spending as a portion of GDP;


       •   largest international arms sales;


       •   fourth-worst balance of payments, behind only New Zealand, Spain, and Portugal;


       •   third-lowest scores for student performance in math, behind only Portugal and Italy, and far from the top in both science and reading;


       •   second-highest high-school dropout rate, behind only Spain;


       •   highest homicide rate


       •   largest prison population per capita.1




1


DAYS OF THEFT


Pine Ridge, South Dakota
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I did not know how much had ended. When I look back now from this high hill of my old age, I can still see the butchered women and children lying heaped and scattered all along the crooked gulch as plain as when I saw them with eyes still young. And I can see that something else died there in the bloody mud, and was buried in the blizzard. A people’s dream died there. It was a beautiful dream . . . the nation’s hoop is broken and scattered. There is no center any longer, and the sacred tree is dead.


—BLACK ELK SPEAKS


But you have there the myth of the essential white America. All the other stuff, the love, the democracy, the flourishing into lust, is a sort of by-play. The essential American soul is hard, isolate, stoic, and a killer. It has never yet melted.


—D. H. LAWRENCE, STUDIES IN CLASSIC AMERICAN LITERATURE


 


A GROUP OF FIVE MEN AND THREE WOMEN ARE SEATED CROSS-LEGGED in a small circle, in the shade of a flat-roofed brown building in Whiteclay, Nebraska. They are drinking 24-ounce cans of malt liquor. Three other men are passed out on the sidewalk, one alone and two lying next to each other. One of the pair is on his back. The other is on his side. We look at the soles of their shoes. More drinkers sit in pairs or sleep in the weeds and trash-filled lots. Abandoned cars lie junked behind the buildings. Garbage, empty beer cans, and plastic containers litter the ground.


Whiteclay, an unincorporated village that exists for only a block and a half before vanishing into the flatlands of the surrounding prairie, has only five or six permanent residents. It exists to sell beer and malt liquor. It has no town hall, no fire department, no police department, no garbage collection, no municipal water, no town sewer system, no parks, no benches, no public restrooms, no schools, no church, no ambulance service, no civic organizations, and no library. The main street, Nebraska Highway 87, is the only street in Whiteclay. A few of the buildings on the street, many of which once served as saloons, are boarded up and padlocked shut. Several are wooden, with high false fronts and sloping porches that extend over the dirt sidewalks.


The four boxy liquor stores—Jumping Eagle Inn, D&S Pioneer Service, State Line Liquor and Arrowhead Inn—are little more than oversized beer coolers. They have heavy steel doors, and clerks work inside metal cages. The Arrowhead Inn, a former filling station that is kept at a chilly forty degrees, has stacks of beer that are nine feet high. The liquor stores dispense the equivalent of 4.5 million 12-ounce cans of beer or malt liquor a year, or 13,500 cans a day.1


Whiteclay’s primary business venture brings in an estimated $3 million a year in revenue. Whiteclay’s clients, however, are some of the poorest people in the country. They are Native Americans from the Pine Ridge reservation that is less than 200 feet away, just over the state line in South Dakota. Most of those who live on the reservation earn between $2,600 and $3,500 a year. Dedicated drinkers must often beg, as many do outside the liquor stores, buy on credit, trade food stamps for alcohol, or offer sexual services to get money. Alcoholism on Pine Ridge, although the sale of liquor is banned on the reservation, is estimated to be as high as eighty percent.2


On the main street of Whiteclay, Nebraska.
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Whiteclay is an extension of the long night of ethnic cleansing, degradation, and murder stretching back more than a century and a half, to the U.S. Cavalry charges on Indian encampments, where screaming women and children were shot down as they fled, and the systematic eradication of food sources by the white colonizers, who soon reduced bands of ragged Indians to destitution. Fights, brawls, and shootings eventually shut down the bars and saloons of Whiteclay. All sales are now carryout. But Whiteclay still provides the liquid fuel for the car wrecks, diabetes, heart attacks, domestic abuse, divorces, joblessness, violence, early deaths, and suicides: one in five Indian girls and one in eight boys attempts suicide by the end of high school. The average male life expectancy on Pine Ridge is forty-eight, the lowest in the Western Hemisphere outside of Haiti.3


The poison pouring out of these little shrines of death and profit, erected by tidy white capitalists, greases old, familiar cogs. The genocide that came close to obliterating Native Americans; the Indian boarding schools that ripped children away from their families, forbade them to speak their language, or practice their religious or cultural customs; the eighty percent unemployment on the reservation;4 the racism by the neighboring white ranchers and law enforcement; the frequent lack of running water and electricity in overcrowded trailer homes and sod huts, and the horrific violence are numbed or forgotten in drunkenness. The fury of self-destruction sweeps across Pine Ridge like the Black Plague. Whiteclay is the modern-day version of the old Indian agencies. It is where Indians surrender. It is where they hand over their self-esteem and autonomy and wait passively in line for a bag of flour, a piece of lard, a few blankets, and the firewater that blunts the pain of what many have become.


Families, wracked by alcoholism, poverty, despair, and domestic violence, living lives in which tenderness and security are grabbed in desperate snatches, disintegrate swiftly under the onslaught on the reservation. The violence imposed on Indian culture has become internalized. Despair and pain of this magnitude lead to lives dedicated to self-immolation. The agony is expressed in self-defeating and self-destructive urges that shred what is left of dignity and hope.


Verlyn Long Wolf is sixty-two, with silver wire-frame glasses and salt-and-pepper hair pulled back into a ponytail. She works at a drop-in center for the homeless in Rapid City. Most of her life, including her childhood, has been colored by alcoholism, and the verbal, physical, and sexual abuse that drunkenness brings with it.


When she was a child, she and her brothers and sisters, terrified of the alcoholic rages of their parents, dug a small cave overlooking a creek near where they lived. The children would flee to the hiding spot when the parents, who were physically abusive to each other and the children, drank heavily. Her father’s alcoholism was exacerbated by the trauma of his time in World War II in Europe.


“He was in the Army five years, six months, twenty-nine days, ten hours,” Long Wolf says, laughing. “I could tell when he was getting high because he used to say that. ‘Been in the military, five years, six months, twenty-nine days, ten hours.’ He was in infantry.


“You couldn’t even, like, touch him, especially when he was sleeping,” she says. “If you touched his foot, boy, he’d be nipping you where’s you gonna end up . . . he’d jump up. He’d start swinging at you. There were times when he’d get up three or four in the morning. He’d wake us all up and have us march up the hill, come back down. If our beds, even in the tent, if we didn’t fold our quilts right, then he’d tear it apart and make us do it again.


“My brother and I, when we were ten and twelve years old, we picked fields of tomatoes and saved our monies,” Long Wolf says. “Forty-two dollars. That was what divorce costed back then on the reservation. So we save all that money and then we gave it to [our mom]. She went out and got drunk with my dad.”


The family, impoverished and in need of work, traveled to ranches and farms where her father could find seasonal employment. They camped out in tents or lived out of their car. Long Wolf did not have a permanent place to live until she was in eighth grade. As Indians in rural, white farm towns, the family endured racist taunts and abuse. When she was eight and her sister was four, they were each raped by a gas station owner in Hot Springs. Her father at the time was in prison for a forged check, although she says it was her mother who forged it and her father who claimed responsibility to serve the jail time. Her mother, destitute without her father’s meager income, moved to her brother’s house on the reservation. Here Long Wolf was repeatedly raped by four of her cousins. When she was eighteen an uncle raped her “down by the river.” Rape became a persistent problem, perpetrated by male relatives and casual acquaintances, many of whom were drunk.


“From that district where I grew up, I know that every family along that river, there was sexual abuse,” Long Wolf says.


“And most of these cases were among family members?” I ask.


“Yeah,” she says.


Long Wolf was sent away, like many of her generation, to an Indian boarding school. One of her classmates, when she was in fourth grade, was killed by four other students. The girl’s body was discovered in a nearby creek beneath a large tractor tire.


“They only stayed in prison until they were twenty-one and then they let ’em out,” Long Wolf says of the four girls. “They just beat her to death. When I was working at the treatment center . . . two of them walked in and I was like, ‘OK, God, help me!’ So, I asked them what they wanted. They were selling beadwork. I said, ‘No, I don’t have any money.’”


By the 1960s the boarding schools began to shut down, and she and several of her siblings returned home. Her parents abandoned them. It would be two and a half years before her parents were located by the Department of Social Services in Denver. During this time as a young teenager, she ran the house, cooking, cleaning, and getting her younger brothers and sisters to school. Once her parents returned she left home. She began to drink heavily and ended up on the street, drifting from one city to the next, with prolonged stays in Denver, Dallas, and Albuquerque.


She was married and divorced seven times, gravitating to Vietnam veterans who replicated her father’s rigidity, alcoholism, and struggles with trauma. One of her husbands was white, the others Indians.


“They’re all dead,” Long Wolf says, “except for the one who wasn’t in the military. The longest one I had was four years.”


She quietly lists the ways her ex-husbands died.


“Car wreck. Fight. Suicide.”


She stops, coughs, and adds softly: “Two of them to suicide.”


Long Wolf adds that the husband in the car crash “didn’t die from the car wreck itself. He got stuck underneath the truck, so then the coyotes went and killed him.”


“How many of these relationships were physically abusive?” I ask.


“All of them,” she says, “Except for the one that I had two sons with.”


She began to have prolonged blackouts, often not remembering where she had been for days and even weeks. She frequented the liquor stores in Whiteclay. She panhandled for money and burglarized houses, selling the stolen items to buy alcohol.


“There’s places you can hide,” she says of the tracts of land around Whiteclay. “If you’re with a group of people, you kinda claim a territory. You all stay there, drink until the money runs out.”


“In one period of my life, there was nothing but females,” she says:


There was eight, ten of us females. When I reflect back then, we all had a hatred for . . . just being born, or something . . . the thing we had in common was the rapes, the sexual abuse. It didn’t matter. It’s like nothing matters. I mean, here we are, already dead anyway. I used to think that. And then on top of that, growing up in a Catholic school, the Ten Commandments. It’s like, you look at that list and then by the time you’re eighteen, nineteen, twenty, it’s like, you’ve already committed most of them. It’s like, “I’m going to hell anyways, might as well live it up.”


Verlyn Long Wolf.
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She got sober, she says, on August 3, 1981, when she started attending Alcoholics Anonymous. She had by then lost custody of all her children, most of them living with their grandmothers. She had given up her oldest for adoption to a white Christian minister. Her brothers, trying to pull their own lives together, had found solace and meaning in the old Lakota rituals, including sweat lodges, healing ceremonies, and the traditional four-day Sun Dances, in which participants fast, dance, chant, and make small offerings of flesh. She attended a Sun Dance after she got sober and watched her brothers circle the ceremonial cottonwood tree festooned with colored ribbons. She broke down. It brought back “all the pain we grew up with.” It reconnected her with her vanquished culture and religion, she says, and saved her. Those who come out the other end of the hell that can be Pine Ridge almost always endure by turning away from white culture and reviving the traditions and religion the white invaders attempted to destroy. She has listened to old recordings of her great-grandfather Lone Wolf, who toured with Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show in Europe and died of pneumonia in England, speaking about the life her ancestors led on the open plains before the Indian Wars. For the first time, she says, she feels rooted.


She and a friend recently visited the abandoned buildings of her old boarding school. She walked alone around the empty dormitory where she had lived as a small girl. She said she could hear the cries and screams of children. And then she stops speaking to us. She buries her face in her hands and begins to sob.


“If that building is there, my ghost is not gonna be there no more,” she says through her tears. It’s not gonna be stuck there no more.”


We wait as she struggles to speak again.


“I’ll say about three-quarters of the people I’ve grown up with are dead,” Long Wolf says, her voice wavering. “Very few still alive. Alcohol. Drugs. Violence.”


[image: ]


Rape and indiscriminate violence are the legacies of the white conquest. Soldiers on the western frontier, who passed captive squaws from tent to tent, joked that “Indian women rape easy.”5 Ben Clark, General George Armstrong Custer’s chief of scouts, told the historian Walter M. Camp when speaking about Custer’s 1868 Washita raid: “ . . . many of the squaws captured at Washita were used by the officers . . . Romero was put in charge of them and on the march Romero would send squaws around to the officers’ tents every night. [Clark] says Custer picked out a fine-looking one and had her in his tent every night.”6 Major Scott Anthony witnessed the murder in the Washita raid of a terrified three-year-old child: “I saw one man get off his horse at a distance of about seventy-five yards and draw up his rifle and fire. He missed the child. Another man came up and said, ‘Let me try the son of a bitch. I can hit him.’ He got down off his horse, kneeled down, and fired at the little child, but he missed him. A third man came up, and made a similar remark, and fired, and the little fellow dropped.”7


Joe, my son Thomas, and I stand on a bleak, rainy day on the small hilltop in Montana where Custer, his two hundred and sixty-three soldiers, and other army personnel from the Seventh United States Cavalry were wiped out by Lakota, Arapaho, and Northern Cheyenne warriors on the afternoon of June 25, 1876. The decimation of Custer’s unit was quick, by most estimates no more than twenty or thirty minutes once they were surrounded.8 White stone markers behind a low iron fence are clustered on the hillside where the doomed troopers desperately fought and died, including Custer, whose stone is marked in black. Most of the small rectangular stones around him are marked “unknown.”


Acquiring the Black Hills, although they had been promised in perpetuity to the Lakota under the Treaty of Fort Laramie of 1868, became a government priority when an expedition in 1874, led by Custer, discovered gold. Miners flooded the Black Hills.9 The 1868 treaty stated that “no white person or persons shall be permitted” to “enter” the Black Hills, but the lust for profit led the administration of Ulysses S. Grant to pressure the Lakota to sell the Black Hills—the equivalent in the Lakota religion of Jerusalem or Mecca.10 The Indians refused. Washington, determined to seize the land anyway, launched a prolonged military campaign on behalf of mining companies and land speculators to decimate Indian bands that resisted and refused to resettle on Indian agencies.11


Custer, and the commercial interests he sought to protect and advance, set out to obliterate the Indians who stood in the way of the acquisition of buffalo herds, timber, coal, gold, and later minerals such as uranium, commodities they saw as sources of power and enrichment. Land was increasingly sliced up into parcels—usually by the railroad companies—and sold. Sitting Bull acidly suggested they get out scales and sell dirt by the pound. The basic elements that sustain life were reduced to a vulgar cash product. Nothing in the eyes of the white settlers had an intrinsic value. This dichotomy of belief between white man and Native American was so vast that those who held on to animism and mysticism, to ambiguity and mystery, to the centrality of the human imagination, to communal living and a concept of the sacred, had to be extinguished. The belief system encountered on the plains, and in the earlier indigenous communities in New England destroyed by the Puritans, was antithetical and hostile to capitalism, as well as to the concepts of technological progress and empire, and to the ethos of the industrial society. The honoring of the mystery of life, the embrace within native cultures of something very close to the Socratic dictum to know thyself, was pitted against the blind lust for empire, wealth, and power. The allegorical was pitted against the prosaic. The pre-modern view of the world as a living and sacred entity was violently vanquished, to be replaced by a culture that knelt before the power of the machine and a wage economy. This idolatry of efficiency, rationalism, capitalist expansion, and empire was later summed up by the sociologist Max Weber as the “disenchantment of the world”—a disturbing characteristic, Weber argued, of Western culture.12


Custer, whose tireless self-promotion, outsized vanity, lust for fame and power, and incapacity for empathy—most of his soldiers detested him—presaged the sickness of the modern celebrity culture, embodied the cult of the self. He was the quintessential American hustler. Contracts that presented impediments to material and national advancement, defined as progress, were nullified or ignored. Force rather than trust determined relationships. Nature was a commodity to make human beings wealthy. And there was no limit to the amount of human suffering and death, environmental contamination, and extinction of species one could inflict on the road to glory, wealth, and power.


A society in which respect was achieved by the redistribution of wealth and rank was earned by merit, in which the natural and human worlds were intimately connected and revered, in which there was no real concept of personal property and life was communal, was pitted in the final Indian Wars against a society in which meaning was artificially constructed through the amassing of goods, power, social status, and money, a society run by an efficient and impersonal bureaucracy, a society dedicated to exploitation and profit, a society that believed in the twisted notion of regeneration through violence.


The effect of this physical and moral cataclysm, this clash of civilizations, is being played out a century and a half later, as the whole demented project of endless capitalist expansion, profligate consumption, and imperial conquest implodes. Corporate hustlers, the heirs of Custer, are fervently rolling the dice as they exploit and poison us all in the last deadly chapter. They are as blind to the ramifications of their self-destructive fury as were Custer, the gold speculators, and railroad magnates, all of whom grew rich by seizing Indian land, killing those who stood in their way, extinguishing the buffalo herds, and cutting down the forests. It is our sad fate, and the fate of our children, to pay for their folly.


Custer’s defeat became the rallying cry throughout the nation for a systematic and relentless campaign of genocide against Native Americans. It led to a massive and sustained military campaign of extermination, justified by the popular press in the name of revenge, and led by the Grant administration.13 The call for blood, and the celebration of Custer as an American hero, were nearly universal.


By the end of the Indian Wars—which had erupted more than two centuries previously, with the Pequot War in the eastern North American continent between 1634 and 1638, and raged on the western plains from the end of the Civil War to 1890—hundreds of distinct indigenous cultures had been physically obliterated. An estimated two million indigenous people in the United States were reduced, through slaughter, starvation, and disease, to less than a quarter of a million people by 1900.14 By the late nineteenth century, more immigrants arrived in a single year in New York City’s slums, the fertile recruiting ground for the U.S. Army during the Indian Wars, than the total number of Native Americans left alive across the continent.


“Strangely enough, they have a mind to till the soil, and the love of possession is a disease in them,” Sitting Bull said. “These people have made many rules that the rich may break, but the poor may not. They have a religion in which the poor worship, but the rich will not! They even take tithes from the poor and weak to support the rich and those who rule. They claim this mother of ours, the Earth, for their own use, and fence their neighbors away from her, and deface her with their buildings and their refuse.15


“We cannot dwell side by side,” Sitting Bull said. “Only seven years ago we made a treaty by which we were assured that the buffalo country should be left to us forever. Now they threaten to take that from us also. My brothers, shall we submit? Or shall we say to them: ‘First kill me, before you can take possession of my fatherland!’”16


The assault on Native American culture did not end with the forced settlement of Indians into what were, in essence, prisoner of war camps. In 1887, Congress passed Senator Henry Dawes’s General Allotment Act, usually called the Dawes Severalty Act.17 By the time Congress ended the allotment program in 1934, Indian lands had decreased from 136.3 million acres to 34.2 million acres. More than ninety thousand Indians had become landless.18 Hunting as a means of subsistence had ended.


The language of paternalism, used by slave owners in the South to justify the bondage of African Americans, was also employed to justify turning Native Americans into imprisoned and impoverished wards of the state. The Dawes Act banned the practice of Native American culture, language, traditions, and religion. White Christian missionaries descended on the reservations and erected churches. Children were forcibly taken from their families and sent to Christian boarding schools. Many were not allowed to return home for the summer, but were sent to live with white families.


“The Indians must conform to the white man’s ways . . . ” Thomas J. Morgan, the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, said in 1889. “The tribal relations should be broke up, socialism destroyed, and the family and autonomy of the individual substituted.”19


A visit to the Smithsonian National Museum of the American Indian, located on the Mall in Washington, D.C., makes our nation’s willful forgetting painfully evident. I walked through the museum and thought its closest parallel in fiction was George Orwell’s memory hole in the novel 1984, housed in a cubicle at the Ministry of Truth. In that ministry, newspapers, government documents, and reports that chronicled or detailed unpleasant or inconvenient truths were stuffed into a chute and incinerated. “Who controls the past controls the future,” says party leader O’Brien in the novel. “Who controls the present controls the past.”20


The museum makes no mention of the genocide, starvation, burning of Indian villages, rape, or forced death marches such as the 1838 Trail of Tears, which resulted in the death of most of the Cherokee population. Vague euphemisms gloss over the suffering of Native Americans on government reservations and in Indian boarding schools. A video on the third floor equates Indian “suffering,” which is never specified, with a storm or natural disaster:


The storm is powerful and unceasing. It creates and destroys. It offers life and death, hope and despair. It is never simply one thing. The storm is an opportunity. The storm teaches. We have learned much.21


The museum skims over some four hundred treaties Washington signed and then violated as it appropriated two billion acres of Indian land. And there is no mention of the series of brutal government massacres of unarmed women, children, and the elderly, including the December 1890 slaughter at Wounded Knee, near Wounded Knee Creek, South Dakota. The museum fails to explain that by 1889 the buffalo population of North America had been reduced to one thousand from more than fifty million in 1830, wiping out the primary food source for the western Indian tribes and reducing them to beggars. And it ignores the heroic resistance of Indian leaders such as Sitting Bull, Geronimo, and Crazy Horse.


The museum has the audacity to display, in large black letters on a glass case of copies of old treaties, an 1829 quote from President Andrew Jackson, one of the country’s most fervent proponents of the extermination of Indians:


Your Father [the term denoting the U.S. president] has provided a country large enough for all of you, and he advises you to remove to it. There your white brothers will not trouble you; they will have no claim to the land, and you can live upon it, you and all your children, as long as the grass grows or the water runs, in peace and plenty. It will be yours forever.22
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Pine Ridge, the vast and impoverished residue of the Indian Wars in South Dakota, is a monument to a defeated ethic. The reservation, known colloquially as “the rez,” is crisscrossed with long, solitary roads that undulate up and down over the rolling hills of the prairie. We drive for hours and see only a few cars, most of which clock speeds well over seventy miles an hour. The roads pass marooned trailers, often with junk cars and discarded appliances out front, and sweep into dusty and forlorn towns, including Pine Ridge itself, and then out again into the vast expanse of grasslands. The open plains, the absence of commercial activity, including billboards, the silence that surrounds us when we stop at the crest of the Badlands, gives to Pine Ridge a stillness. Violence does not oppress you on every street corner. It does not stare out at you in the menacing looks of hustlers, pimps, drug dealers, and cops. On the rez there is much death and violence, but they come upon you like a lightning bolt. They devour their victims in fiery car wrecks, in barroom brawls, in suicides, in random shootings, and in overdoses set against a backdrop of wind, sweeping vistas, hills, and grasslands.


Pine Ridge Reservation, South Dakota.
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Charlie Abourezk, a lawyer and the son of former U.S. Senator James Abourezk, takes three days off from his law practice in Rapid City to take us around Pine Ridge. Charlie, a large, affable man with a moustache and greying hair, has spent his life fighting for Indian rights. He stayed in Washington for one high-school semester when his father was elected senator—and then hitchhiked home to South Dakota. A year later, he moved into a log house on Pine Ridge among Crazy Horse’s clan, few of whom spoke English, and immersed himself in the Lakota language, which he now speaks fluently. He also attended the Oglala Lakota College as an undergraduate student. He was involved in the struggle for civil and human rights of traditional tribal members on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation and worked with them, sometimes alongside members of the American Indian Movement (AIM). During the violent civil conflict in the 1970s between then-tribal chairman Dick Wilson’s rogue paramilitary force known as GOONs—Guardians of the Oglala Nation—who traveled the reservation in armed caravans and were charged by critics with frequent beatings, shootings and killings, and the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) police on one side, and traditional people and members of AIM on the other, Charlie survived one of a series of goon squad shootings on January 31, 1976. They had come to the village where Charlie resided because people there had been active in the election campaign against Wilson. A series of shootings over the previous twenty-four hours had claimed the life of Charlie’s close friend Byron DeSersa, great-grandson of the spiritual leader Black Elk. A year later, Charlie married DeSersa’s widow, Lloydelle Big Crow, and raised DeSersa’s two children.


Life on Pine Ridge, he says, has become steadily bleaker and more difficult.


“The vast majority of Indian tribes and tribal members are extremely vulnerable, both to the dissolution of government—upon which they have largely been forced to depend—as well as the tremendous disparities in income and resulting joblessness,” he says:


This has essentially dried up the ability to leave the reservation to work in order to be able to support families back home, who suffer from extreme poverty and unemployment that hovers between seventy and eighty percent. I think it is more true this year than at any time in the past that tribal members are literally going to the government-funded Indian Health Service to die with greater frequency. [Such services] are, even by the government’s admission, underfunded by about fifty percent. A recent example is Delle Big Crow, the mother of my children, who was diagnosed with congestive heart failure in July, and who was referred by her IHS physician to a non-IHS cardiologist, but as of September, she had been denied the referral three times because IHS was “out of money.” She died in the Pine Ridge Indian Health Service Hospital ER in September [2011] at age fifty-five. She is of no greater or lesser importance than the multitude of others of whom I have heard who have died at the hands of an underfunded IHS this year. The callousness of the wealthy and their servants in Congress sickens me. The most vulnerable have no voice. They simply suffer or die without a whimper.


The Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, also known as The Pine Ridge Agency, or Wazí Aháŋhaŋ Oyáŋke in Lakota, was established in 1889 in the southwest corner of South Dakota for the Oglala Sioux after Washington broke up the Great Sioux Reservation. The federal government gave nine million acres of Sioux land to the newly formed states of North Dakota and South Dakota.23 Pine Ridge, one of six reservations left within the old boundaries of the Great Sioux Reservation, is the eighth largest reservation in the United States, larger than the states of Delaware and Rhode Island combined.24 Population estimates on the reservation run from twenty-eight thousand to forty thousand.25 In addition to the high unemployment, forty-nine percent of those on the reservation live below the poverty level, a figure that rises to sixty-one percent for all those under the age of eighteen.26 The infant mortality rate is five times the national average. The teen suicide average is four times the national average.27 At any given moment at least forty percent of the dwellings, including sod huts that can hold as many as a dozen people, lack electricity or running water.28


We stand one afternoon with Ivis Long Visitor, Jr., outside his sod hut a few miles southeast of Oglala. The hut is on a dirt track, marked by puddles, ruts, and craters about a mile from Highway 18. He is wearing a red baseball cap that reads “Native Pride” and a 2009 South Dakota State Cross-Country T-shirt. His daughter ran briefly for the team. He lives on the property of his grandparents, Harry and Cecelia Jumping Bull, who are now deceased. It was here that a 1975 shoot-out between Indian activists in AIM and two FBI agents left the agents and one Indian activist dead. One of the agents, Ronald A. Williams, appeared to have been killed in the shoot-out itself. The other, Jack R. Coler, incapacitated from earlier bullet wounds, appeared to have been shot twice in the head execution-style. Three AIM members were indicted for their deaths. Two were acquitted. The third, Leonard Peltier, who fled to Canada and was deported to stand trial, was convicted despite glaring irregularities and inconsistencies in the federal case against him.29 He is still in prison.


Ivis Long Visitor, Jr., in front of his hut, on the property where two FBI agents were killed in a shootout with AIM members in 1975.
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Long Visitor, like many who live on the rez, has no running water. He uses a pump and outhouse. He recently lost his job with a moving company and is out of work.


“The other guys I worked with were white,” he says. “We used to move people who lived up in the hills. They always watched me touch their stuff, all these doctors and people like that. They wanted to make sure I didn’t damage anything.”


Long Visitor survives on food stamps and welfare. He does not own a car. Outside his shack are piles of old beer cans.


“The electricity is in my dad’s name,” he says, “and since he has $25 credit a month, they haven’t turned if off yet. We used to have a lot of cows. Now there are only ten left.”


The Merrival buffalo farm.
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Pine Ridge has vast tracts of open land, although only eighty-four thousand acres are suitable for agriculture, so much of the reservation’s prairie is leased out to white or mixed-blood cattle ranchers. The reservation includes Shannon County (where the per capita income is $7,880, making it the second poorest county in the United States), the southern half of Jackson County, and the northwest portion of Bennet County.30 There are 3,143 counties in the United States. The three on Pine Ridge are consistently ranked among the most impoverished in the nation.31


Darrin Merrival, forty-five, a Marine Corps veteran and high-school teacher, takes us in his truck one afternoon out to his small herd of buffalo. The buffalo herds once ranged into Canada’s northwest and as far south as the Mexican states of Durango and Nuevo León. By the end of the nineteenth century, the American buffalo was close to extinction. Merrival said his father started the herd to make money, but after two white buffalo calves were born, an animal sacred in the Lakota religion, “he began to think of wealth in a different way.”


“It was like seeing Jesus in the manger for Europeans,” he says of the calves.


The rolling prairie includes within it the stark and majestic rock formations of the Badlands, one of the most fossil-rich areas in the United States.32 The land mass in South Dakota was once covered by an ancient sea. Outlines of fish and other aquatic creatures lie encased in the layers of rock. Lone trailers, sod huts, and crude shacks sit isolated amid the severe landscape, linked to the main road by winding dirt tracks.


Joe, Thomas, and I are traveling this morning into Pine Ridge from Rapid City with Michael Red Cloud, thirty-three, who works at Charlie Abourezk’s law firm. He is not long out of prison on drug charges and is finishing his degree in social work at one of the tribal colleges. As we head down a long, desolate road cutting through the heart of the Badlands, Red Cloud suggests we turn off the asphalt road and onto a rugged dirt track that winds its way up to the top of Sheep Mountain.

OEBPS/images/f0003-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0007-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0020-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781568584737.jpg
A NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER

CHRIS HEDGES and JOE SACCO

DAYS OF

DESTRUCTION

DAYS OF

REVOLT






OEBPS/images/f0014-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
DESTRUCTION

DAYS OF

REVOLT





OEBPS/images/f0018-01.jpg





