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I wish to dedicate this book to the memory of

William Schweigman Eagle Feather

Henry Crow Dog

Turkey Tayac

Moses Big Crow

Everett Brokenrope

Nida Eagle Elk

Paul George Godfrey

Richard Fool Bull

Rudy Runs Above

Arthur Running Horse

Delores White Hat

Stanley Walking Crow
Maka kin le lecela tehan yunkelo—

Only the Earth endures!
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And to my beloved wife and family And to the Ikce Wicasa, the Original People of this sacred Earth who helped me find my way Mitakuye oyasin—All my Relations.

I also wish to thank the many people who have helped me with this manuscript, including Jane McGoldrick and Geoff Huck.



Praise for Henry Niese and The Man Who Knew the Medicine

Henry Niese had written a memoir full of warmth and wonder. His matter-of-fact narrative of spirit encounters and an enduring friendship stirred the hair on my arms and brought tears to my eyes. The Man Who Knew the Medicine is a book to treasure.

Lucia St. Clair Robson, author of Ghost Warrior: Lozen of the Apaches

The Man Who Knew the Medicine gives an accurate, insightful, earthy portrait of the Sioux Medicine Man Bill Eagle Feather. The author affectionately describes how this Sun Dance chief was mentor and guide to him on his spiritual journey into the Lakota religion. The intertwining of their lives is gripping, humorous, warm, and inspirational.

William F. Stolzman, author of The Pipe and Christ and How to Take Part in Lakota Ceremonies

In this story of the relationship between Lakota Medicine Man Bill Schweigmann Eagle Feather and artist and healer Henry Niese, both men come alive. This, humorous, well-written, and powerful narrative centers around the Lakota concept of what it means to be a relative. By listening, learning, and trusting in the beyond, as well as in their deepest selves, both the author and his teacher Bill Eagle Feather humbly accept the responsibility of their healing gifts.

Gerald Mohatt, coauthor of The Price of a Gift: A Lakota Healer’s Story

Henry Niese and I have walked through the fields and forest seeking, enjoying and identifying medicinal plants. My expertise deals primarily with plants and their medicinal uses. Henry goes beyond that to an idea of transformational medicine not limited to plants. Whatever it encompasses, his way works too, and he covers the subject in an interesting, readable book. I am a botanist, Henry is more than that, and closer to the spiritual truths.

James A. Duke, Ph.D., author of The Green Pharmacy: Handbook of Medicinal Herbs
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It has been said that at the beginning of the Sun Dance, the most sacred of all Lakota rituals, Bill Eagle Feather always raised his eagle wing to the sky and blew his eagle bone whistle and then an Eagle would appear and circle over the Sun Dance ground and disappear into the West.

Richard Erdoes



Preface

In primal times, there was a formal way to treat a child or an adult who had powerful dreams or visions or who heard voices. These things were thought of—and sought after—as gifts from Above. I have experienced these things since childhood and, until twenty years ago, have been too fearful to speak of them.

Nowadays, because of the tyranny of biological psychiatry, these gifts are too often viewed as signs of mental dysfunction. In later life, as I became convinced of their value and reality, I spoke of them. On three occasions, I was taken aside by friends or colleagues who were psychiatrists and was seriously advised to seek professional help.

I began to see the logical structure of these early experiences only when I read Black Elk Speaks in the early seventies, when I was about forty-eight years old. John Neihardt, the Nebraska poet, had found Black Elk—the old Oglala Sioux visionary and medicine man—in the early thirties and transcribed the story of his life and visions. I realized for the first time that there was a culture, a body of wisdom, that related to my own experience. Then in the late seventies, my Vision Quest experience and Uncle Bill’s teachings helped me to integrate the meaning of those childhood phenomena.

At the end of Neihardt’s book, Black Elk mourned the broken hoop, the Sacred Hoop of Indian nations and culture. I promised myself I would do my best to mend that hoop.

With that in mind, my wife, Paula, my son, Cody, and I made an eleven-thousand-mile circle in 1975, camping around the United States and Canada. We met and stayed with elders of many nations—Comanche, Klallem, Crow, Mohawk, and others. Both a Comanche medicine man and a Hopi spiritual leader treated me as though they had expected me to show up and, to my surprise, told me of their vision experiences.

I learned a great deal from these elders, but I was most interested in meeting with Black Elk’s folk, the Lakota Sioux.

At Crow Dog’s Sun Dance on the Rosebud Reservation, Henry Crow Dog, an old medicine man, began to speak to me of my visions even before I had mentioned them to him, specifically noting the clown, the warrior, and the flute spirits that he said were with me. He squatted down and drew pictures with a stick in the dust. One picture was of the national Capitol building, with the dome hinged back like the lid of a teapot. He made me understand that the elders wanted to impart their wisdom to the U.S. Congress. The Congressmen didn’t want to listen, he said; they should listen before it was too late.

With his help, with Bill Eagle Feather’s help, and with the help of several other Lakota elders, I came to understand my life, my dreams and visions, and what I should do with them.

This book is about my relationship with C’uwi Wanbli S’un, William Schweigman Eagle Feather, Sun Dance chief and medicine man of the Rosebud Sioux. It is not a biography. It relates some of what he taught me and the ways he went about the teaching. The past twenty-six years of my life have been dedicated to following his instructions and passing on to others what he gave to me.

I want to help.
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Amble/Preamble/Ramble

The Bible talks about the street called straight. In my Father’s house are many mansions. In my house there are many windows. In the prairie house of an old medicine man who died long ago, the windows and doors are all busted out. The birds fly in and build their houses—in some cases mansions—and the badgers and coyotes wander through.

The street to that man’s house isn’t straight. There isn’t any street, just an overgrown crooked lane two miles from the nearest road. Nobody but the animals goes there anymore.

See, what this medicine man had for an advisor—what the anthros call a “tutelary animal”—was something so powerful that people were scared of it even when he was alive. When he died, nobody would go near his house. The windows and doors got busted out by the range cattle, so the swallows and bowerbirds went in and took over, building their mansions of mud and grass.

The road to my house is far from straight. Sometimes I feel I’m living in a house like the medicine man’s old abandoned house—windows and doors busted out, and birds, animals, and people wandering through.

This book is dedicated to the teachers of this way of life, and to Eagle Feather, who opened my windows and doors.



CHAPTER ONE

One More Journey to Make: The End of the Beginning

I was pushing the old pickup too hard, leaning my luck at ninety miles per hour on the interstate. Three-thirty in the morning on September 17, 1980, and no sleep since yesterday, when they’d called me to be a pallbearer for my Uncle Bill Eagle Feather.

It was sixteen hundred miles to South Dakota, to the dry rolling hills of the Rosebud Reservation, home of the Sicangu Lakota oyate (nation)—the Brule or Rosebud Sioux in the southwest part of the state. If I was lucky, I’d make it in thirty hours, stopping only for gas and to relieve myself.

I glanced sideways. In the instruments’ light I saw the empty coffee thermos and remains of sandwiches and crackers I’d been living on since noon the day before. I shook my head, squeezing my gritty eyes shut for an instant.

When I opened them, there was Uncle Bill staring at me through the windshield. The wrinkled, wise face with its humorous grin and bordering long white braids faded as the pickup’s headlights sliced through ground fog covering the highway.

“Hau, Leksi!” [“Hello, Uncle!”]

“So you’re riding with me,” I thought. “Don’t let me do anything stupid. I wanna get there safe.”

Sort of a prayer to my Uncle Bill Eagle Feather, medicine man and Sun Dance leader. After the phone call, I had shed bitter tears for a moment. Since then I’d been numb, concentrating everything on making it to the reservation on time.

My Uncle had taught me all I knew about the medicine—the spiritual path. Under Uncle Bill’s guidance, I had Sun Danced, Vision Quested, and ceremonied—going for days without food or water to make a sacred relationship with Great Spirit and the Powers of the six directions, seeking power to help the people.

The lights of an interchange flashed by. I was on the alert for state troopers. I scratched my chest, where scars from last summer’s Sun Dance were still healing. Feeling around, I located a half-empty pack of gum on the seat beside me.

Late next afternoon I stopped in a rural market in Nebraska just south of the reservation and bought meat, coffee, tobacco, and groceries as the sun was setting. When I got to Joe and Evelyn’s place in Two Strike an hour later, the kids crowded around me, happy to see me again. I gave Evelyn the groceries and Joe the tobacco. Evelyn gave me coffee, soup, and bread. Their family was part of Uncle Bill’s tiospaye—his community.

“You know, I just couldn’t go down to Uncle Bill’s camp all tired out from the trip,” I told Joe. I was afraid I couldn’t handle it.

“Well, you’re always welcome here,” Joe said in his quiet drawl.

Besides being exhausted from the thirty-two hours of driving, I also knew that Joe and Evelyn would be able to give me a good idea of the plans for the funeral.

A few years back Uncle Bill had got the idea that he was going to die. He went up on Tipi Wakan, or Holy Lodge Hill, the hill where he had received his vision, and spent two days digging his own grave.

“That’s where I want to go when I die,” he had told me. I could envision him, Bill Eagle Feather—who was sixty-something then, and not too strong—sweating and grunting, digging that six-foot hole by himself.

But something mysterious happened, a powerful sign. Convinced he was dying, he went to bed, telling Aunt Hazel, his wife, that the grave was ready. She went up there to check on it herself. The grave was gone, obliterated. A big rainstorm could have washed the rocks and sand back into the hole in that way, but there hadn’t been any rain.

Aunt Hazel went back to camp and jubilantly told him what had happened.

“Get up, old man, it’s not your time!” she hollered with a big smile.

So he got out of bed, cranked up the old pickup, and he and a couple of the boys went out over the plains and draws to gather firewood and rocks for a thanksgiving Sweat and ceremony. And he had carried on for another three years, teaching, healing, and conducting the sacred ceremonies—Yuwipi (a prayer ceremony in which the Medicine Man is bound up like a mummy), Inipi or Initi*1 (Sweat Lodge), and Sun Dance.

“He was a great man, Grandpa was,” Joe spoke reflectively. “And he’ll be laid to rest just like he wanted.”

Oh yes, the Catholic priests—some of them—were objecting. But Uncle Bill was a traditional, and the medicine men and other traditionals of the tribe were going to make sure he was buried the old way, the way he wanted—no coffin, and wrapped in his ceremony blanket. His grandson, Chunzila, who had been brought up as a medicine man by his grandfather, was already preparing the ceremony.

Joe said that, in deference to some of Eagle Feather’s relatives who had embraced Catholicism, he would be laid out the next evening in Digmann Hall next to the church for one night’s viewing and wake. Then he would be placed on a scaffold in the big tipi down at his camp, and the traditional ceremonies would begin.

I felt my eyes drooping. I said, “Joe, I’m beat. I got to get me some sleep.”

“Well, stretch out on that couch there,” Joe gestured with his thumb. “We’re ready for bed ourselves.”
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“Tunkska!” [“Nephew!”] The voice was calling me. “Henry! Hoka hey! [Come on!] Help me with this!” The tall, heavyset figure of my Uncle Bill stood in front of me holding a big bundle. I opened my eyes. In the predawn darkness of the house, I saw Uncle Bill standing there.

The vision slowly faded as I remembered where I was. I crawled out of my sleeping bag, pulled on my boots and coat, and quietly walked out to my truck. Very carefully, so as not to wake the dogs, I got my Pipe bag and walked away into the vast rolling countryside.

The Morning Star was up, and I walked toward it. After half a mile, I reached the top of a small hill and sat down to await the sunrise. Overhead, the sky was still dark blue and the stars shone. To my left were the Big Dipper and the North Star. In front of me, the sky was turning pale blue and green, and strips of rosy clouds moved along the horizon. The magnificent grassy plains rolled on and on before me, dotted with small clumps of trees marking the hollows and draws.

Two miles ahead, I could make out the draw where the little sandy creek flowed, and the pines, ashes, and scrub oaks that surrounded Uncle Bill’s camp. Down in that draw I visualized the log house and the Inipi, or Sweat Lodge, and the humble collection of old cars, trucks, tipis, and government surplus wall tents where people who wanted to learn from Uncle Bill lived.

People came there asking for healing and counseling, for ceremonies to relieve their grief, or for help in resolving family problems. And people came there to learn the traditional spiritual path, which taught that man was a relative to all mankind, and to the animals, the birds—all living things; to the Earth, the stars, and especially to Wakantanka—the Great Mystery, the Creator.

It was there that I had learned to say Mitakuye oyasin! [All my relations!] There, I began to understand the relatedness of all things, and the mystery and sacredness of those relationships.

A single beam of pale orange light slowly formed on the eastern horizon, standing vertically over the camp. The sun would be rising in a few minutes, and the camp was directly under the place on the horizon where it would first show itself. No doubt there were a few other people on the hills around the camp, waiting and watching like me. I felt the first puff of morning wind stir my hair.

Stiffly, I got to my feet and, pointing my Pipe to the sky in prayer, I began to sing in a quiet voice the old song that Eagle Feather had taught me.

“Tunkasila, onci malaye.” [“Grandfather, have mercy on me . . . I want to live.”]

After breakfast, I drove over to the phone booth—the only one in that part of the reservation—and called home to tell my wife, Paula, I was OK.

“Henry, he was here last night,” she said.

“Who was there, honey?”

“Uncle Bill! Romie is staying with me and we both heard him. He was walking all over looking for something. We thought he might be looking for you, so we told him where you were.”

“Were you scared?”

“No! We were happy he was thinking of us.”

I didn’t say anything about my dream or the visit from Uncle Bill before sunrise.

“Look, honey, I’ll call again tomorrow and let you know what’s happening. They’re gonna have a regular wake at the meeting hall tonight. I’ll be up all night there.”

Somebody was banging on the rickety phone booth door. I turned to see a line waiting for the phone. An old woman with a shawl and fat gray braids, a baby in her arms, was jerking her chin at me, telling me to hurry up.

“Say hello to the kids and everybody. Talk to you tomorrow.”

“P’lamiya, Takoja!” [“Thank you, Grandson!”] The old grandma smiled as she squeezed herself and the baby into the booth. “Was’te, Unci!” [“My pleasure, Grandmother!”]

I drove south toward Two Strike. After a while I turned off the road and into the open prairie, following the path to the camp. After a mile and a half, I was on the rough part of the lane, down in the draw along the creek. I parked the truck and walked down to the log house.

I saw that Chunzila was putting up the big ceremonial tipi with the help of a couple of the boys. The tipi was placed directly west of the Sweat Lodge—on a line with the Lodge, the Altar, and the fireplace—about thirty feet to the west.

Chunzila and I shook hands, then embraced without saying anything. Afterward, he said in a barely audible voice, “Grandma and Mom are in the log house. Have some coffee with them.”

I could see that he was taking his grandfather’s death very hard. Chunzila was only eighteen, but he looked ten years older now. In sadness his face became absolutely impassive and stolid, a mask. It was a large face framed by brown hair, unbraided, hanging over his shoulders and back. He was sixfoot-three and weighed about 240 pounds. He was bare to the waist, sweating from wrestling the big lodge poles into position for the tipi. The scars from the sacrifice he’d made at the Sun Dance the summer before were still bright red on his hairless chest.

As I entered the log house, I smelled the soup and fry bread cooking. When Chunzila’s mother, Delores, saw me she let out a series of cries, the tears pouring down her cheeks. Her face was already red and puffy from crying.

“Oh, Henry, I’m so glad you’re here!” She shook my hand and patted me on the shoulder. I shook her hand with both of mine, looking at her wordlessly.

Aunt Hazel turned from the stove with a tin cup of coffee in her hand. On her face was the indomitable look I had seen in her many times before when the going got tough. Deadpan, her lively eyes gone flat, she shook hands and said, “Wakalapi, Tunkska!” [“Sit down and drink, Nephew!”]

I took the coffee from her and sat at the old government surplus table. It had been a good table once. It had probably adorned some bureaucrat’s office years ago. The chairs, the beds, and everything in this big one-room log house were rickety secondhand furnishings. But they weren’t important. Sure, people lived, slept, and ate in here, but the main function of the house was ceremonial. The furniture was always cleared out for ritual purposes, and people sat on blankets on the dirt floor—the old-fashioned way, humbly, close to the Earth—praying for the healing that needed to be done.

As the three of us sipped our coffee Aunt Hazel told me, “We don’t want him in no coffin, or even on a hospital stretcher, or nothin’ like that. So the boys made him a stretcher—a scaffold out of cedar. He’ll lie on that at the meeting house tonight, and then tomorrow they’ll bring him down here on it.”

Unlike Delores, Aunt Hazel was keeping herself together very well. Delores looked like her dad. She was built big, like him and her son, Chunzila, not at all like her mother, who was small and lively. Delores sat at the table, the tears streaming from her downcast eyes.

In a low voice she lamented, “If only I could have one more day with my Dad, one more hour, just a couple of minutes. Oh, what am I going to do?”

My heart ached and tears came to my eyes. I fought them down. That was the way I felt. Delores was speaking for us all.

Aunt Hazel wiped her face with her apron and said, “Well, he’s gone, and he’ll never be back. We’re the ones who are suffering now and we have to go on. There’s lots of work to be done here.”

She asked me to help her grandson and the boys take Uncle Bill over to the hall, and then go over to Big Crow’s and make sure he had a ride to the hall. The old man couldn’t get around by himself.

I went out and helped Chunzila and the boys finish staking down the tipi. When we were done, Billy hollered, “Woyute Was’te walaka!” [“Let’s go eat!”] We went into the log house and filled up on fry bread, soup, and coffee.

By nine that evening, there were a hundred people in the hall, and more coming. Digmann Hall was actually a gymnasium for the parochial school, but it had a large kitchen opening onto the gym suitable for feeding many people. Since the giving and sharing of food was part of all the sacred rites, the place had been the scene of several traditional ceremonies involving the whole tribe.

The scaffold stretcher bearing Uncle Bill was on a large folding table against the long side wall, and folding chairs had been set up to face it. He was wrapped in his old ceremonial blanket, his hands folded on his chest, his braids lying over his shoulders. The whole body was wrapped in a beautiful new rough-woven Indian blanket, with ribbons tying the edges together down his front to his moccasins, as a baby would be tied into a bunting.

At his head and feet were other folding tables bearing flowers and photographs of him and his family. There was a tall tripod bearing his chief’s headdress, which had more than a hundred eagle feathers. When he had worn it, the eagle feathers cascaded down his back on trailers that touched the ground. Uncle Bill had been a large and imposing figure when alive, and his dignity and power were still evident even in death.

I sat with Uncle Moses Big Crow in one of the chairs toward the back, near the door. The old full-blood’s large frame was uneasy on the swaybacked metal chair.

Big Crow’s handsome, rugged face swung toward me and I heard him whisper, “It’ll be hard, but I’m gonna stay here all night with him. How ’bout you, Nephew?”

“Uncle, I never even thought about leaving before daylight. I’m with you!”

“Was’te! [Good!]” the old man whispered.

Then he said, “You know, I and Bill grew up together and we were schoolmates, many and many a year ago. In those days, the priests would whip us for speaking Lakota. They dragged us from our homes, cut off our hair—we couldn’t even wear moccasins.”

I gave him a cigarette and lit it for him.

Big Crow continued, “Nowadays, they’re more tolerant. They understand that our religion and theirs—that we’re both praying to the same Creator. Some of these priests are even participating in our sacred ceremonies now, Sweat Lodge and all.” Big Crow chuckled silently. His sightless eyes behind dark glasses seemed to be scanning the ceiling. “Bill done that. He made them see the light.”

The door behind us opened, and an old woman shuffled in, escorted tenderly by a tough-looking dark-skinned man with long black braids. Mrs. Holy Bear and her grandson squinted and blinked for a moment at the bright gymnasium lights illuminating the scene. Then she resumed her shuffle up the aisle between the rows of metal chairs toward the bundle on the table in front.

Uncle Bill’s strong profile, visible from all parts of the hall, was amazingly lifelike. He appeared to be lying on the table taking a snooze. I had seen him lie down like that many times for a few minutes’ nap and then jump up, refreshed, to continue the woodcutting, the butchering, or whatever else needed to be done around the camp. For a second I dreamed that he would jump up to greet Mrs. Holy Bear, his old friend’s widow.

At that instant, Mrs. Holy Bear began her lamenting, the high keening sound softly piercing my heart. “EEE-yi-yi-yi!” she cried over and over again, as she limped toward the body. She touched Eagle Feather’s cold hands, bending over his body. Her tears dropping on the blanket, she cried and cried until her grandson gently pulled her away and escorted her to a chair.

I leaned over to Big Crow and whispered, “Uncle, more coffee and cake?” The old man handed me his plastic cup and paper plate. I went to the kitchen and got refills for both of us. After handing the food to Big Crow, I sat for a while, quietly, and then commenced to whisper the story that Paula had told me that morning on the phone.

Big Crow sat silently for a while, then said, “Ohan!” [“Yes, it’s true!”] For the spirits there’s no time or space. They can go anywhere they want in an instant. When he dies, a man’s spirit will wander for a few days, looking in on his friends and relatives. That’s what happened back at your house.”

Around midnight, people began to leave the hall. By three o’clock there were still thirty-five or forty adults and children maintaining the vigil. Most of the little kids and a few of the adults were wrapped in blankets sleeping on the floor. The older boys and girls were out in the parking lot playing, laughing, and talking under the stars in the cool September air. Big Crow still sat, motionless, nodding now and then.

I got up stiffly and stretched, my bones cracking.

“Uncle, I’ll be out back of the kitchen. I wanna talk to Uncle Bill’s sister.”

“You go ahead, Nephew, I’ll be here.”

I was sitting in the little room back of the kitchen, quietly talking to Mabel and some others who were keeping her company, when someone rapped loudly three times on the door leading outside. I got up and opened the door to let whoever it was in. There was no one there. I looked outside. Seventy-five feet away there was a group of teenagers talking quietly near the main door. No one else was near.

I turned around, the doorknob still in my hand, unsure of whether I had indeed heard the rapping.

“Did you hear that?”

Everyone nodded. I closed the door and went back to my seat.

“Well, you know what they say,” Aunt Mabel spoke thoughtfully. “He’s probably around, checking up on us!”

A half-hour later, there were two more sharp raps on the door. This time I opened the door wide and said, “Hau! Wicozanni!” [“Hello! Good health!”] A faint puff of wind touched my cheek, but no one entered.

Around four-thirty, I was back beside Big Crow, telling the old man that dawn would be coming soon.

A little later I walked outside. Immediately, I was stopped in my tracks by the flaring beauty of Anpao Wic’ah’pi—the Morning Star—high in the East, with the rose of dawn coming under it.

Without warning, tears flooded my eyes and I was crying. I saw Uncle Bill before me, stepping through a doorway, as if he had been outside and was coming back inside a house. He said, “Well, Nephew, I have made my prayer. Now it’s your turn.”

The vision faded. How many times had I met my Uncle like that, coming back into a house before sunrise as I was just going out to make my daily prayer to the Star, as Eagle Feather had taught me to do.

“Hau, Tunkasila Ksapa. [Hello, Star of Understanding.] Thanks for this day. Let me do my best today for all my relations.”

The owls were hooting in the trees fifty yards away.

“Wicozanni! Mitakuye oyasin!” [“Good health, my relations!”]

When I went back inside I smelled bacon. The women were making breakfast, and a line was already forming at the pass-through counter of the kitchen. People were smiling, stretching, greeting one another, feeling good about seeing the night through and enduring the vigil for the sake of this great old medicine man and the family and friends he had left behind.

I stood in line and then brought Uncle Big Crow his breakfast. The old man balanced the heaping limp paper plate full of eggs, bacon, potatoes, and fry bread in the broad palm of one hand, while he forked food into his mouth with the other. It was a pleasure to see a healthy appetite at work.

A little while later, I drove the old man home, and we sat together in Big Crow’s humble house, talking while Aunt Nellie made coffee.

Patrick, the thirteen-year-old grandson who lived with them, brought the cups over and gave each of us a big slice of cake.

“You know, nowadays there aren’t too many eagles around here,” Big Crow said. “When I and Bill were his age,” he continued, pointing to his grandson, “there was aplenty of them. But . . . the white ranchers have been killing them off.”

He paused. “Well, the day Bill died, a big one swooped down over his camp.”

He took off his dark glasses and rubbed his sightless eyes, turned toward me, and smiled.

“They say that eagle came for Bill, just like in the old song—you know,” and he began to whisper the words. “Wanbli gleska wana miye yuha.” [“The eagle has me now.”]

It was warm in the old house, sitting in the comfortable worn armchairs by the sheet-metal stove. The old man’s head nodded forward and dropped on his chest. It had been a long night.
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The eagle crouched on the branch of the low tree, its wings half-open, watching me. I stood across the little creek from it. With a whistling cry, the eagle jumped off the branch and flew at me, its wing brushing my face as it flew by.

I awoke with a start and looked around. Big Crow was still asleep. The fire was almost out. Silently, I stood up and refilled the stove with wood.

For the next two days and nights, Eagle Feather’s body lay on its scaffold in the big tipi that his grandson and the boys had set up. The scaffold was on the west side of the tipi—in the place of honor opposite the door—flanked by the majestic eagle feather headdress on the tall tripod, Eagle Feather’s medicine bundle, and his Pipe bag. The medicine bundles and Pipe bags of those who had come from far and near to honor him were there also.

Folding chairs were set up in the tipi facing the scaffold. There was a constant flow of mourners in and around the tipi. Aunt Hazel, her sad face resolute, gave the visitors coffee in the log house and fed them from large kettles of soup and heaps of fry bread that she, Delores, and the other women friends and relatives had prepared.

In the evening, the mourners went into the Sweat Lodge with Big Crow, Chunzila, and the other men and boys who had been helping out. Sweat Lodge is one of the oldest ceremonies, a rite of purification and renewal. The structure is a small hemispherical dome made of willow saplings, about nine feet in diameter and four feet high. In the old days it was covered with buffalo robes, but since the 1890s blankets and tarps have been used instead. The little dome is thought of as the belly of Mother Earth. We crawl in, humbly, on hands and knees. When we crawl out at the ceremony’s end, it is like being reborn, clean and pure.

Inikaga, Inipi, Initi—there are many words for the ceremony. These words imply “breath of life,” “life-renewal,” or “redemption.” Sweat Lodge sounds grubby and doesn’t carry any of the true meaning of the Native terms. The ceremony can be done simply by itself, but it is fundamental to all others and therefore precedes them—Sun Dance, Vision Quest, singing ceremonies, and others. It may be done once a week or, on special occasions, several times a day.

During the ceremony, rocks are heated in a nearby fire and brought into the Lodge to have water poured over them for steam. In the old days elk antlers were used to handle the rocks, but nowadays they are brought in on a pitchfork.

As the fire keeper brought in the red-hot rocks from the fireplace fifteen feet west of the door, I looked out. Across the flames of the fire pit and through the tipi’s open door I could see Uncle Bill lying wrapped in his bundle, the rugged profile still expressing the dignity and strength it had carried during his lifetime.

I watched the pile of glowing rocks in the center of the little Sweat Lodge. They were filled with power. All of them carried images—faces, animals, whole scenes. The final stones were placed in the center and the water handed in. Chunzila said, “OK! Akipo!” [“Shut it up!”]

The door was closed, sealing off all light from the outside. For a moment we looked at one another, bathed in the red light from the glowing stones. Then, with a crackling hiss, the water was poured on the rocks, and we were engulfed in the searing, purifying blast of steam. Chunzila began to sing, and we all joined in.

“Grandfather, you told us that, from above, you are watching us. Things are difficult. But with your help nothing is impossible in this world. . . .”

At the close of the ceremony, we all cried out, “Mitakuye oyasin!” [“All my relations!”] The blankets covering the door were thrown open, and the cool fresh air streamed in over our naked, sweating bodies.

One by one, we crawled out through the low door and stood up, towels wrapped around our waists. As we shook hands and smiled at one another, the steam rose from our bodies into the night. The energy, the refreshment, the feeling of relationship was strong in us all.

We dressed in the shadows behind the Sweat Lodge, and then I escorted Big Crow to the tipi, putting my hand on the old man’s head as we went through the low opening. Twenty-five people stood or sat inside. Someone was standing by the body and eulogizing Eagle Feather, speaking of the many times he had been helped through the old medicine man’s kindness, generosity, and spiritual healing.

He finished with “Mitakuye oyasin” and sat down, accompanied by the low-voiced agreement of the crowd: “Hecetu.” [“It is so.”]

A man of about forty got up next. I had never seen him before. He was wearing a suit and tie, unusual dress in camp. His short black hair was parted and brushed back. He had a sharp, intelligent face.

“I am Oglala Lakota from Pine Ridge, Inyan Gliyuwega tiospaye—Rockyford community,” he began. “I was a warrior, trained to fight. I was not afraid. The government allowed me to fly a Phantom jet in Vietnam. All six of my brothers served in the military and all but one, who was hurt in training, saw combat. Obviously I was brought up in the way of respecting the warrior traditions.”

He talked about how Eagle Feather had found him a warrior’s wotawe, or medicine bundle, to keep him safe from harm while fighting in Vietnam. He told how the bundle had saved his life. He expressed his gratitude to Uncle Bill’s spirit, and to the family, concluding with “All my relations.” He shook hands with Aunt Hazel and Delores and the other members of the family and sat down. I later found out his name was Ed McGaa.

Throughout the night the visiting and the testimony to Uncle Bill’s life went on, the fire burning high as the Sweat Lodge ceremony was repeated over and over. Many people eulogized C’uwi Wanbli S’un. I knew that if I tried to speak I would break down in tears, so I kept my silence.

Around four o’clock, exhausted, I crawled into my sleeping bag and was instantly deep in a dreamless sleep.

The day of the burial dawned gray and drizzly. The rain continued till ten that morning. As Uncle Bill’s bundled body was brought out of the tipi on its scaffold, the rain stopped and the sun shone intermittently through gray clouds.

Based on sacred tradition and the great honor that was due Bill Eagle Feather, the plan had been to transport his body to the burial site on a buckboard pulled by a team of horses. Unexpected difficulties on his burying day made this impossible, and a hearse was brought in instead. I still look back with a mind bent on what should have happened. And so, this modified memory is the account that follows.

The body was placed on the bed of a weathered gray buckboard. A couple of small powerful black horses were hitched to the wagon. I and three other men had been asked to ride escort for the wagon, and as the four of us mounted our horses, Chunzila began smudging the body, the wagon, the horses, and all the participants who followed with cedar. He had a big abalone shell filled with smouldering cedar, from which he fanned the smoke with his eagle wing as a purification.

“Hiyupo!” [“Let’s go!”] The first two horseback escorts were Joe, whom I’d stayed with when I first arrived, and Uncle Bill’s son, Isador. They led the wagon out of camp and up the hill, followed by me and John, Aunt Hazel’s nephew from Standing Rock, riding abreast behind the buckboard. We wound up the hill, followed by forty walking mourners.

On the flat above the camp was the hallowed Sun Dance site, a circle 150 feet in diameter surrounded by a pine branch arbor. The Sacred Tree, or Sun Pole, stood at the center, still adorned with offerings of tobacco and long streaming cloths, their now faded colors waving in the wind.

The big drum was brought into the circle, and for an hour Eagle Feather, the man who had done so much to revive the Sun Dance religion, rested on his scaffold in the circle while singers and Sun Dancers sang the old ceremonial songs, including the one that brought tears to many eyes, “Wicasa lawan?” [“The man I love, when will I see him again?”]

Uncle Bill was the first that I know of to be publicly pierced and to suffer the Sun Dance ordeal in defiance of the U.S. government’s ban on all Indian religion. It was for this that he was made Sun Dance chief of the Rosebud people.

The body was returned to the wagon. I and the others mounted our horses, and the long trip began to Eagle Feather’s grave on Tipi Wakan, the hill where he had received his vision.

As the wagon with its horseback escort topped the rise near the road, I saw a line of parked cars waiting to join the procession. The wagon was followed out of the camp by twenty cars, as the distance to the burial site was too long for the mourners to walk. I thought of Martin Luther King Jr.’s funeral. They had used a buckboard like this one.

We made our way down the road, the silence broken only by the sounds of the horses’ hooves and jingling tack, and the gritty turning of the wagon wheels on the gravel road. Behind us, at a respectful distance, the column of old cars and pickups followed, engines idling, mile after mile.

We began to climb, the grades getting steeper. Looking back, I was amazed to see that the procession was now over a mile long, straggling out almost to the horizon. The cortege was being joined at every lane and crossroad by more and more vehicles. Some of the cars had already broken down and had been pushed to the side by tribal police. The occupants of the disabled vehicles were offered rides in other cars and trucks. Some walked on the side of the road.

At last we turned off the road onto the rolling plains at the foot of the steep hill where Uncle Bill had fasted for so many years before the vision came to him.

“Ho! Everybody walks from here except for the old ones,” Chunzila commanded.

The mounted escort and the wagon continued across the plain for two hundred yards or so and then stopped, waiting for all the vehicles to park and the people to form a line of march. Tribal police were organizing the plain into a gigantic parking lot, row upon row of cars and trucks side by side, forming long snaky lines across the prairie. Those in the back of the procession had already parked their cars farther back on the side of the road. I could see them walking the distance toward the old buckboard to join the ranks forming behind the horses.

Chunzila asked the tribal police to allow about thirty cars bearing the old, the sick, and the crippled to drive as far as they could to the base of the hill. Now, the wagon and the horsebacks with all the people following began the final quarter-mile to the hill. As we moved onward, we were flanked on both sides by the proceeding cars, old folks peering through windshields, shawled grandmothers wiping their eyes with handkerchiefs.

When it was too steep to go farther, we dismounted. Chunzila brought the pallbearers together. Since Eagle Feather weighed 250 pounds, and the scaffold was heavy, four of the strongest men were selected to bear this burden to its final resting place. Others would spell these four from time to time.

“My relatives,” Chunzila spoke. “It’s going to be hard. We’re going straight up. We will rest four times. There are plenty of people to help us. Wana, hoka hey! [Now, let’s go!]”

The four pallbearers shouldered the scaffold. They began the climb. Hundreds of people were climbing with them, the young and energetic already out front above them, leading the way. Four men had been selected to carry the eight-foot-tall staffs, each with one of the sacred colors. Ed McGaa, out of his business suit and dressed in his old Marine aviation combat jacket, carried the red flag, a cloth offering. The footing became difficult, with outcroppings of sandy rock and clumps of prickly pear. The men carrying Uncle Bill sweated and grunted. The hill was already as steep as a flight of stairs. The two in front bent over, carrying their end of the scaffold at knee-height while the men in back still had their end shoulder-high in order to keep the scaffold level.

They rested, others holding the scaffold while the pallbearers caught their breath. I turned to look down the hill and was astounded at the spectacle of hundreds of cars and people darkening the plain below, the hillside swarming with those making the climb to the grave.

Overhead, the cloud cover was breaking up; meadowlarks and doves were flying. On the plain to the east, patches of sunlight moved across rolling grassy countryside. It was becoming a fine day.

When we finally reached the grave, the men at the back were holding the scaffold over their heads in order to keep the body level, so steep was the hill. Many were helping, some holding up the scaffold, others holding onto and steadying the pallbearers.

For me there was a flash of déjà vu—where had I seen this before? Suddenly I realized it reminded me of the great archetypal photograph of the flag raising on Iwo Jima. The marines in that photograph, some bent over at the foot of the the pole and some stretching to lift the top of the pole, were duplicated in the mourners’ stances.
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