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Four members of the American Indian Movement took a stand for Native Rights, and what happened next changed history forever. They were Dorothy Ninham, Herb Powless, Leonard Peltier, and Dennis Banks.

Some dialogue has been imagined to be consistent with events. Language and expressions are consistent with the periods depicted. Some of the names in the story have been changed to protect the guilty. This story was inspired by a series of interviews over more than two decades.





PART ONE

DETERMINED





CHAPTER 1

Leonard Peltier, Inmate #89637-132, Lompoc, California July 20, 1979

A garish light rotating between two guard towers reveals the tall chain-link fence, topped by razor wire, that encloses the main cell block. As the moon begins its rise over the Santa Ynez mountains, the sun’s last orange rays dip into the Pacific Ocean. At the main entrance of the prison, the squeaky new metal doors are sliding open, alerting the night staff to the changing guard. Rules govern the opening and closing of these doors: any outside visitor must be stamped and IDed, checked, and then stamped and IDed again. Then come the metal detectors.

Off in the yard, a gray stone tower stands in black sand like an ugly muted lighthouse. Its turning lights offer a glimpse of thick brushland beyond the fence. Oddly, no one is on watch as the giant mirrored spotlights move slowly across the complex and the grotesque shadows of late afternoon begin their dance. Light put in place to protect darkness.

Inmates can be seen closing up shops and padlocking doors, putting away rakes, farming tools, and other work implements with an exhausted air that says they are glad to see another evening arrive.

The sounds of preparation for the last meal of the day float across the yard from an open kitchen window. Voices lifted in an awkward harmony blend with the static of a rock hymn playing out of an old transistor radio. A truck bumps through the gates, carrying a bedload of prisoners. They are headed in from some farmer’s field where their labor has been rented out. One prisoner drives a tractor, others gather up wheelbarrows; none are attended by guards. At Lompoc, low security really means low security. That said, prison is still prison.

To the east lie the Coast Range and the fertile San Joaquin Valley with its Mediterranean weather, terrain to which Leonard Peltier, then age thirty-four, is no stranger. His dark good looks are owing to his Chippewa and Miniconjou ancestry. Like many other inmates, he is in top condition. Already gifted with speed, when not outside working hard, he runs up the ladder to his top bunk and back down again as fast as possible to train his muscles and equilibrium. What is he training for? What else but escape?

Looking through the prison bars to the east, Peltier hopes to be walking there one day, and not on work detail. This view becomes a prisoner’s best friend, a relative, a place to hope. The natural world renews his spirit, birds and invisible thunder beings take his prayers up to the sky. All are prayers for one thing: freedom. A young guard can be seen peering out to the same sand dunes looking just as lonesome, as his days are robbed by watching captured men.

Peltier has recently come to Lompoc from America’s highest-security prison, USP Marion in Illinois. Lompoc is luxurious after Marion, where containment units house men where they can barely walk nine feet, coffin size. He has been in the prison system since his capture in 1976, and in the spring of ’79 he is utterly surprised to be sent to this relatively new prison. His attorney is the most surprised of all.

Almost every inmate and guard at Lompoc is aware that Leonard Peltier has managed a few impossible escapes before. Just four years prior, after a battle with federal agents on the Pine Ridge Reservation in which two FBI agents and an Indian friend were slain, Leonard, along with a dozen or so other Indians, outran 250 agents. They combed through all fifty states, and still he alone escaped and crossed into Canada. The FBI don’t always get their man, the story often pointed out, and Peltier’s legend grew by leaps and bounds—made a little better every time it was told.

Peltier had been wounded during his cross-country flight, and he could have hidden anywhere under Indian protection. Despite the price that could be paid for hiding him, many did so. He would call out a warning as he approached a new site—the only decent thing to do—“You know the trouble I’m in?” On some reservations, you could be fired from your job for just mentioning his name, but nevertheless he was usually greeted with “Yes, yes! What took you so long to get here? We’ve been waiting for you!” Food, water, and blankets were left out in barns or at back doorsteps just in case he came by. The moccasin telegraph asked every day: did he make it? Is he still in the wind? How did he ever get away? Ceremonial prayers were lifted across the United States praying for Canada to hide him if he made it there.

When he was given asylum in Canada, the Native people there protected him and announced boldly, “When it comes to Indians, we do not recognize these borders.” Such boldness was born of the fact most Canadian Indians were still on their original land. They were Indian all the way and could harbor whomever they liked. But no real Indian stays away from home long—both Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse risked their lives when returning from Canada to their ancestral land in the States. It was both a weakness and a strength, depending on who was looking at it.

Peltier spent short stays at two other dreadful high-security prisons before being sent to Marion (known for its harshness as “the end of the line”). Then, mysteriously, he was up and transferred to Lompoc.

Leonard now soaks in the warm weather; it is just as much a relief as the low security after not having seen a sunset while inside Marion’s three stories of cement underground. He feels as if a large snake had swallowed him and then just up and decided to spit him back out. In California he could walk outside daily in the bracing sea air, but it is still prison. If his plans go right, he will soon be out of the system altogether.

A few nights before the planned escape, inmate Bobby Castillo, a young Chicano who had a great interest in Peltier, exchanged a look with him in the chow line. How was it, Castillo wondered, he’d ever been captured? Why not sport a tipi in the Kamloops and never be seen or heard from again? But Peltier had stayed close to the Canadian border, and many said he’d even gone back and forth regularly to see his family. This surprised no one who knew him.

Leonard wanted his people. He once told a friendly guard, “It’s not that I hate you, brother, it’s just I love my own!” He was familiar with the reservation blues, and those isolated, unforgiving landscapes had their problems, but the communal belief was If you’re one of us, you’re with us. That was why Leonard joined the Movement, to protect Indians’ right to be left alone.

Leonard’s story was the topic of ongoing debate both inside and outside prison. The inmates would argue over it at length—it was better than checkers. “Who did he protect? Where are they now, and would they help him?” Now, over four years later, all that was knowable was that Leonard was in Lompoc, still alive, and Indian people would go to great lengths to help him if he escaped again.

Bobby Castillo thought none of Peltier’s situation made sense. Just how, he wondered, could Peltier, of all federal prisoners, be in low security? Did they want him to escape? If so, why? If anybody was likely to pull off an escape, this dude might. It made Bobby curious. Maybe others had plans, too. What Castillo could not know at the time was that an Indian prisoner recently transferred to Lompoc had persuaded Peltier he was not safe, in fact that his life was in jeopardy. Escape seemed his only remedy.

Seizing his chance in the chow line, Bobby called out to Leonard in Spanish. Peltier looked a little Mexican to Bobby’s eyes, with his coffee tan and almond-shaped eyes. Leonard looked over and shook his head. “No habla. I don’t speak the language, bro.” No one in Canada mistook him—they knew at a glance he was Indian. It only happened in the States. The name Peltier was French from a trapper who had married into his Indian family long ago, a common enough affair.

Bobby was in Cell Block C and Peltier was in A, so they couldn’t talk long. But before they headed in their separate directions, Peltier called out, “Come to the sweat tonight. Just use my name, tell them I invited you. You’re just a Yaqui Indian after all. Come sweat!”

Bobby smiled. “What is it? Sweat?”

Peltier smiled back. “Whadda you care? Got a better engagement tonight? Come inside it and find out! They let us build our lodge right in the prison yard, willow branches and all, and we can invite who we say. It’ll be good for you!”

“What do they do in there?”

Leonard replied over his shoulder, “Pray.”

“Gracias,” Bobby said, though he thought he wanted nothing to do with that shit. After years of church, he gave up life on his knees. But he did want this new friend, so he decided to go. He had no idea something was about to redirect his life forever.

Hours later, guards escorted Bobby Castillo to his first sweat lodge. Damned if it wasn’t built right in the middle of the prison yard by Indian prisoners. What a trip! Castillo thought, thinking his eyes deceived him. Bobby called out to Peltier, “Thank you, brother!” Peltier answered, “Thank Jimmy Carter!” referring to the recent American Indian Religious Freedom Act, just a year old.

Archie Fire Lame Deer was the medicine man who came in from outside for the sweat. Even the willow poles had to go through the metal detectors, and the forty-four-year-old medicine man was strip-searched and told he couldn’t bring in his staff topped with horsehair. Even Lompoc was not that casual. The warden was furious about the sweat lodge in the yard, and as always, the prison was understaffed. Guards argued that they’d stand watch outside the lodge, but damned if they were going inside. The prison chaplain also refused; let the warden roast if he wanted to. So no one went inside but the Indians. Once cross-legged on the dirt floor of the lodge, Archie Fire, as Leonard called him, untwined medicine and horsehair from his own hair, and re-topped a staff.
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Following the sweat, Indians shadow Peltier through the prison. Bobby Garcia and Dallas Thundershield walk beside him, other men in front and behind working as an inmate form of security. Garcia, a wiry young part-Apache Chicano, and Thundershield, a Lakota Indian from Standing Rock Agency in North Dakota, are Leonard’s close friends at Lompoc.

In a curved breezeway between cell blocks A and B, Leonard drops suddenly to one knee and appears to straighten his shoe. The Indian inmates know the drill and quickly form a circle around him as Leonard takes a medicine bundle from his waistband and slips it over his head and inside his T-shirt. Thundershield has squatted next to him to ask a question, and Leonard answers brusquely, “No, little brother, you’re not going. Getting out is one thing, staying out is another. Once over that fence we’re all on our own. You don’t have long to serve, so don’t do it.”

Dallas says, choking back tears, “I can’t stay in here without you, Leonard. I just can’t. Besides, I may be of some use. I’d take a bullet for you, and you know it.”

“I do know it, and it’s exactly what I don’t want,” Leonard answers.

Bobby Garcia whispers, “Close your jaws, brothers, you’re getting attention.”

“Then close yours, brother, and let me up,” Leonard stands and starts heading for his cell at a fast clip. He looks forward to doing this soon for the last time.
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Two days later, just minutes after final count for the night, a full moon riding high over the California sky, a rattlesnake coiled not far from the fence, three figures whisk across the prison yard. Peltier goes first, then Bobby Garcia, who had masterminded the escape plan, takes lead in front of him. The young Dallas Thundershield is right on their heels. Garcia proceeds to cut the wire at the top of the first fence as Peltier holds his legs.
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At 10:00 p.m., Bobby Castillo hears a noise before anyone else on his cell block. Shuffling feet and a slamming door tell him something is not ordinary. There is never a peaceful setting, even following the nine o’clock final count, the one where you better be in your cell, sitting up and wide awake. Another count came at midnight, but that followed lights-out. Again, never silence. Funny how even in noise, there are noises you know, and those you don’t. Just before the fire alarm and the sirens start, there are noises that Castillo doesn’t know.

Unusual noises after count wake one up in a particular way. For a second or two there is a quick analysis, as an unexpected noise meant something bad. Bodies turn over in beds, lights switch on in faraway places, then off again. Even the sounds from the rugged terrain outside the windows seem to stop and question for a second, searching, listening. Usually the noise halts and the soft hum of insects and night rhythms return, a distant coyote tunes up again. But not this night.
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Peltier unrolls the green wool army blanket he carries under his arm, throws it quickly over the cut wire opening, and disappears onto the other side. Dallas goes over next, but a slip of his blanket lets the wire gash his arm, and he is bleeding profusely by the time he comes to stand at Leonard’s back in the space between the first and second perimeter fences. This second fence is closer than it looked from the yard and unexpectedly higher than the first, leaving no way to get a running start. Peltier doesn’t hesitate and tears his way up the fence, again appearing to do it almost effortlessly. Young Dallas freezes, and is neither so swift nor so lucky. For one, he ran behind Peltier, instead of beside him. Brave, if not smart. A shot breaks through the ambient racket.
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Bobby Castillo springs from his cot so fast his thin gray mat slides out with him. Quickly he’s crouched to the left of his cell and joins a system of communication as cellies whisper, passing words from corner to corner.

“They’re out! God dammit they-are-out!” shouts the celly three cells down.

“Who’s out?” Bobby returns, the words almost fading on his lips, because, my God, he knows who! “Did they make it, are they over?”

He hears, “Ahhh, dammit, they got Garcia in the yard. Damn him, he gets out and is right back in before it starts, every time. Always grabbed first! It’s not fair, man.” In fact, Garcia had been pulled by the legs from a sewage ditch as he detoured. Maybe sensing the inevitable, he became a decoy.

Just minutes earlier, over in a separate building, a janitor is awakened in his bed. A guard who looks both strained and terrified tells him to get up, they need everyone, they are short-staffed. He plops a handgun into the startled janitor’s lap. The janitor hops out of bed, knocks over a full mop bucket, pulls on his boots, and runs out behind the guard, still in his nightclothes.

In the hall, a guard grabs a ringing phone, listens, and answers, “Sir. No, sir, we don’t know yet, sir.”

In his cell, Bobby strains his ears, asking in a panic, “Peltier? Did he make it over? Goddamn!” The air is now riddled with gunshots, three so close to Bobby’s window he drops into a squat, hugs his knees, and begins to pray. Then he jumps up and shouts, no longer bothering to whisper, “Peltier!”

Penetrating flashes of white light roll like a wave across the ceiling as if desperate to stop his next question. “Is he …? Did he make it out?”

A whisper echoes back to Bobby’s ears, the words he’s been waiting for.

“Peltier—on the run.” As the guards’ nightsticks bang along the iron bars to cease the exchange, all coil back to their bunks.

Dallas Thundershield, they’d learn later, was shot in the back by the armed janitor and bled to death with no one to administer aid or comfort. When the janitor leaned over Dallas, he asked, “Are you the Indian they’re all looking for?”

“Yes,” the boy gurgled up, using his last breath to try and buy Leonard some time.





CHAPTER 2

The Chumash Cop, Santa Maria, California July 21, 1979

A Lompoc guard would note in the prison log: “12:15 a.m. One capture, Robert Garcia, captured at sewage ditch, #3 location, one, Dallas Thundershield, expired at fence outside guard tower road, and one, Leonard Peltier, on escape status.”

All night long they counted the inmates in their cells instead of the usual lineup, as there were only a handful of guards not on the chase. They’d confirm they were one inmate number short, and in disbelief kept calling out, “Number 89637-132? Number 8-9-6-3-7-1-3-2!” Bobby Castillo wondered if they thought if they kept saying it, Peltier would somehow materially reappear. He was out!

The warden stood in the yard waving men and volunteers into private cars and trucks, as there were not enough prison vehicles. He decided to jump into one himself while others loaded rifles and chains and dogs into its bed. It was bedlam, with deafening sirens and phone calls demanding attention, and if the cells hadn’t been on auto-lock, the whole prison population could have walked out. All over one damn Indian, thought the warden. And now I am likely suspended.
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Leonard Peltier moves into a dead run to put some space between him and the close bullets of his pursuers. He knows the guards will have to turn back soon, and the farther into the brush they chase him, the farther they’ll have to go back to get to their vehicles. With the expert ears of an ace mechanic, he knows half the state trucks leaving the prison yard each day aren’t up to tackling the terrain ahead. Not quickly. He glances to the sky and smells the dense air and knows the authorities will soon speed over wet, sandy ruts—even better. By that time, he will be far off any road. He quickens his pace.

Minutes later, he drops to a squat inside some tree cover to draw a breath and get his bearings. He can still hear the disruption carried over from the prison yard, though two miles away. He tears out again, making noises more like those of a large, frightened animal than a man. Survival makes such sounds.

He leaps over dry gullies and through gulches and into a helpful layer of fog. He runs along rows of lettuce toward the nearest high ground. Noticing a parallel road that’s too damn close, he darts in another direction. On that road is a barnwood sign that reads Entering Chumash Land. A metal street sign announces Lompoc, California, the garden seed capital of the world! EST. 1888.

Peltier scrambles up a large hill, occasionally slipping on loose sediment. At the summit he surveys his surroundings and assesses the sky, then dips his cupped hands into a small, fresh spring. He slurps the cool water, splashes some on his neck and face, and wets his red wind band. Though in a squat, he does not take his eyes off the sky. The starlight is telling him something. He wrings out his bandana and ties it back tightly around his forehead.

Through a small clump of trees, he spots a road and can tell by the distant glow of neon that he’s nearing a small town. He takes off toward it. Mountains to his back now, open fields out front, he is in a full sprint in the darkness when he is surprised by the sight of yards. Out here? he thinks. Where did this housing development come from? It wasn’t on the map.

The new suburb sprang up practically in the middle of nowhere as part of a newly planned Jewish community. The first finished house was already occupied by the county’s new prosecutor. Five ornate, freshly bricked homes stand behind a stone entrance flanked by palm gardens and a small pond. Extravagant for a dryland community. Peltier can do nothing but duck low and run fast behind it.

Only the prosecutor has moved in, and he is busy filling a large trash can when he hears a dog bark in an unfamiliar way. He listens for a second and then goes back to the trash. Leonard does not slow down. A streetlamp casts a beam across his face, moving him sideways. His breath stops for as long as he can hold it.

The town can be seen in the distance now, and Leonard sprints through an open field, chest heaving, eyes frantic but focused, as this poses the greatest risk of his journey. The suburb surprised him, and he’d have to alter his planned route and run through farmland, hoping the crops were tall enough to hide him and his footprints would mingle with others and not leave a trail. The misty fog would help, and the strong and permeating smell of manure would likely fool any dogs.

[image: images]

The police searched everywhere in the sleepy town, trolling through the streets, some banging on doors in the predawn hours. Strained voices shouted over radio transmitters. They had no direction or plan or leads; they simply had to cover all possible ground and quickly, like a squeegee. The escape was already hours behind them, and morning approached. They knew things were always trickier the day following an escape.

By first morning light, a lone Indian woman with a baby in her arms approached an empty Laundromat. She looked around carefully before snatching down a wanted poster from a bulletin board, glimpsing Peltier’s dark eyes before stuffing it quickly under her baby. Others scouted out telephone poles, a bus station bulletin board, or anywhere else there might be a poster and bravely and methodically pulled them down. Buying time was the only hope they had for the young Indian they’d all been told about. Every hour that passed was a blessing.

Many endeavored to help. A rock star of note, who lived on a ranch nearby and had recently held a concert for Peltier’s legal defense, unlocked his large metal security gate. He, too, was risking to give harbor. Not likely, he thought, but he might run this way. He just might.

[image: images]

By dawn’s full light Leonard spots the expected watermelon fields and passes out of the city limits. He’s made a good run but doesn’t relax or slow down. He does, however, punch his fist into a melon and bring up a juicy red handful, which he eats while he speeds on. He must pass into Santa Maria’s city limits, though his destination is nowhere near. Workers start to fill the empty roads, both in vehicles and on foot. A cock crows off in the distance; a truck backfires.

A good ten miles behind Leonard, a young cop has pulled out a tape measure to check the span of some deep and recent footfalls, impressions across a gully. “Holy Moly! Almost ten feet across, we’re after a damn Olympian!” he announces with a wide smile, which quickly fades as he sees his superiors standing on a ledge above him. Two FBI agents have appeared at their sides. A Santa Maria Times reporter snaps a quick shot and then scribbles down the young cop’s comment.

A police cruiser carrying a Chumash Indian police officer, Eddy Light Horse, and his superior, a white sheriff, has pulled over an old jalopy truck packed with about twenty migrant farmworkers headed out to the fields. Light Horse knows the sheriff can’t distinguish a Chicano from a Chippewa Indian; as proof, the frustrated man has just drawn his pistol and is waving it around and shouting, “If you are Leonard Peltier, stick your hands up right now or I will start shooting all of you!”

More cops drive up and hop out of their cars. One of them flings open the truck’s passenger door, two others draw down on the men in the bed. Everyone knows the sheriff’s bluffing—everyone but the migrant workers.

Light Horse rolls his eyes at the scene; a quick scan tells him Peltier is not present. He, too, knows the sheriff is bluffing—he has been riding with the man for hours and knows he’s full of it. As the sun rises higher, Light Horse also knows the coming heat will not help calm things down, and Peltier will likely be in custody by nightfall. The area is too populated to hide for long or run far, and the heat and brush are merciless.

In the truck cab, one skinny old Indian man in a worn straw hat slowly shuts his eyes and raises one hand. Then all the men in the truck raise their hand as well. Great, Eddy thinks, the poorest, hardest working men in America but today they’re Spartacus. The sweating sheriff finally lets out a loud huff, crams his gun into its holster, and leaves the truck. Light Horse is a tall man, and as he lowers his head to get back into the driver’s seat, he is trying to stifle a giggle. It’d only make things harder if he is caught laughing at the county sheriff and likely hardest on the farmworkers. His smile dissolves at the thought. He’d seen things get out of hand before, and law enforcement is feeling the heat coming from all sides, both inside and outside the department. Everyone knows why.

The sheriff leaves the state patrollers behind to handle the scene, and once he is out of sight, they quickly wave the men back onto the road. The state patrol has already worked a night shift, and the men are anxious to get home, though that is unlikely until there’s a capture. But Peltier is far outside the farming district by now, and the young Chumash cop likely knows it.
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Miles away, Peltier breaks into a wild sprint as he reaches a small basin where the trees are taller and provide a little cover. He walks up to a drainage ditch, sees the large metal pipe inside it, and squats down. He’s flooded with relief when he sees a colorful, finely woven Indian blanket rolled up on a pile of rocks. Pulling it out gently, he unrolls it to reveal a rifle—without checking, he knows it’s loaded. A roll of bills is rubber-banded to its stock, and there’s a snakebite kit and some clothes. He unrolls his prison-issue green army blanket—now badly ripped by razor wire—and checks something within it, then rolls it back up.

He dresses, stuffs the snakebite kit and cash into his pocket, then squats to roll the Indian blanket into a tight bundle. He lifts his pants legs to reveal ankles now raw from poison oak, and notices bloodstains where his toes have bled into his torn prison slippers. He looks around, but there are no shoes. Smiling, he shakes it off as he stands and slings the rifle onto his back. He positions the roll under his arm and squats again, his back up against a tree, facing the mouth of the basin.

He’ll stay hidden there until night brings better cover and cooler air. Doing nothing will prove a challenge, but it is one he is used to. Many say take one day at a time, but few have had to live it, hour to hour. Leonard closes his eyes, and his own breathing lulls him into a deep sleep. He can’t choose the danger he’s facing, but he’s determined to choose how he lets it affect him. Leonard Peltier is a man of considerable self-discipline.
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The day is half over as the sheriff and the Chumash cop bounce down a dusty farm road with the windows partly open, though the hot breezes don’t bring relief. If the air conditioner runs too long, the engine will overheat. Sacrifices of one kind or another come in expected ways in a dryland life.

There hasn’t been a single sign of Peltier. How could anybody be that lucky in such a compact area and given the unforgiving terrain?

“Did he head to Mexico?” the sheriff asks out loud, and then answers himself. “Nah, and no way he’s made it to mountain cover yet.” The police radio pumps out nonstop information about the escaped convict, as it has been doing all day.

“A rez Indian could make twenty miles in a day,” Light Horse observes.

“He’s a city boy, you don’t know that? Are you an Indian or ain’t ya?”

“Historically. You kept our history, just got rid of us.”

“I don’t understand a damn thing you say,” the sheriff says as he turns up the radio.

Eddy Light Horse has a hunch and he tries to direct the sheriff, who rarely listens to him until there is no alternative. Eddy wants to survey the new Sun Dance grounds. Reaching to turn down the police radio, he says, “If Peltier is headed anywhere, away from town would be where he’d go. He’s likely traded stories and seen maps.” The older man’s eyes are closed, a cigar hangs from between his lips, and he’s acting like he isn’t listening.

Officer Eddy knows many Lompoc inmates are local boys, with Indians in population. They probably spent weeks trading ideas and covering the area with Peltier. Passing along an idea isn’t breaking the law, if not caught doing it.

Eddy continues, whether the sheriff is listening or not. “Look, they talk inside, for example, one inmate could say in passing, there sure are some pretty low hills out there, isolated small farms, or mention watermelons were picked today, we went west of the main road, etcetera. They could lay out a whole map of the area that way. When you say armed and dangerous every minute, it just scares you in the end, and everybody freezes. Or shoots at the wrong thing. All them farmers are armed. This guy has no violent history or infractions from inside—”

The sheriff cuts in with his usual rhetoric, ignoring any facts. “What’d ya call killing those agents?! Cop killer, son, ‘most dangerous man alive.’ Anyone who’d do that—”

If he did do it, Eddy thinks as he cuts the sheriff off. “Dangerous to a cop maybe. Besides, I heard he went over that fence without a weapon. He’d have shot to protect his friends.”

“’Scapee’s got no friends! Heard? What else you hear, mister?” the sheriff barks, turning officious.

“He took his pipe out with him. They tossed his cell, and many others, it wasn’t there. You smoke a pipe or a gun, but not both.” Eddy knows a sacred pipe can’t be carried alongside a weapon.

“Bull! This is not a religious individual!”

Eddy nods and knows not to pursue it. But he knows his source is real. He’d fail if he tried to explain the difference between a religion and a way of life. Why bother? He points the truck off the beaten path and jolts into the low hills.

A few empty hours later the two men spot patrol cars from three different counties parked haphazardly. A few engines are still running, meaning the occupants exited quickly. They’d found something.

Several radio frequencies led them to the spot. The sheriff hollers, “Why in hell is our radio down? Turn it up, nitwit!” On a higher hill a group of spectators has also gathered, mere shadows with the late afternoon sun at their backs.

Two ranchers are also on-site, their drawn guns pointing to the ground. The sheriff and Light Horse jump out and bust into the circle to see what the curiosity is all about. Up on a high hill Eddy spots the remnants of a recent Sun Dance, marked with thin strips of faded cloth, prayer ties still hanging from nearby tree limbs. The soft wind lifts them. Nightfall is approaching.

A washed-out handwritten sign on a fence post reads No cameras, no alcohol, no drugs, no firearms, no recording devices of any kind. The drainpipe the cops have surrounded is nearby, but the mouth of the drain is outside the ceremonial grounds. Eddy turns full circle, observing.

The sheriff holds out his badge, but it is Eddy who waves everyone to back up, thinking, What in hell are they aiming at, a snake bed? Is there a man inside that drain? Something green is on top of the rocks piled at the entrance in full view. It appears to be an army-issue wool blanket.

The sheriff points with his gun to direct a county cop to pull it out. “What in hell? Why’d he leave his blanket? Everyone knows it gets cold come nightfall.”

As the cop pulls at the blanket, it unrolls and a delicate wooden pipe stem rolls toward them onto the ground. The sheriff jumps as if it were a snake. It’s clear to Eddy that its stone pipe bowl is tied inside a fine leather pouch beside it. Before anyone gets a chance to kick at it, he picks up the pouch, then gently lifts the wooden stem as well. Nobody stops him; nobody wants to.

He studies the pipe’s burned markings a moment before turning toward the vast sandy landscape with the soon-to-be enveloping darkness. Maybe Peltier is hurt out there. Maybe he’s rolled up in another blanket in a back seat halfway to Canada. If they don’t get him soon, he’s gone.

The sheriff, suddenly alert, waves the other men back into their vehicles, then turns in frustration and kicks hard at the drain’s rock pile.

The wind begins to kick up and with it a familiar howl. Without taking his eyes off the landscape, Eddy Light Horse tells the sheriff, “Now, you can say he’s armed.”





CHAPTER 3

The Chicken Coop, Oneida, Wisconsin Winter 1951

Ten-year-old Dorothy Ninham was a good ice skater, and in 1951 on a Wisconsin Indian reservation it was the only fun recreation available. Her tribal Indian land was hard up against Lake Michigan, a stone’s throw from Green Bay, and a two-hour trek into Milwaukee. The Canadian provinces of Manitoba and Saskatchewan and Ontario are as familiar names to the Oneidas as Green Bay is to their brothers and sisters to the north. The little girl had managed to find a pair of worn skates two sizes too big and stuffed them with old socks and newspaper and made them fit. She was determined, resourceful, and skated at a remarkable speed. Small and lean, she loved the movement, the call to be fearless, and especially she loved speeding through darkness. She liked to sneak out at night, hit the ice, and feel alive as the freezing air hit her face.

A Wisconsin winter meant real ice. Moving water was hard to freeze and took longer—often it didn’t freeze through but appeared to have done so. Locals knew what was safe. Dorothy skated by the light of the moon and stars and was headed to a small pond she knew, an offshoot from Duck Creek.

Her mother, Melinda, hated it when she found her daughter’s cot empty, but the little girl preferred the outdoors to the noisy cabin. And after the day’s chores had ended, why not play? A mother had to trust her daughter, but she knew that with winter drawing to a close the frozen waters could be unsafe. The natural world could help you—clear, clean water and fresh, bracing air could refresh you after working in an overheated cabin for hours—but the water could drown you, too. One had to always be aware of the water spirits, especially a mother. Dorothy had a rare, brave spirit herself and one she’d likely need later, so her mom let it rise inside her and would caution her but rarely stop her. Still, you’d think having almost drowned at age five would have kept anyone away from that pond forever. Not her Dorothy.

One morning five years earlier, Dorothy had stopped only long enough to put on her worn red mitts and ragged coat before she ran out to follow her brother to go skating with cousins. They didn’t want a five-year-old tagging along, so they ran to get out of her sight. She knew her brother, Tawit, would be crossing the bridge, named for De Pere, Wisconsin. Locals knew of it; merchants just thought of it as a reach beyond the big apple orchards outside of Green Bay.

And there was always little Strawberry Island, where she enjoyed swimming. She was a good swimmer. Though in the Land of Lakes, there was no lake near the Ninham cabin, just arctic weather and one wide, curvy, very long creek. Dorothy knew its curves like the lines on her hand, but now she was on land, chasing her brother’s voice and running almost as fast as she skated. Wisconsin girls knew about the possibility of thin ice under the snow and were taught to read the waterlines before they could walk, but Dorothy was so determined to catch up with Tawit that she just didn’t look or care.

Jumping a small pond, with her heavy skates over her shoulder, she fell straight through the snow into an ice hole that had been cut for a milk cow to drink from. Her piercing scream reached her brother and he decided to turn back, just in case (there would be many just in cases in Dorothy Ninham’s life; this was the first). Backtracking, he caught a glimpse of her red mitten sticking out above the hole.

The water had been so cold it knocked her plumb out, or so she was told, but afterward she didn’t recall anything but the sound of the ice water. She woke to the crackling of flames inside the cookstove and her mother rubbing her vigorously to bring her back to life. Dorothy’s thick black lashes lifted a fraction, and she noticed that her brother was crying. She had no memory of having seen him cry before. How in all Wisconsin had he gotten her home? He was only three years older.

She recovered and went skating the very next day. Such were the little pleasures afforded to her on the rez. Each day her mother made the long walk to town to search for work, any work, just to earn a nickel. She’d offer to sew or babysit or wash or clean. It was Dorothy’s job by age ten to get her brother and two sisters off to school. Make their breakfast and make their lunches.

Before sunrise, she would fill a metal milk jug nearly as big as she was with water from the well at the bottom of the hill, lug it inside the house, and start to wash the day’s corn. The one pleasure in washing corn before daylight was watching the stars, which she never thought of as three sisters or a big handle, as her Mormon teacher referred to them. Those were not their names to an Oneida. Her mother recalled some of the Oneida language and she called them the star nations. They were beautiful and far away and they were watching over Dorothy.

After the corn, she’d swipe three biscuits with a thin ribbon of lard, wrap them in newspaper, and put them in her siblings’ coat pockets—school lunch. She had to prepare the noon meal of corn soup before leaving for school, so she lagged far behind the others. Likely she’d have to pass old Luther on her way, a leering drunk who often managed to be sitting on the ground near her school. If a Mormon had caught him, she’d be lucky, but usually there he sat, always calling out the same thing, “Remember that we were People of the Standing Stone, and we were a fierce people!” He was a war veteran and she tried to honor his words, but mainly she honored her pulse that said to get away fast.

He always seemed to start a conversation, if you could call it that, just as he pulled the tab on his Milwaukee beer, corn of another kind, with a smell and effect that Dorothy thought were awful. For the rest of her life that familiar hiss when a beer was popped open would be a bad omen. It meant ill will and a broken life, that was all she ever needed to know about it. She only wanted to be away from it, and one day she knew she’d get her chance. She wouldn’t stay a child forever.

Dorothy’s mother heard her say that once and warned, “You want to give your children what you don’t have, but don’t forget to give them what you do!” Dorothy asked her mother what she thought she had that was so darn good to give them, and she would always remember her reply. Lifting her daughter’s chin with her forefinger and looking her in the eye, Melinda said, “You’re a good girl, Dorothy, and you have character. It is the most important thing to have.”

There came a day for Dorothy when the morning started out as always, but by afternoon everything had changed. She got the other children up and dressed. Like the others, she had two sets of clothes, one for summer and one for winter; one worn pair of underclothes served both seasons.

There were mitts and old ill-fitting coats, and that was all. As she dressed, she heard old Luther come up to the door loudly looking for breakfast. This was a rare annoyance; even when drunk out of his mind, he knew to stay clear of her mother, though he would harass her brother and sisters something awful. So Dorothy sent them off running and proceeded to beat at Luther with a broken broom handle. He got hold of the end of it, but she jerked it back and beat around his head so hard he lost his bearings and rolled down the hill till the stone well casing stopped him. At this point, the other kids came to her aid, but she yelled at them to go on to school, she’d take care of it. “Grab a biscuit!” she added.

After tiptoeing close enough to smell the stink of malt and see that Luther was breathing, she ran back to the cabin to grab her coat and stuff a biscuit in her own pocket. Then she paused at the cabin door, ran back inside, and grabbed an old blanket to throw over Luther. She didn’t know if he could get up and catch her, but she wasn’t tempting fate, so after that she ran the full two miles to school.

Though she loved the books and enjoyed the company of the other girls at school, she was always glad at the end of the day to be out of the hands of the Mormons and back at the cabin. But approaching it today, she saw her mother sitting at the end of their road by a stack of their few belongings.

She came closer and leaned over to look into their one metal pot, which should have held the corn soup for supper. It was as empty as her mother’s eyes. Out of respect she let her mother speak first.

“We’re going to our new house, and we have to walk fast. Go get your sisters. I sent your brother back to school to see if he can sleep on the headmaster’s porch for just the night, then we will go get him.”

“You sent Tawit off?” If there was trouble, they’d need him. If there wasn’t, they’d still need him.

“Dorothy, move. We will have to hurry. We have a ways to walk.”

“To where? Do we have a place?”

“Of course we do!” her mother answered in a false tone.

Dorothy scurried the younger girls out of the cabin and all began to walk quickly, though their mother’s long stride made it hard to keep up. Fear helped, and Dorothy wouldn’t breathe lightly till she saw this “place” her mother spoke of.

Hours down the road, her mother stopped suddenly, told her daughters to wait, and darted into the woods. She returned to say excitedly that she had found a cabin, and it was empty. Dorothy went in first. The single window had a tree limb growing through it, and cobwebs and dust were everywhere. She asked, softly, “Whose cabin is this?”

“Ours,” her mother replied with finality.

The wind was starting to blow snow outside. Melinda used some store of inner strength to pull at tree limbs and break them with her foot until they had a little firewood. There was no stove, so they made a fire on the packed-earth floor and huddled around it. Dorothy felt a kind of fear she’d never known; it came from shame. Any minute the cabin’s owner would open the door. It was just a matter of time.

After a few days of squatting there, they begin to walk again. Her mother had a cousin, June, who had married a Mormon. She was not wealthy by any stretch, but maybe she had a barn they could sleep in for a bit.

They arrived at June’s road just at nightfall with the smell of impending snow thick in the air. Melinda was not exactly on great terms with her “Aunt June,” so she sent Dorothy and her sisters to the back door. The youngest could cry on a dime, and they could make use of her tears.

Begging was not in Dorothy’s nature. She knocked and could smell food being cooked. After the long, cold day that aroma lodged forever in Dorothy’s memory, and she would never afterward take a bite of anything if the person next to her was not also able to do so. But this wasn’t new, as she had always been the last to eat.

Aunt June looked put out as she came to the door, then tried to peer down the road, but it had grown too dark. The barn, she explained, was crammed with their threshing equipment and winter store. Not an inch to fit a single soul into it.

She scrutinized the girls’ dirty clothes, then looked back at her husband, who was already grousing at anything that interfered with supper time. “Is your mother drinking?”

“No, ma’am!” Dorothy said, quite defiantly. It was pretty clear that if her husband got a word in, it would be no. Dorothy started to leave, but she couldn’t fail her mother, and so she pleaded, “We will take anywhere, Aunt June, just for the night. Please.”

June finally said okay and explained that the chickens would just have to move over, or they could move out to the run, so the girls could have their coop for the night. She mentioned before shutting the door that she had a little space heater she could run out and a few blankets. Melinda Ninham had already started up the road, leaving their belongings in a heap behind her. They could see after them later.

Melinda acted as if they’d been given the prized hallway in a sanctuary. Dorothy spoke up to her for the first time in two days and said, “Momma the smell is unbearable. We can’t, we just can’t!”

“Shhh, girl! It’s somewhere. I have to get out of the snow.”

“We’d be better off in the snow! I’ll make a woodfire in the pot, Momma, and we can huddle together, at least it’s clean.”

“I have to get out of the snow now, right now. I’m gonna have a baby.”

Feeling like the breath had been knocked out of her, Dorothy reached over to pull back her mother’s shawl. “When, Momma? When are you going to have a baby?”

“Tonight.”

Hours later, Dorothy watched softly floating snowflakes start to catch on the tiny eyelashes of the newborn sister sleeping in her arms. She pulled her mother’s shawl closer about her shoulders and covered the baby’s face with it. Her mother was asleep on a rack inside the awful coop with Dorothy’s coat covering her. Earlier, Dorothy had found a small axe and cut low pine boughs to make a bed for them all in the coop and borrowed a little hay from the barn. They had snuggled close together to provide some warmth before Dorothy got up to go outside with the infant. Auntie June’s small space heater didn’t do them much good.

June had also brought them a cloth napkin with four biscuits, a slab of honey, and two cold chicken legs. Melinda Ninham didn’t take a nibble, and Dorothy didn’t want to eat until she saw that her mother could. But it was a fine feast for the smaller girls. What was available in abundance was the feeling of love, and there was no greater gift at such a family time. Even their sadness communicated love, and the small sustenance of food and a little warmth did, too. They were still together, and that was about it. It was always enough.

Dorothy had assisted in an event that in her limited experience was beyond describing. When the serious moaning started, she no longer had to beg the stubborn chickens to leave. As Dorothy started to panic and dart for the main house, Melinda pulled her in close and assured her she had done this four times already and nature would help. Dorothy stayed to her side. When the worst was over, but the cord not yet cut, her mother pulled her face close and whispered, “Thank you, my good girl.” And then she passed out.

Dorothy brought snow to cool her mother’s fever, and soon she was awake and feeding the baby. She told Dorothy to heat some snow to a boil and wash whatever she’d cut the pine limbs with and bring it to her. The baby cooed while she did this and had not cried more than once. She was already cooperating with her new family, Dorothy thought. How good of her new baby sister to help her out in her first hours here.

Hours later, standing in the light snowfall with the baby in her arms, Dorothy thanked the Creator that both her mother and sister had lived through it. She sang and investigated the smallest face she’d ever seen and whispered the name her mother had chosen. Always of a mind to show gratitude even in the most unlikely of circumstances, she had named the little infant June.

With daylight, Aunt June would learn what had transpired and immediately take mother and baby into the house. Not until morning, though. And just them.

[image: images]

Much later, Dorothy would ask her mother about her own mother for the first time. That subject was never discussed, and Dorothy had never known why. In all hurtful situations, it is the one harmed who needs to be the first to do the talking. Melinda shared the one and only thing she knew about her mother, which was that she had died giving birth to her.

A few years after June was born, Melinda was walking to work on that same long road they’d taken after the eviction when a drunk driver hit her and pinned her against another car. Dorothy, not sixteen, was told she was not old enough to visit her in the hospital. Tawit, who was always at their mother’s bedside, tried hard to find a way to get his sister inside to say goodbye.

Dorothy told him that it was not to say goodbye, but so she could heal her. She knew she could. Tawit explained that every bone in her body had been broken and she was just holding on to say goodbye, holding on hard. The hospital, however, stuck to its cruel policy.

Tawit delivered Melinda’s last words for Dorothy: “I will visit you from the stars, my girl. If you ever need me, just look up. Please take care of my children for me. You have always been my brave girl, the rock on which I could rest.” With that, Melinda Ninham entered the sleep from which no one ever awakes.

Dorothy left the cement hospital stoop with her brother and set out to face her uncertain future, determined to keep the family together as her mother had asked. Tawit seemed to be in deep thought as his young sister carried a burden too big for her small broken heart. Still, she asked, “Did anything else happen in that room?”

“Yes. It did,” her older brother answered, his eyes not meeting hers. “Mother kept calling to her mother; she said she was in the room with us.”

This gave the young Dorothy a small momentary comfort that she, too, one day, might see Melinda Ninham again. “Old ones comment on that all the time, their mother coming for them. Soldiers do, say it happens even on battlefields.”

“Yes, they do. But our mom never saw her mother or heard her voice. How did she know it was her?”





CHAPTER 4

Wahpeton Indian Boarding School, Wahpeton, North Dakota September 1941

Dennis Banks lived with his mother and sisters in a nice, clean cabin. His father had come home from the war and married another woman, and Dennis had seen very little of him in his young life. An old man gave him a stick of candy once outside an old hotel on his town’s main street, and said with a laugh, “Don’t say I never gave ya anything.” Dennis used to pretend that was his father, but likely it was just a kind Indian elder. Maybe one who knew his circumstances.



OEBPS/Images/halftitleimg.jpg
I WILL





OEBPS/Images/titleimg.jpg
I WILL

How Four American Indians
Put Their Lives on the Line
and Changed History

SHERON WYANT-LEONARD

i

Arcade Publishing + New York





OEBPS/Images/frontcover.jpg
“Finally, the one we’ve been waiting for,
this book is a true examination of the heart.”
— JACK HEALEY, former director of Amnesty International USA

I WILL

How Four
American Indians
Put Their Lives on the Line

and Changed History





OEBPS/Images/imgThro.jpg





