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One Bead at a Time is the oral memoir of Beverly Little Thunder, a two-spirit Lakota Elder from
Standing Rock, who has lived most of her life in service to Indigenous and non-Indigenous
women in vast areas of both the United States and Canada. Transcribed and edited by two-spirit
Métis writer Sharron Proulx-Turner, Little Thunder’s narrative is told verbatim, her melodious
voice and keen sense of humour almost audible overtop of the text on the page. Early in her
story, Little Thunder recounts a dream from her early adulthood, “I stared at these lily pads for
the longest time and I decided that there was one part of the pond that had lots of lily pads and
no frogs. I said, ‘I want to go there because there’s lots of lily pads but no frogs and I like creating
community.’” And create community she does. Little Thunder established the first and today, the
only all-women’s Sundance in the world, securing a land base in the Green Mountains of
Vermont for future generations of Indigenous women’s ceremony. She was active in the A.I.M.
movement and she continues to practice and promote political and spiritual awareness for
Indigenous women around the world. A truly remarkable visionary.
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TodayAcknowledgementsFOREWORDWhere Dreams are for PeopleWhat Water is for
TreesTHIS IS HOW I SEE Beverly Little Thunder’s and Pam Alexander’s land in traditional
Abenaki territory, held in trust for time immemorial for women’s ceremony. A place where prayers
are answered and dreams are born on the wetlands of the Green Mountains in Vermont. Kunsi
Keya Tamakoci. Grandmother Turtle, a place where the Creator’s presence resonates and
women’s and children’s lives are transformed. Their voices lifted in song, their laughter, their
tears and secrets remain with that land, year after year. Not just because the trips “back to the
land” from the cities remind people to slow down. Witnessing seventy to one hundred women
work together to prepare annually for ceremony, sitting with those one hundred women to eat,
circling with them to introduce themselves one by one, that is the power of this place. Everyone
is there to pray. Many are there to seek healing.My name is Sharron Proulx-Turner. I am a
member of the Métis Nation of Alberta. Among many other things, I am a Métisse Nokomis
(grandmother), community worker, storyteller, poet, writer. I spent eleven of my summers and
most of those winters on the steep Kunsi Keya wetlands. There were rain storms and storm
warnings and wind damage. Collapsed water-soaked kitchens. Line ups of sopping wet women
and children, laughing together in the pouring down rain, their voices resonating through the



mature forest that holds the land, their rhythms settling in the wet air like the lightning bugs that
grace the grasses and the ground-covered fern. I will always remember the young Indigenous
mommies and their babies. They found a home.And home is what Kunsi Keya is to Beverly Little
Thunder, a Lakota woman from Standing Rock, who followed a vision that brought her from the
deserts in California to this eastern woodland. Her vision is more than thirty years old now and
has realized itself to some extent. Any meeting place for women is at risk of being called “New
Age” by the media, especially a place where an Indigenous woman dares to follow what she was
shown by Creator and her Elders. Dares open up ceremony to women, to transgender, lesbian,
bisexual, queer––all who identify as women. Dares include non-Indigenous women in the
foundation building of the land, welcome them as helpers at almost all levels. But there is
nothing New Age about what happens on this land. What happens on this land is sacred Lakota
women’s ceremony. Sacrifice. Growth. Peacefulness. Fun. Healing.Beverly wanted to tell her
story. She heard I am a writer and asked me if I would write her story. I told her, no. Your story is
not mine to write, it is yours. But I am not a writer, Beverly would say. Me? As my Aunty would
say, if you can talk, you can sing. And if you can sing, you can write. We decided that Beverly
would relay her story to me by audio-tape and I would be both witness in the moment and
transcribe her words later. Play. Stop. Listen. Write. Play. Stop. Play. Stop. Listen. Write. Word. For. 
Word. Laboriously and literally years later, we had almost 900 pages of text, too long for a book.
So I began the job of editing. Of staying true to Beverly’s oral word and being inclusive enough
with each of her stories (sometimes told several times throughout the tapes).I was fortunate. I
received a Canada Council International Aboriginal grant to begin the project (2009) with
Beverly on Kunsi Keya land in Vermont, and later two Canada Council/Alberta Initiative grants to
help complete the transcribing and editing here at home in Alberta. That took years. Then to find
a publisher. Inanna Publications was recommended to me at a conference where I was a guest
reader. The story continues from there. Luciana Ricciutelli with Inanna has been incredible, not
only in her careful and precise edits, but in the loving care taken with this book, with the author.
Such an exciting moment for Beverly Little Thunder, another part of her vision fulfilled.Recently, I
was diagnosed with end-stage liver cancer. I was having some pain, had an ultrasound thinking I
had a gallbladder problem (given I’m the only adult in my large family who has a gallbladder), but
no. Not so. This book may close my life. Life is story. I became involved in this project, not
because I love impossible work, but to give back to the Indigenous women and children whose
stories so often go untold. To give back to the spirits of the Indigenous women and children who
have been and still are missing or murdered. For my mother and grandmothers before me,
whose unspeakable sacrifices paved the way for me to be a writer. Thank you, grandmothers.
Thank you, Creator.—Sharron Proulx-Turner, MACalgary, Alberta, May, 2016Beverly Little
Thunder, 20001.MY BEGINNINGSHIHANNI WASTE’ THEY CALL ME. “She who can be
depended upon.” When I received this name, I was told not to repeat it in my language. It is my
spirit name. The world knows me as Beverly Little Thunder, but those closest to me call me Unci,
Lakota for grandmother. I am a Womon from the Standing Rock Band of the Lakota Nation. I am



Oglala and Teton. This is my story.MY GRANDMOTHER AND GREAT GRANDMOTHERMy
grandmother and great-grandmother were from the Standing Rock reservation in North Dakota.
They were both full bloods. My grandfather was from the Cheyenne River Agency, which was
further south. He came from a family of ten boys and my grandmother talked about how she
didn’t even know my grandfather before she married him—he was quite a bit older than her. Her
father and her mother told her that she was going to get married on a Sunday after church. Her
grandmother started putting together a dress for her made out of flour sacs.One Saturday they
went to town and there were a whole bunch of men standing over by where the horses were tied.
Her mother, my great-grandmother, said, “You’re going to marry one of the Marshall boys.” My
grandmother said she and her sister looked over the men, trying to figure out which one she was
going to marry, and of course, which one was more handsome, and which one neither wanted to
marry. She said she really had no idea who her husband would be until they got to the church.
After the mass, her mother told her to stay seated, then the priest came, the Marshalls walked in,
and she met my grandfather. She talked about how in those days that’s the way they did it; your
parents who decided for you. You didn’t have long courtships. She said, sometimes, if you were
lucky, you found someone that you liked and your parents would agree, and then you were able
to marry him.THE BIRTH OF MY MOTHERMy grandmother had her first child, Christina—my
mother—on Christmas. There was a snow storm that day, so my mom was born at home. My
grandmother said that my mother was very, very sick and they had to call a medicine man to
come. He stayed at the house for several days to doctor her. She recovered, and it was really
important that she get well because she was the first girl born in the Marshall family. Every one of
those ten Marshall boys, she said, had nothing but boys. Each one of those boys had about
eight sons and nobody had a daughter. My mother was the first. But my mother became like my
grandfather’s first-born son because she was his first-born child, and she talked about how she
spent most of her time with her father, not my grandmother.When my mother was four, she was
sent away to a government school and she and my Aunt Gloria, my mothers’ best friend, used to
talk about how when they got to the school, they were the two youngest there, and all the older
girls looked out for them. But one day they were playing and she and Gloria were talking in
Lakota. They were reprimanded and forced to stay in broom closets overnight. In later years,
when my Aunt Gloria was about sixty, I remember sitting in the kitchen with my aunt and my
mom when my aunt started talking about that time. She began crying and said, “Christina, what
could we as four-year-old little girls have been talking about that was so horrible that they would
treat us in such a poor manner and put babies in closets, because we were just babies,
Christina.” My mom began to cry too. It’s the only time I saw my mother cry. I became aware of
the damage that government schools did to our people as I witnessed that episode. I sat there
and didn’t say a word. I just listened.My mother did talk about being in boarding school and how
she never knew her mother. Because her family could not afford for her to travel back and forth,
she was always a part of the group of kids who stayed at the school even during holidays, so she
never spent a Christmas or a birthday or anything at home from the time she was four. She only



came home in the summer, when she would help my grandfather with the cattle and the farm.
She said she was much closer to my grandfather than she was to my grandmother. I have
pictures of my mother and grandmother sitting together, and the look on my mother’s face is one
of a wistful child looking at her mother, trying to get her attention and my grandmother instead is
staring straight into the camera, as if my mother was not there. I think the government schools
really damaged their relationship, and as a result, my mother was not a very good mother to
me.THE BIRTH OF MY FATHERMy father was raised in an orphanage run by two German
women. When the orphanage closed, they adopted him because no one else had. He was given
the last name of Skillens. There was no information on his mother. They knew nothing about her,
and the document that I saw said that he was born on the steps of a hospital in Illinois or Indiana,
that his mother had died in childbirth, and that he was a male. It didn’t indicate how much he
weighed, or how long he was, and even the time of birth was not recorded. His mother was
described as being about five-foot-five, weighing about one hundred and twenty-five pounds,
with long dark hair, brown eyes, and an olive complexion, possibly twenty-three, twenty-four.
That’s all the information he had. So he didn’t know much about his mother, and he knew even
less about who his father was.My father met my mother when my mother was in the army. He
was in the Merchant Marines because, not having a birth certificate, he couldn’t get into the
military service. At that time, my mother was going to school at Haskell, and then she got a
scholarship to go to Kansas City University. After her second year, she had to declare a major.
She wanted to go into interior design but she was told that, as an Indian, she couldn’t be an art
major, that the scholarship was only valid if she was going to be a nurse or a teacher. She bluntly
stated, “I don’t like children and I don’t like blood,” then quit university and joined the Women’s
Army Corps. She talked about the racism she experienced during that time. She was put in a
barracks with Black women because there were two barracks: one for the white women, and one
for the Black women. When she arrived to check in, her superior officer called her into his office,
together with her cousin Sophie, who had joined with her. He pulled out a headdress and asked
them to pose with him while he took pictures. He talked about how he was sure he had a little
Native blood in him somewhere and said he was so proud to have two Native girls in his division.
I was horrified as she told this story. I was livid for her. To her, it was just what had happened.As I
grew up, my mother told me I should never marry a Native man, that I should always try to find a
white man because that would give me some status in the world. For a good part of my growing
up, that was her mantra: Be as good as the white person. That changed, but not until later on.MY
EARLY YEARSI weighed three pounds and two ounces when I was born. I had to spend three
months in the hospital before I could come home. During those three months, I didn’t have a
name and it’s reflected on my birth certificate that my name wasn’t registered until three months
later, in March. I don’t know if my mother came to visit during that time. She never said.My
mother was very cold emotionally. She was not affectionate. I only heard her say “I love you” to
me once in my entire life. She was very good at using the belt. She was physically abusive. I
never understood whether it was me that she didn’t like, or if she was just mean. I didn’t want to



believe that she was just mean, so I internalized that it was me. She would often say to me,
“You’re ugly, you’re stupid, you’re never going to find a husband.”On the other hand, my father
adored me. He said that I was the most beautiful girl, that I was smart, and that some day he
would buy me fifty-dollar dresses. Why fifty-dollar dresses, I don’t know, but that was his goal.
My father was a labourer. He was not a professional person. He’d only gone as far as the third
grade. He taught himself to read and write and in the process, taught me to read and write. So at
the age of three, I was able to read all of the kindergarten and first-grade books that were later
given to me to read in school. By then, I was bored because I’d already read them.We were very
poor, but I didn’t see myself as poor. I thought that everybody lived the way we lived. We never
had a matching set of dishes; we had broken, chipped, mismatched plates. My mother used to
buy oatmeal in a box where you got a free dish, so we had various dishes from different boxes of
oatmeal. We also had jelly jars and pickle jars—my mother liked pickles, so we had lots of pickle
jars—which we drank out of.My father was a very good baker, and every Saturday he would
clear the kitchen table, flour it up, and make bread for the whole week. He would always say,
“Oh, I have extra dough and I don’t know what to do with it. Maybe I’ll make cinnamon rolls.” If we
were lucky, we’d have raisins. I think now that he always knew how much dough he was making,
but he always made it seem like he had extra and that it was a special treat. He would put the
cinnamon rolls in a big crock and all week long that was our dessert. Fruit cocktail and graham
crackers, too. Those were the sweets we had when I was growing up.We lived in rooming
houses, but when I was born we lived in a garage. I was due in February but I was born early. My
mother had wanted to go to a New Year’s party. They called a taxi—in those days most people
didn’t have cars. They were in Los Angeles. They got into a taxi and she started having labour
pains so she asked to go to a hospital instead. They were taken to the closest hospital, but then
were redirected to the county hospital. When she got there, they gave her some medication to
try to stop the labour, but the labour continued and I was born at 11:47 p.m., New Year’s Eve.
She always said that I was so impatient. If I had waited thirteen more minutes, I could have been
the first baby born in 1948. I didn’t weigh much when I was born, but I’ve made up for it. It must
have been a crazy night is all I can say because years later—all her life—my mother told the
story of me being born on New Year’s Eve.When my parents took me home, my grandmother
wanted them to return to Standing Rock and bring me with them, but my mom didn’t want to
travel because I was so small. My parents went back to the garage that they were living in then.
But my father and mother had these friends, Bea and Calvin, who were living in a one-room
apartment in a house. They moved themselves and all their stuff into the garage and then moved
my parents and me into their apartment in the house so that my parents wouldn’t have to live in a
garage with a baby. Aunt Bea and Uncle Calvin became like my relatives when I was very
little.Both my mom and father were in government boarding schools back in the thirties. There
were always diseases to contend with in the schools. In the fifties, it was polio. Every kid had to
get polio shots. But back in the thirties, it was rickets—caused by a lack of vitamin D—so
somebody decided that fish oil, or fish, was a good source of vitamin D. Cod liver oil came on the



market. It was probably on the market before then, but it was introduced to the government
schools at that time, probably the cheapest supplement the schools could use, so all the kids
used to get a tablespoon of cod liver oil every morning before breakfast.When I was born my
father decided that since I was so small, if one tablespoon made you healthy, then two would be
better. So every morning when I woke up he gave me two tablespoons of cod liver oil and to this
day, at sixty-three years old, I do not eat fish. I have had fish prepared for me in many wonderful
ways. I’ll take a bite, and it doesn’t taste bad, but I can’t get beyond that. I will probably die never
eating fish. Recently, I started taking an omega-3 capsule, because my daughter insisted. But it’s
only because it doesn’t taste like fish, and I don’t burp fish. The first time I burp fish, I told my
daughter, that will be the end of it. My father wanted me to be healthy. He made sure that having
been born at three-and-a-half pounds, I was going to thrive. Now, at two hundred and ten
pounds, I want him to know, I have thrived.My dad is the one I remember the most growing up.
He was very affectionate and a lot of fun to be around. He was also a very compassionate
person. When he got a paycheck, he would always buy chewing gum and chocolate bars. He
kept them in a box in his drawer. About once a month, he would take the bus and he would go to
a local orphanage. He would take the chocolate bars and the chewing gum to the kids there and
he would spend the afternoon with them. He took me with him several times. He said it was
because when he was in the orphanage, no one ever came to see him, and he wanted to go and
see the kids. I always wondered if my mother was even aware that my dad visited the orphanage.
She never acknowledged it, or never said, “Your dad’s doing this.” She’d just get mad at him
when he was getting dressed.My dad was a spiffy dresser. He only wore wool pants, and they
had to be navy blue. He also wore a double-breasted suit jacket and a white shirt. He didn’t like
ties, so he didn’t wear a tie. He would wear steel-toe work boots because he worked in a
warehouse, in a factory. But that’s the way he went to work. He said, you can’t get on the bus
looking all dumpy; you have to get on the bus looking nice. It wasn’t until he was in his fifties that
we managed to get him into sweat pants, but even so, he wouldn’t leave the house in them. He
had to change his clothes. You knew when he pulled out a clean shirt, that he was getting ready
to go somewhere. And my dad never drove. He took the bus.My father always said that what you
put out comes back to you. It’s always been that way. I remember one time when I was in high
school, my father went down to the small local store where they had credit, and he got a turkey
and all the trimmings for Thanksgiving dinner. He took it to this woman who lived down the street
from us. My mother got very angry. She thought he was having an affair with this woman. He
said, no, that she got laid off work, that she had four kids, and that it was Thanksgiving. “She
needs it,” he said. Oh, my mom was not happy. Even I wondered how my father met this woman.
Well, it turns out he met her waiting at the bus. She used to wait for the bus with him all the time
and they would ride the bus together. She got off a couple of stops before he did so they struck
up a friendship. Her husband had died and she had all these kids. My dad wanted to do
something to help her. He put up with my mother, all of her accusations, and rantings and
ravings. He just said, “Chris, there’ve been times when we needed help and we’ve gotten help.” I



always remember that. To this day, I will always help a family out on the holidays. I go out of my
way to provide food and gifts for children that don’t have them, usually a single mom. I know how
hard it can be to provide those things for your children when you’re a single mom.When he was
about fifty-five, my dad discovered he had a tumour behind his eye. It was cancerous and they
had to remove his eye. He was given a glass eye to replace it. Five years later he died of cancer.
Had he been going to the doctor on a regular basis, they probably would have caught the cancer
soon and given him aggressive treatment, but he didn’t believe in going to doctors unless it was
an absolute emergency. By the time he got there, he was too far gone for them to do anything.
They told us that he was full of cancer and that it had spread into all his organs. They said he
had about three months to live. He lived three days, and then he was gone. My dad was a pretty
incredible person. He was one of the loves of my life.THE FIREBy the time I was five, my mother
had had my sister, Laurel. She’s three years younger than I am. Eleven months later she had my
brother Randy, and I don’t even think it was even ten months later that she had my brother
Ronny. Right after Ronny was born—he was about three months old—we moved into a rooming
house. There was a roll-away bed that my sister, brother and I slept on, and in the corner, there
was a little basket for my baby brother Ronny. My father and mother slept on the couch, which
turned into sort of a bed you could flatten out. It didn’t have a bed inside it like couches do now; it
just folded forward and you lay it down on the ground and made it a bed. My father was lying on
that couch one night and my mother was out somewhere. It was about three in the morning when
I woke up. There was a cloud above my head—it was smoke. The air was very dry. I had to go to
the bathroom. We shared a bathroom with a neighbour and to get to the bathroom, I had to go
outside to the back porch and then down a few steps. Instead, I went over to my father on the
couch-bed to wake him. He no sooner sat up that the whole couch went up in flames.My dad
opened the door and started yelling for help and then he ran into the kitchen and tried to get
something to put water on the fire. It all happened so fast. I watched the flames, watched them
leap from the couch to the chairs to the curtains. It was pretty scary. I was five years old. The only
way I knew how to get out was through the front door. It was latched at the top and the only way I
could reach the latch was to stand on the arm of the couch, which was now in flames.So, when
my dad jumped up off the couch, I got scared, and ran back to the rollaway bed. I had a little
blanket and I was trying to get my little brother out of the basket. My father was outside yelling.
People started coming in and somebody grabbed my sister and then somebody came back in
and grabbed my brother from upstairs. They were yelling at my father to shut the door so the fire
wouldn’t spread, and they slammed the door. A man, a sailor walking by—coming home from
the bar because bars in Los Angeles closed at two a.m. then—ran to the side of the building
where there were vines growing up. He climbed those vines and the trellises to get to our second
story window. He broke the window with his arm, broke his arm in the process, and got my
brother and I out. He held us outside, out from his body with his good arm and held the vine with
his broken arm until the fire truck got there and was able to take us down. I have a scar under my
arm that looks like a big brown birth mark. I was burning and the man had to slap me with his



hands until the fire went out under my arm.I still don’t know where my mother was the night of
the fire. I guess she came home the next morning when the fire was put out. My baby brother,
Ronnie, got sick. He’d gotten a lot of smoke in his lungs. He got pneumonia. I remember him
crying and crying and crying, and my mother walking him, my father walking him, and still they
couldn’t get him to stop crying. Then, in the middle of the night, my mother woke me up and
said, “We’re taking Ronnie to the hospital. We’ll lock the door after we go and you can sleep on
the couch.” I was feeling very grown up.It was light outside when they got home. My mother
came in the house and walked by me. I said, “Momma? Where’s Ronnie?” She turned around
and said, “Ronnie’s dead and it’s your entire fault.” Then she ran out of the room. My father came
in after her. I was excited because I didn’t know what dead meant. I asked my dad, “Where’s
Ronnie?” He said, “Well, Ronnie died and he went to be with the angels. He was too sick and the
doctors couldn’t fix him.” I still didn’t know what that meant. There was no funeral. There was no
closure.My mother became very bitter. She had gone to the local Catholic Church to try and get
some assistance to bury him, but because he had not been baptized, they wouldn’t bury him
and they wouldn’t help her because she hadn’t been coming to mass at that church. That’s when
I remember starting to see my mother drink a lot. I remember seeing bottles of beer sitting on the
table all the time. I carried that with me for many years—that I was responsible for my brother’s
death. Although, as an adult, I knew intellectually I wasn’t responsible for that, emotionally, the
child in me could still hear my mother saying that to me. It only confirmed the feelings I had that
my mom didn’t like me. Of course she didn’t like me—I killed my brother. It made perfect sense
to me.AFTER THE FIREMore terrifying than being in that burning building was when a few days
later we had to sleep in that room again. We had nowhere else to go. Someone had brought
some mattresses and placed them on the floor. Everything else around us was charred. I
remember being so afraid to go to sleep. I was afraid I was going to wake up and we would be in
flames again.Soon afterward, as an emergency measure, we were moved into a housing project.
The Red Cross helped and got us some furniture and household stuff. That was a “move up” for
us, I guess. It was the first time that we actually had two bedrooms, a living room, and a kitchen.
It was small, but it was our home. A few weeks after we had moved in, I was playing in the house
on a Sunday morning when my father asked me to go and see if the paperboy was coming. I
went outside and had to walk down a walkway and then down some stairs to the roadway, where
I saw a little boy on a bicycle who had canvas bags over his bicycle. In the sunlight, is hair looked
fuzzy and all burnt up. I didn’t know what his burnt back looked like, but that’s what I imagined.I
went screaming into the house and told my father there was a little boy outside who’d been in a
fire and that he was all burned up. My father ran out the door and came back in, and said, “It’s
okay. It’s all right. He’s not hurt.” Then, without explaining, or saying anything, he grabbed two
mayonnaise jars and said, “Go pick some flowers for your mother. I’m going make her some
breakfast.”I went back outside and the first thing I saw were yellow mustard flowers, so I pulled
out a bunch and brought them to my dad. He put them all in one jar, got some water, and then
said, “Are there any others out there? Maybe different colours?” So I went out again and stole a



rose from the neighbour, some oleander, more mustard flowers and whatever other flowers I
could find along the road that weren’t yellow. I brought them back and he put them in the other
jar. After he’d filled the jar with water, then he said, “Well, which one do you think is the
prettiest?”I pondered for a minute and I was partial to the rose, so I said, “Oh, I kind of like the
rose.” I was probably really proud that I got away with stealing that one, so I said, “The one with
all the different colour flowers.”My father said, “You know, when the Creator made the world, he
thought that the world would look more beautiful with different colour flowers and he made
people the same way. There are people all over the world who have different colour skin than we
have. That little paperboy that you saw, his skin was very dark and he was probably from Africa.
You’re going to hear people call him the ‘N’ word.” He went down this long list of terms that were
derogatory for someone Black, and Black was one of those words, ironically.He added, “I never
ever want to hear you call anyone by those names. Those are bad names; those are bad words.
Always use respect, and treat them with a lot of love and kindness because that’s how they’ll
treat you.”I said, “Oh, okay.” So that was my lesson about racism from my father. And you know,
darn it, in the ’70s when I started going to UCLA, it was during the time of Black Power and
everybody wanted to be called Black. I had the hardest time calling them Black. I could still hear
my father saying, “Never call anybody that.” That was one of the memorable things that
happened when we lived in that house.GRANDMOTHER’S HOUSEEvery year I was taken to my
grandmother’s house, usually in early May, and then I would return home in the early fall. My
mother would leave me there and I’d spend the summer with my grandmother. My grandmother
was very much like my mom. She was very quiet. She didn’t speak English when I was little.
Everything she said was in Lakota, so I became fluent in Lakota. Unfortunately, as I grew older, I
lost the language because there was no one else to talk to. But when I was a child, my cousins
were always around. There was always a bunch of us, and we would sleep in this one big bed
that was full of hay. It was basically a ticking full of hay. When it got flat my grandmother would
just stuff more hay in it. I always thought hay was something really special until I found out it was
just grass.The summers at my grandmother’s house are some of the happiest memories of my
life. It was a good way for a kid to grow up, I think.I remember going to church and bible school.
One time I came home from Sunday school, got off the bus, and walked the quarter mile to the
house, in tears. I climbed up the steps and my grandmother asked what was wrong. I told her
that the minister said I was going to burn in hell.She said, “Well, why?”I replied, “Because he
says if I’m not good, if I don’t do what my mother tells me, then I’m going to die and burn in hell.” I
didn’t know what it was to die yet because my brother hadn’t passed, so I must have been about
three-and-a-half, almost four. I didn’t know what hell was either. I just knew it was a place you
went to burn.My grandmother said, “No, that’s not true. No, no, no—heaven and hell, that’s for
white people. Only white people go to heaven and hell.”So I thought about it for a minute and
asked, “Oh, well, where do we go then?”“If you’re not good,” she said, “and you don’t do what
your mother tells you, when a Lakota person dies, they come back in the next life as Navaho.” I
didn’t know what a Navaho was then, but it must have been bad. I really tried to be good



because I didn’t want to be a Navaho.Years and years later—my grandmother was about ninety-
four—she didn’t recognize us anymore. I was cutting vegetables and had all my silver bracelets
on, and my turquoise, like the Navaho women wear. She turned to me and said, “Lila, Shicha.” It
means, “You’re so bad.”I said, “What did I do, Grandma?”She said, “You can’t even wait until
you’ve died. You’re always practicing to be a Navaho.”I laughed because I realized that she
remembered that from long ago. Who knows? Maybe I do have to come back as a Navaho. I
haven’t been that good.THE CHICKSMy grandmother told some stories that I don’t really
remember well, but through her telling I can imagine the details. One of them was about how she
used to get baby chicks in the mail. They would come in big flat crates. I remember one time
being in the back of the wagon, and going into town with my cousins. We thought that was a
great place to wrestle and play while my grandmother was driving the team. There’d be big
boxes of baby chicks in the back with us. I remember poking my fingers in them, trying to get
their attention.My grandmother talked about how she went out into her barnyard afterwards and
found a bunch of dead chicks. She thought, well, maybe they weren’t healthy. Then the next day
she went out and there would be more dead chicks, so then she thought she’d better really keep
an eye out on what was happening. She kept looking over at the chicken yard and she said she
saw me slip under the fence and then sit in the yard with all these little chicks around me. She
didn’t think anything of it and she went back to doing her laundry and hanging up her clothes.
Then she noticed that when the little baby chicks would come close to me, I would reach out and
grab one, then cuddle it against my face. She could tell I really liked how soft they were. I would
look at the little chick, laugh, and then I’d throw it.Grandmother thought, what is she doing? She
came closer and noticed that I was grabbing them, and because I liked their soft fuzziness, I
would hold them tight. I was squeezing them to death. When their little heads flopped over, she
said I’d flop my head over the same way, then toss that one and grab another. Grandmother said,
“I had to keep you out of the chicken yard because you liked them too much!”Grandmother told
me that story when my mother told another story about me and baby chicks that happened a few
years later, when I was about eight. I lived in L.A. at the time. At Easter time, you could buy one-
dollar coupons to go to the local feed store, and with that you got a free chick. The chicks were
dipped in food colouring. I saved my pennies for months and went and bought something for a
dollar, then got my free chick. Then I had to spend five cents to get food for it. I brought it home
and my mother said, “You can’t keep a chicken in the house.”I said, “Well, it’s just one.”Then she
said, “Well, you’ve got to keep it in your room,” so I put it in a shoe box. She told me to put some
shredded up newspaper in the bottom. I took a lid from a jar and put water in it and another lid
and put food in, thinking the chick would keep it that way. I went to bed that night and all you
could hear was, peep, peep, peep. Peep, peep, peep all night long—from this little peeping
chick.My mother had finally had enough and she came and said, “You’d better shut that chicken
up or it’s going to go outside.” So, I took it out of the box and as I was holding it, I realized it got
quiet. I’d try to set it down and the minute I’d put her down, she’d start peeping again, so I picked
her up again. I realize now that the little chick was cold. I didn’t know that then. I thought, well, I’ll



just hold it while I sleep, so I took it to bed with me. When I woke up, I couldn’t find it. I sat up and
finally found it lying underneath me—a flat, baby chick. I’d killed it. And, so, my mother told my
grandmother and my grandmother started laughing and said, “Oh, this girl has something with
chickens.” And that’s why today my partner Pam takes care of the chickens. She won’t let me go
anywhere near them.STEAK SANDWICHESSome of the happiest memories of my life are those
from the summers at my grandmother’s house. There were unhappy memories too, of course,
like when I went to Sunday school there. One of my memories was of Berta and Bertha, the
daughters of a German farmer who leased land from my grandparents. They were twins, who
came to Sunday school with their matching little lunch boxes. Now, all the Indian kids had
lunches that were wrapped in yellow-brown wax paper. Usually, lunch would be a piece of fry
bread smeared with beans or maybe potatoes, it’d be rolled up and wrapped in that wax paper,
and that’s what we had for lunch. If we were lucky we had peanut butter and jelly sandwiches,
but not often. Berta and Bertha would come to Sunday school with their little lunch boxes that
held Wonder Bread sandwiches. Oh, my eyes used to light up. I used to dream of the day I could
have nice, white, fluffy bread for my sandwiches. Today, I know white bread is bad for you and I
can’t stand it. But in those days, at five years old, that bread looked like it tasted of heaven.Once,
the twins had these big slabs of meat between the bread and my eyes lit up when they took their
lunch out. “Are those steak sandwiches?” I asked, and they said, “Yeah.” Well, my aunt used to
make German chocolate cake—really good German chocolate cake. I had a big slab of that
wrapped up in this waxed paper. So, we made a deal. I was never really good at making deals. I
tried to trade them half a sandwich for half a piece of cake, but they said no. They wanted the
whole piece of cake and they would only give me half a sandwich. I said, “Okay.” For about three
days, I did that. I knew that I could always get cake at home.On Saturdays, as usual, we went
into town—which was about twenty-five miles away—to do our grocery shopping at the Red Owl
Store. Usually by the time we got back, it would be getting towards evening, and we’d stop by the
church hall where they would have a pot-luck. Everybody in the community would go and they’d
have a social. Sometimes, some of the local boys would come and play barn music, and they’d
have a barn dance. The little kids would be playing basketball and just running around like crazy.
Some of the men would be playing checkers or cards—or whatever men did. Women would be
sitting around knitting, doing bead work, sewing, talking. They’d put blankets on the floor and the
smallest kids would lay down and fall asleep.One Saturday evening, Berta and Bertha walked in.
Three women—my aunt, my grandmother and another relative—were sitting near the door. My
grandmother said, “Oh, there’s the Zunker’s. You know that old horse they had that was thirty
years old? It died.”My aunt said, “Yeah, those girls have been going to Sunday school saying that
they’re eating steak sandwiches.”The other woman, the relative asked, “They were horse
sandwiches?”My aunt said, “Yeah, they butchered that poor old horse. It was nothing but bones,
but they butchered it up and they were eating it.”I started screaming, and, of course they asked,
“What’s the matter?”“I’ve been eating horse!” I answered, horrified.THE OLD SUMMER
HOUSEAt my grandmother’s, we had a summer house, an old cabin. It didn’t really have any



windows. There were shutters, but there was no glass in them. It seemed like a huge place to
me, but when I go and see its footprint—because the footprint is still there—I see now that it was
pretty small. We slept there, but we didn’t do any cooking inside the cabin. My grandmother
cooked outside all the time.There was a sweat lodge not too far from there. My grandmother and
some other women, one of them being my aunt, often went to the sweat lodge. When I was really
little, one of the first times I went to stay with her, I remember they tied a rope around my waist
and then they tied the other end of the rope to a tree. My cousin was tied to the other tree, so the
two of us kind of waved to each other. I realize now that they did that to keep us safe: tied up like
we were, we couldn’t get to the fire and we couldn’t get to the river behind the lodge. The rope
was like our babysitter. They would open the door and ask, “Do you want to come in?” and we’d
say, “Uh-uh,” and we’d run back as fast as our little legs would allow to the area we could reach
and continue playing.The women built their own fire in the sweat lodge. There was no man there
that did that. The women took the rocks inside and then they all went in together. No one took
me aside and said, “This is what we’re doing, and this is why we’re doing it.” They just brought
me along. There were times when my grandmother would go to someone’s house to deliver a
baby and I would go with her and watch. There were times when someone died and she would
go to help take care of the bodies. I’d go with her and again I’d watch. But she never took me
aside and said, “This is what you do.”We used to walk through the forest a lot. She’d be walking
along and she’d pick up plants—tasting them, eating them. I still do that, and my kids are afraid
that one day I’m going to eat something poisonous and die. That was her way of identifying the
plants. But again, she never said, “Okay, this is what this is.” Once in a while she’d say, “Taste
this.” It might be a mint leaf or some chamomile. “That’s what I make the tea out of,” she’d say. As
I said, she wasn’t very affectionate, so it wasn’t about teaching me, her granddaughter,
something, or about sharing her knowledge. She didn’t think like that.The first time I saw a ghost
was at that old summer house. My cousin and I were playing outside when we heard a car. You
didn’t hear cars out there very often, so we thought someone was coming and we were
watching. We never saw the car, however, but we heard footsteps on the steps of the old porch
going into the log cabin. Then we heard someone knocking. My grandmother opened the door,
looked around and asked, “Did you guys knock on the door?”We said, “No. It was that man.” Just
before she’d opened the door, we’d looked up and saw a man standing there. The door opened
and then he was gone.She just looked at us then shut the door and went back in.Another time I
was out in the woods, running around and playing. I sat down and started digging in the dirt with
a stick, like kids do, and there were beads, little tiny seed beads. I picked them up, very carefully,
one at a time until I had gathered maybe a dime size amount in my hand. Of course, I ran back to
the house to tell my grandma, “Look what I found!”She got really upset with me. She said, “You
take those back where you found them. Put them back! Exactly where you found them!”I did. I
took them back, and I buried them. When I got home, she had made a tea. She made me stand
outside in a big tub while she poured this tea all over me. I think it was cedar tea. She told me
that somebody was buried there. For a long time I thought she meant buried under the ground,



but later I learned that there was a scaffold in that tree and it was probably pretty old.On the
reservation it took a long time for us to begin adapting to white ways. When you think about it,
1910 was when many of our people started moving onto reservations. When you think about
history, that’s only about a hundred years ago. That’s not a long time when you speak of history,
and when you think of all that’s transpired over the last hundred years and where Native people
are today. My grandmother didn’t even have electricity until about 1977. There was no running
water either. She had to haul her own water. She still used oil lamps. When she was quite elderly,
they made her move into town because they said she was getting too old to live alone.I went out
to the old summer house about twenty years ago. There was hardly anything left of it. It had
pretty much collapsed and it had been vandalized. I was amazed that some people would go out
of their way to vandalize the cabin, because it was a good seven miles off the main road. And
there was nothing there to vandalize really. It was all falling apart. You could hardly tell anybody
had ever lived there. She had some lilac bushes, though. Those were still alive. That was
amazing to me. I have no idea where she got them or when and how she planted them, but they
were in front of her house and they were fully alive. I tried to take a cutting from one of the
bushes but it died, and I wasn’t able to revive it. I didn’t know how to take cuttings in those days.
I’d probably be able to do it the right way now.My grandfather had dug out a big underground
root cellar, framed out in timbers that he made from trees that he had cut down. He put tin all
around the frame, and in front of that tin he put hay or straw. It wasn’t really bales, because it
looked like cribs, and he stuffed the hay down in there. Then he put in ice, big chunks of ice that
he would cut out of the river during the winter. After he passed, other relatives would come and
do that for my grandmother. They would cut these big chunks of ice out of the river, put them on
a sled, slide them over there, place them in the root cellar, and pack them all in there. It was an
awfully small space, but there were shelves where they could store their vegetables, and other
things that needed to be kept cold. During the summer, one of my fondest memories—and to
this day, I have no idea where she got lemons—my grandmother would make iced lemonade
and iced mint tea. Iced mint tea is still my favourite. I even drink hot mint tea. If I’m drinking tea,
nine times out of ten it’ll be mint tea.My grandmother would cut big chunks of ice out for the
lemonade and mint tea. She’d send us down with a bucket and an ice pick. There was always a
little hammer in there and we’d chunk up the ice and have ice cold drinks in the middle of the
summer. It always amazed me that the ice was still frozen, it was so well insulated. Today, we
spend a fortune paying for electricity to keep our food cold, but there are other ways that are
much simpler. They just take a lot more work.So, that was my grandmother’s old summer house,
and as I said, my mom would come and drop me off and then leave. She never really stayed.
She wasn’t drawn to that place.MOM AND I VISIT THE OLD SUMMER HOUSEAs an adult, I
went back home with my mom and I remember going into the town of Kennel, where my
grandmother’s summer house was. The town used to be closer to the river, but after the town
had been flooded once too often, they put in a big dam and that flooded out the town. They had
to move the entire town of Kennel to higher ground, so it was about a couple of miles in from



where it originally was. They also had to move the cemetery. They had to dig everybody up and
move them and a lot of people say there are still a lot of graves in the original spot that were
never moved, and that’s why there’s one place in Mobridge they claim is haunted. People call the
dam bridge there the “Singing Bridge.” If you go across that bridge at night, you can hear old
men singing. They say it’s the spirits of those who didn’t get moved. A lot of people back home at
Standing Rock wouldn’t go across that bridge at night. They were spooked by it.In that new
cemetery, there’s a little church with a huge monument dedicated to soldiers who didn’t come
home. My mother was the only woman on that list, and she didn’t die in the war! She lived for
many more years. But she never did come home. She talked about how when she went home,
people said she thought she was too good for them. She didn’t feel like she fit in any more. I
could never understand how she felt that way until I grew up and then I began to understand
more this dynamic set up by the government to keep Native people apart. The government has
destroyed families, destroyed generations, through their policies. I know it’s similar in Canada.
I’m sure the same things have gone on all over the world where Native peoples are concerned.
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