
Free download 
Black Elk: The Life of an American Visionary

 Pdf
 Joe Jackson

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/lnbjP/Black-Elk-The-Life-of-an-American-Visionary
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/lnbjP/Black-Elk-The-Life-of-an-American-Visionary
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/lnbjP/Black-Elk-The-Life-of-an-American-Visionary
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/lnbjP/Black-Elk-The-Life-of-an-American-Visionary
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/lnbjP/Black-Elk-The-Life-of-an-American-Visionary


Winner of the Society of American Historians' Francis Parkman PrizeWinner of the PEN /
Jacqueline Bograd Weld Award for BiographyBest Biography of 2016, True West
magazineWinner of the Western Writers of America 2017 Spur Award, Best Western
BiographyFinalist, National Book Critics Circle Award for BiographyLong-listed for the Cundill
History PrizeOne of the Best Books of 2016, The Boston GlobeThe epic life story of the Native
American holy man who has inspired millions around the worldBlack Elk, the Native American
holy man, is known to millions of readers around the world from his 1932 testimonial Black Elk
Speaks. Adapted by the poet John G. Neihardt from a series of interviews with Black Elk and
other elders at the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota, Black Elk Speaks is one of the most
widely read and admired works of American Indian literature. Cryptic and deeply personal, it has
been read as a spiritual guide, a philosophical manifesto, and a text to be deconstructed—while
the historical Black Elk has faded from view.In this sweeping book, Joe Jackson provides the
definitive biographical account of a figure whose dramatic life converged with some of the most
momentous events in the history of the American West. Born in an era of rising violence
between the Sioux, white settlers, and U.S. government troops, Black Elk killed his first man at
the Little Bighorn, witnessed the death of his second cousin Crazy Horse, and traveled to
Europe with Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show. Upon his return, he was swept up in the traditionalist
Ghost Dance movement and shaken by the Massacre at Wounded Knee. But Black Elk was not
a warrior, instead accepting the path of a healer and holy man, motivated by a powerful
prophetic vision that he struggled to understand. Although Black Elk embraced Catholicism in
his later years, he continued to practice the old ways clandestinely and never refrained from
seeking meaning in the visions that both haunted and inspired him.In Black Elk, Jackson has
crafted a true American epic, restoring to its subject the richness of his times and gorgeously
portraying a life of heroism and tragedy, adaptation and endurance, in an era of permanent crisis
on the Great Plains.

About the AuthorJoe Jackson is the author of several books. The Thief at the End of the World:
Rubber, Power, and the Seeds of Empire, was named one of Time magazine’s Top Ten
Nonfiction Books of 2008. --This text refers to the paperback edition.Review"A comprehensive
new biography of the fabled Sioux medicine man . . . [It] rattled me . . . [Black Elk's] fate was to
survive a rolling catastrophe with eyes wide open, his luck also his curse." ―Walter Kirn,
Harper's Magazine"Joe Jackson has expertly taken Black Elk’s life―as narrated by himself in the
transcripts of his interviews with Neihardt―and woven that together with other records and
histories of him and his times. The result is that Jackson has firmly situated Black Elk in the
context of Indian struggles on the plains from 1850 through 1950. He uses Black Elk to bring



home the radical changes that confronted most Indians during this time and, in doing so, creates
a deeply felt and personal story of loss and change on the plains . . . the long set piece
concerning the Battle of the Little Bighorn is among the very best I’ve ever read." ―David Treuer,
The Washington Post"Remarkably thorough . . . Jackson’s deep research shows on every page,
and his narrative skill makes this long biography a gripping, even thrilling read . . . In this book, he
helps bring back a crucial American voice." ―Kate Tuttle, The Boston Globe"Black Elk stands
out for its comprehensiveness, wide-ranging historical context, and the author's deftly apposite
quotation from contemporary sources . . . In addition to seating Black Elk in his time and in the
events he witnessed, Jackson gives a genuine sense of the inner man, the conflict in his soul
between his Indian heritage and identity and his clear-sighted, hardnosed understanding of the
compromises and capitulations necessary for his and the Lakota's survival . . . Drawing on
immense research, Joe Jackson has given us the story of a man and a people whose land, way
of life, and culture were the target of a concentrated project of extermination by the United
States Government." ―Katherine A. Powers, Critical Mass, the blog of the National Book Critics
Circle Board of Directors"Remarkably researched and beautifully told . . . Jackson gives us a
modern man working his way through the obstacles of the 20th century . . . his research has
rewards, shifting in subtle ways the stories we thought we knew." ―Ann Fabian, The National
Book Review"An astonishingly rich saga . . . Jackson's biography works to represent 'the flesh-
and-blood wicasa wakan' (holy man) . . . We see Black Elk balancing tradition and modernity,
with fleeting but vivid scenes of him on a ferris wheel and in a movie house. We hear of struggles
within subsequent generations over his legacy and Lakota identity more generally." ―Christine
Bold, The Times Literary Supplement"With access to family members of Lakota spiritual leader
Black Elk, investigative journalist-historian Joe Jackson's talents as a writer, interviewer and
historian are all on full-display in Black Elk, the most evocative, empathetic and comprehensive
biography ever written about the Sioux holy man." ―True West magazine, "The Best of the
West""Joe Jackson’s important biography of the visionary Black Elk is much more than the story
of one man’s life. It is a sweeping, comprehensive, elegantly written history of white and Indian
relations; bloody, deadly battles; and the steady, deliberate destruction by the U.S. government
of the native culture, language, traditions and way of life . . . Black Elk is a crucial book. It is a
rich, engrossing read that will educate, surprise and infuriate." ―Laurie Hertzel, The Star Tribune
(Minneapolis)"An exhaustively researched and meticulously detailed biography of Black Elk . . .
Drawing on new material culled from interviews with members of Black Elk’s family, Jackson
presents the Native American mystic’s life as a story rather than as a dry historical record,
offering vivid accounts of historical events at which Black Elk was present . . . Jackson’s account
of the great medicine man’s life, legacy, and spiritual journey is especially timely." ―Spirituality
and Health magazine"Joe Jackson argues convincingly that Black Elk's life offers rare,
substantial evidence of accurate Native American history as opposed to popular mythology and
deserves ongoing attention as such . . . It's a colorful story, too . . . Black Elk displays a Gump-like 
tendency to rub shoulders with the famous, most notably when he joins Buffalo Bill's Wild West



Show and finds himself in England performing for Queen Victoria." ―Jeff Guinn, The Dallas
Morning News"[A] stirring, wide-ranging biography of the Sioux elder whose testimonials
underlay ‘one of the twentieth century’s most important documents on Native American
culture’ . . . Jackson surveys a broad swath of world history to place the Lakota spiritual leader in
that terribly eventful context, and he does excellent work in doing so . . . [Black Elk is] of much
literary and historical merit and a fine addition to the shelves of anyone interested in this part of
America’s unhappy past." ―Kirkus Reviews (starred review)"Jackson's enlightening account of
this influential Sioux leader, whose life encompassed many landmark events of the tumultuous
years of U.S. western expansion, leaves the reader in awe of Black Elk's struggle to help his
people preserve their culture as their traditions, religion, and education were under constant and
brutal attack." ―Deborah Donovan,Booklist (starred review)"Jackson panoramically renders a
narrative as majestic as the American West in this fine account of the life of Black Elk, an Oglala
Lakota holy man. With compassion and clarity, Jackson portrays Black Elk as a man haunted by
his inability to make sense of the 'Great Vision' that came to him as a child . . . He brilliantly
frames it with an incisive discussion of the creation of John Neihardt’s 1932 as-told-to-book,
Black Elk Speaks. Jackson digs into Native American culture and what it meant for Black Elk to
be a holy man, especially in light of his 1904 conversion to Catholicism. He has produced a
major contribution to Native American history." ―Publishers Weekly"Now readers can rediscover
the real Black Elk and the wise, haunted book that bears his name. Jackson’s biography . . .
brings long-lost events into sharp focus, both before and after the birth of what Jackson calls
‘one of the twentieth century’s most important documents on Native American culture’ . . . A
timely addition to a rich and troubled history." ―Gregory McNamee, Kirkus Reviews "Interviews
and Profiles""Sweeping in scope . . . Joe Jackson does a magnificent job of relating, explaining
and commenting on [Black Elk’s] life in what is by far the most comprehensive biography of its
subject to date. Jackson portrays Native Americans with a clear-eyed sympathy that avoids
sentimentality, bringing historical figures such as Crazy Horse, Red Cloud and Sitting Bull to life
and providing fascinating insights into Indian life, culture and, most notably, religion." ―Timothy
J. Lockhart, The Virginian-Pilot"A masterpiece of American biographical reconstruction . . . Black
Elk is an unapologetically sympathetic biography, for all its wide-ranging source-work. But even
sinners need some sympathy, especially when it’s as smart as the sympathy offered here."
―Steve Donoghue, Open Letters Monthly"The holy man reconstructed in this nuanced,
revisionist story was . . . one of American history's great voices for social justice . . . Jackson's
prodigiously researched narrative excels at parsing . . . controversies." ―Ann Neumann, The
Baffler"Thorough and engrossing . . . Jackson’s storytelling is nuanced and exciting, and readers
will gain a deeper understanding of Black Elk’s life and the mark he left on history." ―Elizabeth
Rowe, Bookish"Jackson’s fascinating biography tells the true story of this American holy man."
―Tom Beer, Newsday"Joe Jackson has penned an extraordinary history of Lakota warfare with
the United States wrapped around a thorough biography of the legendary Black Elk.
Outstanding." ―Robert M. Utley, author of The Lance and the Shield: The Life and Times of



Sitting Bull"In Black Elk, Joe Jackson paints a vivid portrait of a figure that has often been
shrouded in shadows. This extraordinary book will transform the way readers think about the
history of the United States and its indigenous peoples." ―Ari Kelman, author of A Misplaced
Massacre: Struggling Over the Memory of Sand Creek, winner of the Bancroft Prize--This text
refers to the paperback edition.
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Begin ReadingTable of ContentsA Note About the AuthorPhotosCopyright PageThank you for
buying thisFarrar, Straus and Giroux ebook.To receive special offers, bonus content,and info on
new releases and other great reads,sign up for our newsletters.Or visit us online atFor email
updates on the author, click .The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you for your
personal use only. You may not make this e-book publicly available in any way. Copyright
infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on
the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: .As always, to Kathy and NickBut if the
vision was true and mighty, as I know, it is true and mighty yet; for such things are of the spirit,
and it is in the darkness of their eyes that men get lost.—Black Elk, Black Elk SpeaksI have
heard what the prophets said, that prophecy lies in my name, saying, I have dreamed, I have
dreamed.—Jeremiah 23:25DRAMATIS PERSONAETHE LAKOTA AND THEIR ALLIESBig Foot:
Leader of the Minneconjou band massacred at Wounded Knee on December 29, 1890.Big
Road: Leader of the Northern Oglala tiyospaye, or large family band, that included the Black
Elks. He was named one of the Oglalas’ four Deciders prior to the Great Sioux War.Black Elk
(later Nicholas Black Elk, after his Catholic conversion): Oglala holy man, healer, yuwipi, and
heyoka, who fought at the battles of the Little Bighorn and Wounded Knee and performed with
Buffalo Bill’s Wild West. His collaboration with the Nebraska poet John Neihardt resulted in the
1932 Black Elk Speaks, a classic of American literature that scholars have called “an American
Indian Rosetta stone.”Black Elk’s father (Black Elk Sr. in the text): The third “Black Elk” in the
Black Elk clan of bear healers. His famous son would be the fourth Black Elk.Benjamin Black
Elk: Black Elk’s only surviving son with his first wife, Katie War Bonnet. Ben Black Elk would
serve as the Lakota-English translator during the interviews that produced Black Elk Speaks; he
would in time become the keeper of his father’s legacy and a famous presence in his own right at
Mount Rushmore.Lucy Black Elk: Black Elk’s daughter by his second wife, Anna Brings White.
Her conversations with the Pine Ridge educator (and later Jesuit father) Michael Steltenkamp
would reveal Black Elk’s career during the early 1900s as a Catholic missionary to other tribes
and as a lay preacher, or “catechist,” well-known in Pine Ridge.Black Road: The veteran Oglala
medicine man to whom Black Elk first revealed his Great Vision and who prescribed as a cure
the staging of the Horse Dance from that vision. By doing so, he set Black Elk on course to
become one of the most important Oglala holy men during the late nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.Black Shawl: The first wife of Crazy Horse, mother of the doomed Kokipapi.Anna
Brings White: Black Elk’s second wife, and mother of Lucy Black Elk.Chips: One of the most
powerful and famous Oglala holy men of the period encompassing the Great Sioux War. The
childhood friend of Crazy Horse and four years his elder, Chips would be Crazy Horse’s mentor
during his spiritual quests and help interpret his famous dreams.Crazy Horse: The famous
Oglala war chief during the Battle of the Little Bighorn and the Great Sioux War; equal in
influence to Sitting Bull. Known to the Oglala as Tasunke Witko, he was Black Elk’s second
cousin and a role model for him as a boy and young man.Drinks Water: Apocalyptic Lakota
prophet, also called Wooden Cup, who died about twenty years before the birth of Black Elk. His



most famous prophecy foretold the arrival and dominion of a white nation from the east, whom
he called Iktomi men.Charles Alexander Eastman: Santee Dakota physician educated at Boston
University, who served as the Pine Ridge Agency’s main doctor during the Massacre at
Wounded Knee.Moses Flying Hawk: A veteran of the Great Sioux War. Flying Hawk served as
John Neihardt’s interpreter when he first met Black Elk in August 1930.Gall: Hunkpapa war chief
during the Battle of the Little Bighorn. Gall’s two wives and several children were killed during
Major Marcus Reno’s initial attack on the southeast end of the Great Camp.Good Thunder: One
of three Lakota “delegates” sent to meet Wovoka, the Ghost Dance “Messiah,” in 1890. Good
Thunder was Black Elk’s uncle and would marry Black Elk’s mother after his father’s death.
Good Thunder was one of the three main Ghost Dance priests at Pine Ridge, and Black Elk
would become his chief lieutenant.Keeps His Tipi: Black Elk’s maternal grandfather; possibly the
closest to Black Elk of all his extended family. He helped the nine-year-old Black Elk navigate his
resurrection from the eleven-day coma that resulted in his Great Vision and explained to his
grandson the meaning of wasichu.Kicking Bear: Crazy Horse’s lieutenant at the Little Bighorn
and suspected killer of Agency clerk Frank Appleton. Kicking Bear was leader of the three main
Ghost Dance priests, and his arrival at Standing Rock Agency precipitated the arrest and death
of Sitting Bull.Leggings Down (later Mary Leggings Down, after her conversion): Black Elk’s
mother.Little Big Man: Crazy Horse’s lieutenant, who turned against him at Camp Robinson.One
Side: Black Elk’s friend, fellow heyoka, and informal partner in his healing practice at Pine
Ridge.Charles Picket Pin: Also known as Red Cow. Became lost in Manchester with Black Elk
and another Oglala performer from Buffalo Bill’s Wild West; all three missed the steamship
taking the troupe back to New York. They went to London, were interrogated by police in
probable connection with the Whitechapel Murders, and joined Mexican Joe’s Western Wilds of
America.Red Cloud: Oglala leader who led his people to victory against the U.S. Army in Red
Cloud’s War, then led them through the transition into reservation life.Runs in the Center: Black
Elk’s half brother. At the beginning of the Reno Valley Fight, Black Elk chased after him with his
forgotten gun, and instead found himself drawn into the battle.Short Bull: One of the three
principal Ghost Dance priests during the Sioux “Messiah craze.”Sitting Bull: Hunkpapa leader
and holy man whose vision of a U.S. Army defeat inspired his people to victory during the Battle
of the Little Bighorn.Spotted Tail: Brulé chief who became convinced of the futility of fighting the
U.S. Army after a year’s internment at Fort Leavenworth, so instead devoted himself to peace
and fighting for the rights of his tribe. The uncle of Crazy Horse.Standing Bear (later Stephen
Standing Bear, after his conversion): Black Elk’s Minneconjou cousin, who would be his “verifier”
as he told John Neihardt of his life and Great Vision, and who would paint the original artwork for
Black Elk Speaks.Luther Standing Bear: Oglala author, actor, and chief, educated in the Carlisle
Indian Industrial School, remembered today for his many books on Sioux life. One of the first
Lakota to act in Hollywood.Sweet Medicine: Cheyenne apocalyptic prophet who foresaw the
conquest of his people by a “good-looking people, with light hair and white skin.”They Are Afraid
of Her (Kokipapi): Crazy Horse’s only child.Katie War Bonnet: Black Elk’s first wife; mother of



Ben Black Elk.Worm: Crazy Horse’s father, related to the Black Elks. Like the senior Black Elk,
he, too, was a medicine man, and he, too, passed his original family name—Crazy Horse—down
to his more famous son before adopting the Lakota name Wagula, or Worm.Wovoka (also
known as Jack Wilson): The prophet behind the 1890 Ghost Dance, who promised that faithful
adherence to the dance would restore the earth to a Golden Age before the arrival of the white
nation. Though he never named himself so, his followers called him the “Messiah” and thought of
him as a kind of “Red Christ.”THE BLACK ROBESFather Aloysius Bosch: A Holy Rosary Jesuit
priest who was thrown from his horse in 1902 and died five months later, probably of internal
injuries, in 1903. Black Elk seemed to indicate that Bosch was one of two Black Robes who
interrupted his deathbed ceremonies over a child.Father Eugene Buechel: The Pine Ridge and
Rosebud missionary, linguist, and anthropologist whose main work was the 1939 A Grammar of
Lakota. After Father Henry Westropp, Black Elk probably worked more closely with Buechel than
any other Jesuit missionary.Father Francis M. Craft: The Jesuit priest, of Mohawk descent, who
was wounded by one of Big Foot’s warriors during the Wounded Knee Massacre.Father
Florentine Digmann: One of the original Jesuit priests to open missions in the Rosebud and Pine
Ridge Agencies. Remembered today as the founder of the St. Francis Mission at
Rosebud.Father Louis Gall: One of the original Jesuit priests at Holy Rosary. He spoke Lakota
and is often considered the historian of the early mission period at Pine Ridge.Father John B.
Jutz: One of the original founders, in 1887, of Holy Rosary Mission; Father Superior in 1890,
during the Ghost Dance and Wounded Knee.Father Joseph Lindebner: A founding priest at Holy
Rosary, known as “Little Father” to the Oglala for his short stature. Apparently the Jesuit who
converted Black Elk to Catholicism.Father Aemilius Perrig: Early Holy Rosary missionary whose
detailed diary chronicled the Ghost Dance and the Wounded Knee Massacre.Father Placidus
Sialm: Swiss-born Jesuit who served in 1901 as headmaster of the Holy Rosary School and
then returned in 1914, after ordination, to take charge of Indian camps and outlying mission
stations. Of all the Jesuits, Sialm would be the most vehement critic of Black Elk Speaks and its
authors for espousing “pagan” ideals.Father Henry I. Westropp: The young American priest who
sponsored Black Elk’s work as a catechist and his missionary trips across the nation. Westropp
was apparently the first Pine Ridge Jesuit to refer to Black Elk as an “Indian St. Paul.”Father
Joseph A. Zimmerman: A younger priest at Holy Rosary who proved to be a close ally of Father
Placidus Sialm in his struggle against native religions.OTHER WASICHUS (FRIEND AND
FOE)Captain Frederick Benteen: Commander of D, H, and K Companies of the Seventh U.S.
Cavalry during the Battle of the Little Bighorn. His arrival at Reno’s Hill is credited with saving the
survivors of the Valley Fight; his decision to stay with Reno rather than continue on to Custer was
later questioned by critics. Nevertheless, current evidence suggests that Custer was beyond
hope by the time Benteen arrived.Joseph Epes Brown: American scholar whose dedication to
Native American religions helped elevate their study into a separate discipline in many colleges
and universities. The Sacred Pipe, coauthored with Black Elk, would be considered his most
important work.Colonel Henry B. Carrington: Lawyer, professor, author, and commander of the



Eighteenth U.S. Infantry during Red Cloud’s War. Known also as an engineer, he built a string of
forts to protect soldiers and travelers on the Bozeman Trail, but suffered a major defeat at Fort
Phil Kearny during the 1886 Fetterman Massacre.Charlotte, the girlfriend: Black Elk’s Parisian
girlfriend, whom he first met in the summer of 1888 while performing in Paris with Mexican Joe
Shelley’s Western Wilds of America. Their relationship is described in Black Elk Speaks and
John Neihardt’s 1951 novel When the Tree Flowered, later reissued as Eagle Voice
Remembers.William F. “Buffalo Bill” Cody: Scout, Pony Express rider, and showman, whose
Buffalo Bill’s Wild West traveled to cities throughout the United States and Europe from the
1880s to the early 1900s. The popular image of the Wild West has as much to do with Cody’s
representation as with any movies, TV shows, or novels that followed. Black Elk performed with
the show during its run in New York in 1886–87, then continued to England for the 1887–88
season.John Collier: American social reformer who served as Commissioner of Indian Affairs in
the administration of President Franklin D. Roosevelt from 1933 to 1945. He was chiefly
responsible for the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934, in which he tried to end the nation’s long-
standing policy of cultural assimilation of Indian tribes.Brigadier General George Crook: The
career army soldier, known as “Three Stars” to the Sioux, who fought against the Snake,
Apache, and Sioux Indians throughout the Indian wars. In the last years of his life, while serving
as commander of the Division of the Missouri, he spoke out regularly against the unjust
treatment of his former Indian adversaries. He died suddenly in 1890, and was replaced by his
old rival General Nelson A. Miles.Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer: Complex and
controversial commander of the Seventh U.S. Cavalry, who led his troops into almost total
annihilation on June 25, 1876, by attacking a huge Indian camp in the valley of the Little Bighorn
River.Alex Duhamel: Rapid City, South Dakota, businessman who created with Black Elk the
Sioux Indian Pageant at his family’s recently acquired Sitting Bull Crystal Caverns between
Rapid City and Mount Rushmore.Francis “Bud” Duhamel: Alex Duhamel’s nephew, who would
become Black Elk’s chief chronicler during the years of the Sioux Indian Pageant.Captain
William Judd Fetterman: Civil War veteran and cavalry captain at Fort Phil Kearny, who on
December 21, 1866, led his command into a trap on the Bozeman Trail. The entire command of
eighty men was wiped out by a huge force of Sioux and Cheyennes under the command of Red
Cloud. Black Elk’s father was permanently crippled in what the Sioux called the Battle of the
Hundred Slain.Colonel James W. Forsyth: Commander of the Seventh U.S. Cavalry during the
December 29, 1890, massacre of Big Foot’s followers at Wounded Knee Creek in Pine
Ridge.Frank Grouard: Scout and interpreter for General George Crook, whose misinterpretation
of the words of Crazy Horse contributed to the war chief’s attempted incarceration at Camp
Robinson and subsequent killing.Eleanor Hinman: The Lincoln, Nebraska, teacher, editor, and
journalist who tried to interview Black Elk for a proposed project on the life of Crazy Horse. Black
Elk turned her down, but other contemporaries of the war chief did talk to her. Hinman eventually
turned over her notes to her friend Mari Sandoz; these would serve as the basis for Sandoz’s
1942 Crazy Horse: The Strange Man of the Oglalas.Carl Jung: Famous Swiss psychiatrist and



founder of analytical psychology who compared Black Elk’s Great Vision to that of some Old
Testament prophets. He sought to have Black Elk Speaks published in Europe; in 1953, the book
was released in German as Ich rufe mein Volk (I Call My People).Helen “Nellie” Larrabee: Crazy
Horse’s second wife, who advised the war chief that if he left the reservation to visit the U.S.
president, he would never be allowed to return.Dr. Valentine McGillycuddy: Surgeon and
controversial Pine Ridge agent who was an early proponent of the assimilation of the Oglala.
Though a friend of Crazy Horse, McGillycuddy was despised by Red Cloud.Major General
Nelson A. Miles: Veteran of the Indian wars and commander of the Military Division of the
Missouri during the December 29, 1890, Wounded Knee Massacre.Enid Neihardt: John
Neihardt’s oldest daughter, who served as stenographer during the May 1931 interviews that
resulted in Black Elk Speaks.Hilda Neihardt: John Neihardt’s middle daughter, present at the
May 1931 interviews of Black Elk, who would eventually write Black Elk and Flaming Rainbow, a
chronicle of the production of Black Elk Speaks and of the continuing relationship between her
family and the Black Elks.John Gneisenau Neihardt: Nebraska poet laureate, known during the
1920s and ’30s as the “Shakespeare of the Plains,” who co-authored Black Elk Speaks with the
Oglala holy man.Mona Martinsen Neihardt: John Neihardt’s wife, a sculptress, who suggested
the title Black Elk Speaks.Sigurd Neihardt: John Neihardt’s son, who accompanied him in
August 1930 when he first met Black Elk.Major Marcus Reno: Second-in-command of the
Seventh U.S. Cavalry, under Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer, whose troops were
almost overwhelmed by the forces of Crazy Horse during the initial stages of the Battle of the
Little Bighorn. Accused of cowardice and drunkenness after the debacle, he demanded a Court
of Inquiry and was exonerated; nevertheless, Custer’s widow, Elizabeth, blamed Reno for her
husband’s defeat, and Reno’s life and career after the Little Bighorn were ruined.Dr. Daniel F.
Royer: Pine Ridge agent-in-charge whose fear of Indians and bad judgment had disastrous
consequences in the weeks leading up to the Wounded Knee Massacre.Nate Salsbury: Former
actor and comedian who became the business force behind William Cody’s Buffalo Bill’s Wild
West.Colonel Joseph “Mexican Joe” Shelley: Rival and contemporary of Buffalo Bill who sought
to create the impression that his “Western Wilds of America” was superior to Cody’s show. In
fact, Shelley’s shows were rougher, more chaotic, and at times dangerous for spectators. Black
Elk traveled with Shelley through England, France, Belgium, and Italy during 1888–
89.Lieutenant General Philip Henry Sheridan: Union general during the Civil War and
commander of the Military Division of the Missouri during the Great Sioux War. In both the
conflicts, he was an advocate of total war.General William Tecumseh Sherman: Union general
during the Civil War and commanding general of the U. S. Army during the Great Sioux
War.PROLOGUE: “A SORT OF A PREACHER”In the summer of 1930, the Nebraska poet
laureate, John Gneisenau Neihardt, detoured from his intended route to find a holy man. He was
headed home after a long and tiring lecture tour, but instead of driving east across the state, he
veered north on a whim into Indian Country. Be prepared to cross into another world, he told his
son, Sigurd. The Pine Ridge Indian Reservation sprawled for 3,469 square miles across the



southwestern corner of South Dakota; split down the middle by the White River, it encompassed
more ground than Rhode Island and Delaware combined. But this was harsh country—arid, dry,
and poor. The three counties set in its borders consistently appeared in the U.S. Census’s
annual list of the most impoverished spots in the nation.Pine Ridge was home to the Oglala
Lakota, one of the seven clans of the Teton Sioux. This was the tribe of Crazy Horse, Red Cloud,
and American Horse, cousins of Sitting Bull. The Lakota called themselves the People, the true
offspring of the Great Mystery. Like wandering Israelites in what was called “the Great American
Desert,” they’d believed all others—Indian or white—to be their moral and spiritual inferiors. At
the same time that American colonists split from Great Britain and began to spread west, the
Lakota discovered the horse, turned themselves into consummate riders, and built their own
empire.These were the “wild Indians” of popular imagination, the war-bonneted warriors sitting
astride painted ponies, watching atop a bluff as a lone stagecoach passed below. At this point in
the movie, a chief raised his rifle and with a whoop the horsemen descended upon Claire Trevor,
Andy Devine, and John Wayne. It was a stereotype built upon decades of dime novels, Wild
West circuses, cliff-hanger movies, and “brewery-distributed cromolithographic fantasies” of
Indian fights hanging in saloons across America. At times it seemed that the Sioux were the only
Indians opposing the white advance, a perception patently untrue. In 1680, the once-peaceful
Pueblo rebelled against the Spanish and drove them from New Mexico. The Cheyenne, Kiowa,
Blackfeet, Crow, and Arapaho all became formidable horsemen; mounted Apaches terrorized
the Southwest for two hundred years. For over a century, the Comanche carved out a 240,000-
square-mile empire in the Southern Plains and Southwest, a place where whites survived only in
large groups and even then in fear.Yet no other tribe would be so associated with armed
resistance to Manifest Destiny because no other tribe would be so wholly linked to the
annihilation of Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer and his Seventh U.S. Cavalry
during the summer of the nation’s centennial. Fatal consequences came with that victory.
Though the Arapaho and Northern Cheyenne rode with the Sioux on that day, no other tribe
would be so blamed for wiping out the 268 officers, enlisted men, and scouts along a line of hills
overlooking the Little Bighorn Valley. In death, Custer transcended Custer. He became Saul on
Mount Gilboa and King Leonidas at Thermopylae, defending civilization against the savage
hordes. The Custer Massacre made the Sioux famous even as it produced a vengeance whose
results are still felt today.Pine Ridge was also home to Wounded Knee Creek, where on
December 29, 1890, the last large engagement between U.S. forces and Native Americans ran
its sudden and bloody course, marking the end of the western frontier. What happened at
Wounded Knee has been called both a battle and a massacre, depending upon one’s point of
view. According to the historian Rex Alan Smith, “It was mostly a battle, partly a massacre, and
entirely a tragic blunder.” When the smoke lifted, at least eighty-four Lakota men and sixty-two
women and children lay dead, their bodies strewn across miles of frozen prairie, many ridden
down by Custer’s old regiment. Twenty-five soldiers also lay dying, many from their own
crossfire.Neihardt arrived on a hot August day during the Great Depression: a two-year drought



had wiped out the reservation’s small farms, and the first mountain-high cloud of dust rolling
across the Plains was barely a month away. He rattled up unannounced to the Pine Ridge
Agency’s redbrick headquarters and banged through the screen door. Some old Lakota men
passing time inside grew quiet as he introduced himself to Field Agent-in-Charge B. G.
Courtright and asked a favor. He’d been named poet laureate on the strength of his ongoing
narrative cycle: five epic poems covering the western conquest, from the days of the fur traders
to the Ghost Dance, the Indian millennial movement that spread like wildfire in 1890 across the
West and sought to return the tribes to their former freedom and glory. Neihardt was famous at
the time; Courtright pumped his hand and proclaimed himself a fan. The third book—the 1925
Song of the Indian Wars—had ended with the death of Crazy Horse at nearby Fort Robinson.
Crazy Horse was buried in these hills: many came looking for his grave, but left empty-
handed.Now the poet was five hundred lines into what would become The Song of the Messiah,
a tale of the “Messiah craze,” another term for the Ghost Dance movement. What he wanted, he
told Courtright, was to interview an old medicine man who’d been a Ghost Dancer and “who
might somehow be induced to talk to me about the deeper spiritual significance of the matter.”
This was easier said than done: most Indians on the reservation had converted long ago to
some form of Christianity, and it was hard to find people still fluent in the old ways. Courtright
couldn’t think of anyone and turned to the old men. They whispered among themselves in
Lakota, then one translated into English. There was such a man: Black Elk, or Hehaka Sapa. He
was “a sort of a preacher”—a wicasa wakan—but he might not be willing to talk. He was a little
peculiar.Neihardt grinned. His face was long and wolfish, his smile slightly unsettling. This was
the ritual first step in the West’s conversational dance—the test of one’s resolve. He’d come this
far already, he said. He’d still like to try. Courtright arranged for him to take along seventy-six-
year-old Moses Flying Hawk, an old Lakota chief who spoke English. Neihardt would later admit
he was not fond of Flying Hawk: the man was too cynical, too “modern,” he said. Whether he
knew it or not, Flying Hawk was famous in his own right: a first cousin of Crazy Horse and
brother of the Ghost Dance leader Kicking Bear, he’d fought in Red Cloud’s War, at the Little
Bighorn, and at Wounded Knee. From 1898 to 1929, he’d gone “Wild Westing” with Buffalo Bill’s
Wild West, the Sells Floto Circus, and the Miller Brothers 101 Ranch show. Now old age and
bad health had caught up to him.Neihardt, his son, and Flying Hawk drove sixteen miles
northeast from Agency headquarters to the site of the Wounded Knee Massacre, then turned
north to the village of Manderson. Though the poet never said whether he stopped this day at
the battle site, he would have pointed out the landmarks to Sigurd: the prominent knob where the
Hotchkiss guns unlimbered; the small clearing below, where Big Foot’s band met the soldiers;
the dry gulch where women and children were cut down. A weathered nine-foot obelisk rose
from the knob, marking the mass grave of the Indian dead.A little south of Manderson, Neihardt
turned west toward the preacher’s one-room cabin. By now the road was barely a wagon track,
and his 1929 Gardner kicked up a white cloud of volcanic dust visible for miles. Flying Hawk
warned Neihardt not to get his hopes up—the previous week, a “boisterous” lady journalist from



Lincoln, Nebraska, had heard that Black Elk was related to Crazy Horse and come to speak to
him.The woman was thirty-year-old Eleanor Hinman, journalist, University of Nebraska
stenographer, and daughter of a philosophy professor. That summer, she and her fellow literary
club member Mari Sandoz jumped in their Model T coupe and drove the 430 miles from Lincoln
to Pine Ridge. Hinman planned to write a biography of Crazy Horse, and during two weeks in
July she interviewed several of the war chief’s surviving relatives and friends. Though old
warriors such as He Dog and Little Killer talked to her through interpreters, others were not as
forthcoming. One interpreter, Emil Afraid of Hawk, explained that Crazy Horse’s relatives “had
repeatedly refused to make any statement about him to white people or indeed to Indians of the
opposite faction.”Though Black Elk had been polite, he too was adamant in his refusal. “I took
her over, but the old man wouldn’t talk,” Flying Hawk warned the poet. “He is almost blind, and,
after he had squinted at her awhile, he said, ‘I can see that you are a nice-looking woman, and I
can feel that you are good; but I do not care to talk to you about these things.’ Maybe he will talk
to you, but I doubt it.”Hinman told the story differently, in two versions. In one, Black Elk
demanded two hundred dollars “cash in advance” before he would talk. In another, he suggested
she pay two cents a word for an interview that would last two weeks. Either way, she said, “this
was taken to be another form of refusal.” She later wrote: “At that it was a modest price for what
he had to tell. But I would have had to pay the same to everyone else and I did not have it. So
that was that.”Now it was Neihardt’s turn. The poet had known Indians for about thirty years: he
recognized the rhythms of their speech, their long pauses for thought, and seemed to agree with
the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss that cultures were like books, each a valuable and
unique volume in mankind’s great library. Such acceptance was unusual at a time when Native
Americans in the West experienced the same kind of intolerance as blacks in the Jim Crow
South. Thus, Neihardt often found that he was trusted by Indians.But this time, he wasn’t so sure.
Where warriors liked to retell their deeds in all their glory, holy men considered their knowledge
sacrosanct. There had been two wars for them: the military campaigns emblazoned in the
history books, and a lesser-known but more far-reaching crusade waged by the government and
church to eradicate the medicine man and all traces of traditional religion. This war on identity
would be the most protracted experiment in social engineering ever conducted in American
history, a multigenerational attempt to “kill the Indian in the Indian” for his own good—a failed
endeavor to replace the soul of one people with that of another, the ramifications of which still
resonate today.Neihardt’s actions that day set into motion events that placed Black Elk in the
heart of this conflict, turning him into a symbol of all that was lost and might be regained. Yet at
the time, Neihardt was only doing what writers do: following his instincts. He hoped to find and
interview an old “long-hair,” a member of a dying breed. Though the “Vanishing American” was
yet another Indian stereotype, it was also part of the nation’s late-blooming realization about the
costs of westward expansion. The near-extinction of the buffalo was legendary: recent estimates
place 28 to 30 million bison roaming North America before 1800. By 1930, only a few hundred
remained in Yellowstone and on private preserves.The slaughter of the Indian fit the same mold.



It is difficult to determine exactly how many Native Americans lived in North America before
1492: modern estimates range from 1.8 to 18 million. Whatever the number, archaeologists do
believe that two-thirds of that population was wiped out within 150 years of Columbus’s landfall.
The numbers continued to fall. By 1800, the population had dropped from millions to 600,000; by
1930, to 332,397. Of all the four horsemen, disease took the greatest toll. When the Puritans
landed at Plymouth, they discovered in the surrounding forest scores of deserted Indian villages,
a golgotha of corpses where the inhabitants “died on heapes, as they lay in their houses”—
victims of what now is believed to be viral hepatitis carried by a shipwrecked French prisoner.
The epidemic may have killed 90 percent of the Indians in coastal New England.Other
epidemics would follow, sweeping west across the New World: smallpox, measles, scarlet fever,
typhus, typhoid, influenza, cholera, whooping cough, diphtheria, chicken pox, and sexually
transmitted diseases. In many tribes, 25 to 50 percent of the population died. It could be worse:
from 1780 to 1877, some Plains tribes lost 79 percent of their population through epidemic; in
the Upper Plains, tribes such as the Mandan and Arikara saw declines as high as 93 percent.
Tuberculosis decimated the twentieth-century reservations, and Neihardt would learn that the
old holy man he sought out suffered from the wasting disease.The three drove up a rutted road
through yellow, treeless hills. Flying Hawk indicated an old log cabin at the end; weeds grew
from its dirt roof. Two long-hairs who lived in similar cabins watched them pass, then mounted
their ponies and followed. A weird feeling overtook Neihardt. This was a country “where little else
but weather ever happened,” he later wrote: little more “than the sun and moon and stars going
over—and there was little for the old men to do but wait for yesterday.”An old, thin Indian stood
alone by the cabin, watching the Gardner as it bounced toward him. He was tall, slender, and
lithe, with a dark complexion and mobile features. Despite his near-blindness he had “fine eyes,”
Eleanor Hinman would write: “long, liquid, straight, set to far distances, and deeply crows’ footed
at the corners.” But it was what Black Elk was not that struck Neihardt as they drove near. He
was not the stereotypical long-hair he’d expected. Instead, Black Elk’s graying hair was cut
short, and his wrinkled “ready-made” suit had seen years of wear. When the old men at Agency
headquarters had said he was “a sort of a preacher,” they’d meant that, yes, he had been a
wicasa wakan during the Ghost Dance, but he’d since become Catholic and was now one of the
best-known lay preachers, or catechists, on the reservation.“Hau, kola,” Flying Hawk said as
they stepped from the car. The old man replied in Lakota. He went by the baptismal name of
Nicholas Black Elk, just as Flying Hawk went by Moses. Though Flying Hawk also addressed
him in Lakota, there was always a question about how much English the old man actually
understood. Although later letters show he did know some, he was always more comfortable
speaking and writing in his native tongue. Some elders also believed it diluted one’s power to
speak anything but one’s own language. It certainly controlled the conversation, especially with
those whites one did not trust or know.Flying Hawk introduced the poet and his son. Neihardt
shook the preacher’s hand, then gave him cigarettes and other small gifts, making sure to
include the old long-hairs squatting by their ponies. He’d come to talk about the old times, he



said.“Ah-h-h!” Black Elk replied.Experience told Neihardt to move slowly. Impatience was a trait
Indians disliked in whites, and considered disrespectful. Around the same period, the renowned
Swiss psychologist Carl Jung was talking to an Indian friend in the Southwest who served as
governor of a pueblo. “We don’t understand the whites,” he said, “they are always wanting
something—always restless—always looking for something. What is it? We don’t know. We can’t
understand them. They have such sharp noses, such thin, cruel lips, such lines in their faces. We
think they are all crazy.”So Neihardt took his time and did not rush his questions. He said he’d
heard that Black Elk was a holy man during the Ghost Dance. He was a poet, and had just
finished a book that ended with the killing of Crazy Horse at nearby Fort Robinson.The old man
had listened politely as Flying Hawk translated, but suddenly interrupted: Tasunke Witko had
been his second cousin, he said. Crazy Horse was a great man. Neihardt agreed, adding that
he’d once talked with Major Henry Lemley, officer of the guard on the day Crazy Horse was
killed. Lemley was so enraged by what he witnessed that he asked to leave the Indian Service.
Neihardt paused: good men fought on both sides of that war, he said.“Hmmm,” Black Elk replied.
They sat and smoked, and after a while Neihardt asked again about the Ghost Dancers. But
Black Elk did not seem interested. His answers were polite but brief; his mind, elsewhere. A
couple of times he mentioned a vision he’d had as a youngster, but each time he halted mid-
sentence. Something held him back. Locusts whirred in the dry grass around them.Finally, Black
Elk turned to Flying Hawk as if he’d made a decision. “As I sit here, I can feel in this man beside
me a strong desire to know the things of the Other World. He has been sent to learn what I know,
and I will teach him.” The comment came out of nowhere. As he spoke, family members trickled
from the house; according to the Pine Ridge census of April 11, 1930, nine people lived in the
one-room cabin. Now he waved his hand at a grandson and the boy ducked through the
doorway. He returned with a necklace: a leather star tinged with blue, from its center dangling a
strip of buffalo hide and an eagle feather. “Here you see the Morning Star,” Black Elk explained.
“Who sees the Morning Star shall see more, for he shall be wise.” The eagle feather stood for
Wakan Tanka, the Great Mystery, while the hide strip stood for all things given by the earth—
food and shelter. This had been his father’s. Now he was giving it to the poet, and told him to
hang it from his neck. Black Elk smoked his cigarette to the nub, lost in thought again.When he
finally broke the silence, he spoke of the vision that had haunted him all afternoon. The sun was
close to setting; it had taken five hours to get this far. He wanted to tell the poet about his Great
Vision, which was supposed to save his people. The Vision was central to his identity and long
life, a mission given to him by the Grandfathers fifty-eight years earlier, when he was nine. It had
guided his choices and actions ever since. Such sacred matters were inviolable, and he’d never
revealed the Vision to anyone except during those times when he’d been initiated into sacred
mysteries by spiritual mentors. They had been amazed. Revealing it to outsiders would diminish
its power, but he was growing old; if he did not pass it on, it would die with him.But now was not
the time—not without preparation, not with all these people around. “There is so much to tell
you,” he said. “What I know was given to me and it is true and it is beautiful. Soon I shall be under



the grass and it will be lost. You were sent to save it.” He told the poet to come back in the spring,
when the grass was as high as the width of his hand. All would be ready then.Neihardt felt
moved in a way he could not explain. He promised to come back as the old man asked. Black
Elk simply nodded.As they drove off, Flying Hawk shook his head. “That was kind of funny, the
way the old man seemed to know you were coming.” There were few phones and autos in Pine
Ridge; it would have been impossible for someone to phone or ride ahead from Agency
headquarters and beat the Gardner. Sigurd agreed—the old man had been looking down the
road as they approached. He almost seemed to expect them.“He’s a funny old man,” Flying
Hawk murmured.* * *Neihardt returned nine months later, in May 1931. The intervening
seasons had devastated Pine Ridge: dust storms, blizzards, droughts, and locusts struck the
reservation in nearly uninterrupted succession. Cattle and horses died en masse; according to
Black Elk’s nephew Frank Fools Crow, “The poultry and the pigs shriveled up and died too.” In a
land where the average annual family income was $152.80— supplemented by horse meat, wild
foods, and meager federal rations—many Lakota barely escaped starvation through
contributions from the Red Cross and Mount Rushmore’s sculptor, Gutzon Borglum. For the very
old and young, this was not enough: sickness set in. Flying Hawk was sick when Neihardt
returned, and the poet would never again see his interpreter. The old chief died on Christmas
Eve of 1931—the rumored cause, starvation.Amid such hardship, Black Elk grew convinced that
his days on earth were numbered. He was nearing his seventh decade; he’d outlived too many
friends and family; he suffered from tuberculosis and a near-blindness brought on by glaucoma
and corneal burns. He grew desperate to leave something of value behind for his people. When
Neihardt came back with a book contract from New York, the two commenced a project that
started as a personal testament of Plains Indian life from the 1860s to 1890 but ended as one of
the twentieth century’s most important documents on Native American culture and as a classic
of world literature. In more than three weeks of interviews that May, Black Elk chronicled a life
that spanned a remarkable era of change not only for the Sioux but for all Plains Indians. Born
even as the Oglala enjoyed their last days of freedom, he would be witness to the
disappearance of the buffalo; the Battle of the Little Bighorn; the death of his second cousin
Crazy Horse; travels to the eastern United States and to Europe with Buffalo Bill’s Wild West
show; the hope and tragedy of the Ghost Dance religion and the Massacre at Wounded Knee;
and the ultimate banishment of the Sioux to the reservations.Throughout, his religious roles
were manifold: to the Sioux, he would serve as healer, seer, yuwipi, or a kind of medium, and
heyoka, or a sacred clown; to the Ghost Dancers, as mentor, interpreter of visions, and creator
of the “bulletproof” shirts some later blamed for the tragedy; to the Catholic Church, as lay
preacher and fervent proselytizer who modeled himself after St. Paul. He passed through each
phase and preserved from each what he felt held lasting meaning for his people. As Black Elk
told his story, his eldest son translated into English; Neihardt asked questions, and after a round
of clarification, the poet’s eldest daughter transcribed the old man’s words into shorthand.
Neihardt was astounded by the unfolding tale, and shaped it into tragic literature.More than



anything else, Black Elk spoke of his Great Vision. He’d received it while still young, as he
lingered in a coma near death for eleven days. During that time, he watched himself taken to the
spirit world and brought before the Six Grandfathers, the multipartite embodiment of Wakan
Tanka and the fundamental powers of the universe. Even as he watched, he transformed; he
became the Sixth Grandfather, the spirit of the earth and defender of his threatened people. He
began an epic quest to save the Sioux, who, like the buffalo, faced extinction. It seemed an
impossible task, yet the Grandfathers assured him that buried in the Vision lay the key to
salvation. With the powers given by the gods, he would renew the dying Tree of Life and restore
the Oglala to their former strength and glory.The Great Vision shaped Black Elk’s life, thoughts,
and words. It foreshadowed the choices he would make as a healer, teacher, and thinker. Yet as
he grew older, something went wrong: the Vision did not save the Lakota, who, with their defeat
by the U.S. government, slipped into decline. Though he never doubted the Vision, he always
doubted himself. He feared he was neither prescient nor pure enough to find the Truth hidden in
the puzzle-box, and his guilt mounted with the decades. With Neihardt he sensed one last
chance: if the poet could understand his teachings, he would pass the Great Vision to the
world.Black Elk Speaks: Being the Life Story of a Holy Man of the Oglala Sioux as told to John
G. Neihardt was released by William Morrow and Company in 1932. It was hailed by critics at the
time as a “strangely beautiful” book—too strange for public tastes, perhaps, since it did not sell
well. Morrow “remaindered” it at forty-five cents a copy, after which it took on an international life
of its own. The psychologist Carl Jung compared Black Elk’s “remarkable parallel vision” to the
Old Testament prophets Ezekiel and Zechariah, and urged its translation into German, a nation
strangely addicted to American Indians. In 1953, it was translated as Ich rufe mein Volk (I Call
My People), and the European cult of Black Elk began. In 1961, the book was finally reprinted in
the United States, a rerelease that coincided with the beginning of the counterculture. Yet it
wasn’t until the April 27, 1971, interview of Neihardt by the TV host Dick Cavett that the nation
recognized what it had ignored. Cavett called Black Elk Speaks “the greatest book in the history
of the American Indian,” and Neihardt, who was older now than the old holy man when he’d met
him forty years earlier, said he felt himself becoming more Indian as mortality loomed. Like the
Lakota, he did not think of death as the end.Sales of the book spiked after that—it hasn’t been
out of print since, and has been translated into at least a dozen languages. Today, Black Elk
Speaks has inspired countless references and articles in literature, popular culture, and the
scholarly press. It has been taught in thousands of high school and college classrooms, and has
inspired the creation of at least two European institutes devoted to the study of Native American
religions. The Sioux social critic Vine Deloria, Jr., claimed that Black Elk Speaks struck a chord
elevating it to a “Native American bible of all tribes”; the Kiowa author N. Scott Momaday called
the book “an extraordinary human document about history and destiny.” The anthropologist
Raymond J. DeMallie, who transcribed and published the shorthand notes of the 1931
interviews, said that by preserving traditional rites and beliefs, the book served as “an American
Indian Rosetta stone.” In 1988, the mythologist Joseph Campbell called Black Elk Speaks “a key



statement in the understanding of myth and symbols”; Philip Zaleski, editor of the Best Spiritual
Writing series, said that a 1999 poll of experts listed it as one of the top ten spiritual books of the
twentieth century.The most poignant memorial is an unembellished set of words hanging outside
the visitors’ center at the Little Bighorn National Monument. To the south rises another hilltop
obelisk, remarkably similar to the one at Wounded Knee. In its shadow sprout the white grave
markers of Custer and the cavalrymen who died around him; farther down Massacre Hill, to the
west, more markers cluster in a ravine. It was here that a twelve-year-old Black Elk killed the
second of three or four soldiers that chaotic afternoon in 1876, finishing what older warriors had
started. Little did he dream that his words would be cast in stainless steel.They are written in the
language of the combatants. In Lakota:Wowasake kin SlolyapoWowahwala he e.—Hehaka
SapaThen, in English:Know the PowerThat is Peace.—Black Elk* * *What are we to make of
all this? How can one understand the flesh-and-blood wicasa wakan—with all his triumphs,
defeats, loves, and detours—when many consider him the only true American holy man to come
out of the twentieth century? The transformation was so swift that one already encounters
references to the “historical Black Elk,” just as one finds tomes devoted to the “historical Jesus.”
Though rare, such elevation to cultural sainthood does happen—one thinks of Charles
Lindbergh and John F. Kennedy. But the debunking began within a decade of their beatification,
while Black Elk’s star continues to rise.What does it mean to be “holy”? The concept is nearly
impossible to pin down. In the 1917 The Idea of the Holy, the German theologian Rudolf Otto
saw holiness as a complex of emotions too powerful for words—the chill of the uncanny, the
despair of one’s insignificance in the presence of God. The stricken grapple with what Otto
called the “numinous,” a mental state that can “burst from the depths of the soul with spasms or
convulsions,” or, as mysteriously, “come sweeping like a gentle tide.”Maybe it is easier to be in
touch with the holy on the Great Plains. During the day, the light from above is brutal and harsh,
but at dusk a “numinous” beauty takes hold. The prairie transforms from a flat whiteness leached
of all life to moving shadows of indigo and gold. The land rolls away like waves. One stands atop
a hill and understands why Black Elk thought his people lived in a sacred hoop: as the land
spreads out in a circle, one encounters peace and sadness, knowing one is part of it, but very
small. A longing floods in for something beyond expression, but that is hard to find.Ironically, the
church that once tried to suppress Black Elk’s beliefs has now embraced him. The former
medicine man’s quarter century as a Catholic catechist would lead him to reservations
throughout the West and result in hundreds of Native American conversions. Yet, when Neihardt
asked the old man why he turned Catholic little more than a decade after Wounded Knee, Black
Elk said he did so “because my children have to live in this world.” The enigmatic comment
suggests an uneasy union.Neihardt’s failure to mention Black Elk’s adopted faith in his work
created a vacuum that Church commentators have since tried to fill. Today, Catholic writers paint
the old man as a bridge between the beliefs of the Old World and the New. On October 21,
2012, the Church named its first North American Indian saint—Kateri Tekakwitha, a Mohican
woman converted in the late 1600s whose canonization began in 1884. “With Indian America



now having a woman saint, a male counterpart ought to be close behind her,” wrote the Jesuit
father and author Michael Steltenkamp in 2013. “Nicholas Black Elk is the pre-eminent
candidate for that honor.”Not everyone is thrilled by the idea of sainthood. In July 2012, a Lakota
woman working in the Catholic mission at the nearby Rosebud reservation flinched at the news.
“They [the Catholics] would like that, wouldn’t they?” She shook her head in disgust, but refused
to say more. Black Elk’s great-granddaughter Betty Black Elk O’Rourke stared at me in shock as
we dodged ruts in her battered pickup and nearly ran off the road. “Where did that come from?”
she shrieked, clearly surprised, barely gaining control of the vehicle. Yet the process has already
begun. Two documented “miracles” are required by the Catholic Church to make someone a
saint, and the search is under way.Complicating this all is the fact that concepts of holiness and
reality were radically different for Plains Indians and Euro-Americans. People who would be
called mentally ill in Western society were readily accepted in tribal cultures as religious healers
and shamans. They heard voices, talked to spirits, and visited worlds parallel to our own. This is
the kind of behavior diagnosed today by psychiatrists as some form of schizophrenia. In
contrast, Lakota society encouraged young men to seek out mystical experiences as a way to
aid their people and define their own lives. The boundary between the real and the visionary is
fluid for both shamans and schizophrenics; anthropologists have even called schizophrenia the
“shaman sickness,” since part of the holy man’s journey involves entering this alternate reality to
seek out medical cures and divine protections for the tribe.To Black Elk and other wicasa wakan
of his generation, such talk was academic. The outer world and the inner—the physical world we
think we know and the “numinous” mystery beyond—are one. If any characteristic links the holy
men and mystics of every age and culture, from today’s Ebook Topsian shamans to the
vanished, white-clad Essenes of the Dead Sea, it’s the conviction that no division exists. The
seen and unseen are one.Black Elk was a haunted man. In the end, that drew me to his story—
to the places where he fought and killed to save his people, to the landscape where he watched
them die. To the scattered archives and libraries holding tidbits of his life, the mountaintop where
he lamented his failure, the little cabin now surrounded by cottonwoods where he died. If there
was one overriding pattern to his life, it was the detours he took to reverse destiny. The gods had
given him a gift, but one he never fully understood. His search for an answer always seemed in
vain. First the Sioux wars, then life on the reservation; “Wild Westing” with Bill Cody, the hope of
the Messiah, cattle ranching, Catholicism—each new road was entered with the hope of
salvation, but at the end it seemed to fail.If anything, Black Elk would be what today is called a
spiritual seeker—but one with a goal. In the Sioux world, religion was as much a tool as a creed;
it conveyed power to the individual and the tribe. In a world laden with mystery and threat, it only
made sense to find and employ the right tool. Much has been made of his 1904 conversion to
Catholicism and transformation into one of the most effective Indian catechists the Church had
ever seen. Yet Catholicism was only one more road. Was he still Catholic when Neihardt drove
up, or using the Church as a blind to return to the old and outlawed ways? To say he was wholly
one or the other discounts the longer view. Although almost every decade after adulthood



encompassed for him a different journey, each was an attempt to unlock his Vision and save his
people—the one path he never abandoned.With Neihardt, Black Elk sensed a final chance. At
the end of the interviews, he climbed atop Harney Peak, the highest point in Paha Sapa, and
cried out to Wakan Tanka like a biblical prophet lamenting the lost glory of his people and their
banishment to exile. Neihardt shaped that lament into one of the most famous passages of
defeat in American letters: “When I look back now out from this high hill of my old age, I can still
see the butchered women and children lying around and scattered all along the crooked gulch
as plain as when I saw them with eyes still young. And I can see something else died there in the
bloody mud, and was buried in the blizzard. A people’s dream died there. It was a beautiful
dream.”With that, a light rain began to fall. He was convinced that his days would soon end, but
he did not mind. He was tired. He’d fought two wars, feared he’d been defeated in both, and
believed such failure would be his legacy. He was a “pitiful old man” wracked with guilt, for he
had done nothing with an extraordinary gift and now the moment was past. The “nation’s hoop is
broken and scattered,” he mourned. “There is no center any longer, and the sacred tree is
dead.”But Black Elk was wrong. The roots ran deep. Some struggles never end.PART IIF
YOU’RE NOT GOOD, THE WASICHUS WILL GET YOUIf I were an Indian, I often think I would
greatly prefer to cast my lot among those of my people [who] adhered to the free open plains,
rather than submit to the confined limits of a reservation, there to be the recipient of the blessed
benefits of civilization, with its vices thrown in without stint or reserve.—George Armstrong
Custer, My Life on the Plains (1874)1CHOSENExtinction loomed in his life from the day he was
born. It waited over the horizon like the thunderclouds rolling across the Plains. He feared those
storms and the gods perched in their black folds. His second cousin Tasunke Witko, whom
whites called Crazy Horse, advised him to submit to Their will. He’d been given a gift, a Great
Vision to save his people. If he acted on it, all would be well.He was not alone in such fear. His
people, the Oglala Lakota—called the Sioux by their enemies—felt the apocalypse first and
foremost with the disappearance of the buffalo. The vast herds remembered fondly by
grandparents were doomed by the mid-nineteenth century. By 1842, the annual kill of Pte by
civilian hunters exceeded 2.5 million; between 1850 and 1885, the railroads transported more
than 75 million hides to eastern factories, where they were turned into gun belts and upholstery
for high-end furniture. “Kill every buffalo you can,” Colonel Richard Irving Dodge told an English
sportsman. “Every buffalo dead is an Indian gone.”Perhaps, like a river, Pte had drained
underground. The Lakota believed that the bison came from the womb of the earth, and in evil
times returned. Wind Cave in the Black Hills was that route to the underworld; at least, so said
the medicine men, and Black Elk did not question them. His was a family of medicine men,
stretching back for generations. Before he was Black Elk, still known by the childhood name
Kahnigapi, or “Chosen,” he knew that only the foolish discounted the warnings of seers and holy
men. They spoke of a new people who could not be stopped, no matter how many were killed.
“They will be a powerful people, strong, tough,” the holy men admonished. “They are coming
closer all the time.”The most famous prophecy was that of Sweet Medicine, the powerful seer of



their friends the Shahila, or Cheyenne. He warned of a “good-looking people, with light hair and
white skin” who would come from the east in search of a “certain stone.” At first there would be
just a few, but more would come, killing off the animals of the earth with an instrument that
“makes a noise, and sends a little round stone to kill.” They’d replace the old four-leggeds with a
new one with white horns and a long tail. They’d bring a drink that drove men crazy, and take the
tribe’s children to teach them their ways. But these children would learn nothing. They would be
shadows, lost between worlds.Neither resistance nor reason could stop them, Sweet Medicine
warned. “What they are going to do they will do.” Instead, the People would change: “In the end
of your life in those days you will not get up early in the morning; you will never know when day
comes; you will lie in bed; you will have disease, and will die suddenly; you will all die off.”The
Lakota prophet was no more comforting. Drinks Water—sometimes called Wooden Cup—died
about twenty years before Black Elk was born. Black Elk’s father told him of the vision, as had his
father before him. And he, the grandfather, had been told by Tries to Be Chief, the old bachelor
who served as Drinks Water’s helper. Thus, the story had to be true. In this vision, a strange race
would weave a spider’s web all around the Sioux. In some versions, the web was made of iron.
As Black Elk grew older, he recognized this as a variation of the Iktomi, or spider, story, and
Drinks Water’s dream seems the first reference comparing whites to the Iktomi. At some
subconscious level, the image was chilling. Myths are strange and powerful narratives with the
ability to “shape and direct [life], for good or ill,” wrote Richard Slotkin in an early version of his
cultural history Regeneration Through Violence. “They are made of words, concepts, images,
and they can kill,” and Drinks Water’s words would be fatal in every way. When the new people
finished their web, he said, Oglalas’ lives would forever change. They would no longer live in
their tipis: a tipi was warm in the winter, cool in the summer, and could be disassembled and
moved in a pony drag to follow the herds. If the Grandfathers had meant for man to stay in one
place, they would have made the earth stand still. But in the dominion of the Iktomi, the People
would live in square gray houses rooted to the earth in a barren land. “When this happens,” said
Drinks Water, “alongside of those gray houses you shall starve.”The old man lay down after
finishing his account and refused to rise. He would die soon, he told his family, and he wished to
be cremated so thoroughly that nothing remained. His clan built his bonfire on the prairie west of
Paha Sapa, and it burned four days. Its light could be seen from every direction, a grim beacon
for a New World his people hoped they would never find.* * *The child who would become
Black Elk was born on a riverbank in the Powder River Country, a fertile rectangle loosely
defined as the Powder River Basin of southeastern Montana and northeastern Wyoming.
Nestled between the Bighorn Mountains to the west and the Black Hills to the east, it stretches
approximately 120 miles east to west and 200 miles north to south; several rivers flow through it
to join the Yellowstone, including the Powder, Tongue, Little Bighorn, Little Missouri, Belle
Fourche, and Cheyenne. Since the Powder is the longest, it gives the region its name.Water
means life in the West, and the Powder River Country was a game preserve. Migrating herds of
buffalo, elk, and antelope passed through. Flocks of waterfowl darkened the sky. Bear, deer, and



rabbits lived in the breaks, while trout filled the streams. The valleys were thick with aspen,
cottonwood, and willow; the meadows, bursting with cherries, wild strawberries, and plums. The
land rose west from the Black Hills in broken steppes, buttoned with strange stone formations
like the Missouri Buttes and Devils Tower. Indian trails followed a course northwest from the
North Platte River to the Bighorn and Yellowstone Country, where the great herds
wintered.People had lived there thousands of years: each new group called it their own, usually
at the expense of the ones already there. In the 1700s, the Powder River Country belonged to
the Crow, who soon became the Sioux’s favorite enemy. For the next century, bands of Oglala
and Brulé spread west, followed quickly by their kinsmen—the Minneconjou, Sans Arc, and
Hunkpapa. By the early 1800s, the Crow and Lakota skirmished over hunting rights, and every
spring and summer renewed the seasonal cycle of raids and revenge. While the Lakota were
excellent horsemen, the Crow were brilliant horse thieves. By the 1850s, a rough balance had
been reached: the Crow lived in the mountains; the Lakota, on the Plains.Most sources place the
year of Black Elk’s birth as 1863. When Black Elk told Neihardt that he was born when “Four
Crows Were Killed on the Tongue,” this was the name given to the year in his band’s “winter
count,” the tribal calendar painted on a spiraling pictograph made of hide. Each year was
designated by its most significant event, and though winter counts sometimes recorded events
of known historical importance, like a comet or battle, more often they reflected the unique
experiences of each family band. Thus, to American Horse, 1863 was the year when “Crows
Scalped an Oglala Boy Alive.” The Minneconjous called it the year when “Eight [Crows] Were
Killed”; the Hunkpapa, the “Year of the [Whooping] Cough”; the Yanktonai, the year of “Plenty of
Buffalo,” an increasing rarity.The month and day of Black Elk’s birth are less certain. This was not
unusual: Indians measured time in moons and seasons, and many could make only a rough
guess of their age. His mother did say, however, that she gave birth in the month when “the
chokecherries were ripe”—late June or July—and one would think that she, if anyone, would
remember. Yet Black Elk also told Neihardt he was born on December 6, thus contradicting his
mother, and most commentators have accepted that date. He failed to explain that this was the
day of his Catholic baptism, when he took the new name Nicholas William Black Elk. At the time,
Native American converts literally took the day of their baptism as the day they were
“reborn.”Black Elk was apparently the seventh of nine children: five sisters, one older half
brother, and two younger brothers are mentioned in the interviews. His half brother, Runs in the
Center, or Wicegna Inyanka, was named for his actions in battle. Only two sisters are recorded—
Jenny Shot Close and Grace Pretty Bird—and both remained close to Black Elk throughout their
lives.He was heir to a family of medicine men, the fourth Black Elk, though the name did not
pass to him until sometime after the onset of his visions. His father was the third Black Elk, a
medicine man and warrior hailing from a line of healers. They belonged to the kinship band of
Big Road, a Decider, or wise and respected chief, who would be involved in almost every major
Oglala decision regarding war and peace in the 1860s and ’70s. Black Elk’s father shared a
grandfather with the father of Crazy Horse, making them first cousins. Finally, the boy’s



grandfather and great-grandfather were also Black Elks. His grandfather was killed by Pawnees
when he was still an infant; of his great-grandfather, no tales remain.Thus, while stability and a
sense of identity reigned in Black Elk’s family, so did certain expectations. A medicine man’s life
was not his own. One was always “on call”: to perform tasks demanded by the spirits; to guide
young men through their vision quests, interpret dreams, heal wounds and sickness, or provide
advice for the tribe. “Specialties” varied, based upon powers granted in a vision or dream.Black
Elk came from a family of bear healers, among the most powerful, and theatrical, of Lakota
medicine men. The bear appears in almost every tribal culture as a conduit for medical cures. It
came to one in a dream, imparting cures and herbal secrets, passing on its strength to braves
headed for war. During rituals, the dreamer was possessed by the spirit of the bear: red clay
blew from his mouth with each breath; canines protruded from his lips; he chased people like an
angry bear. In the hands of an artist, the performance could be both comic and frightening.
Helpers would fill the dreamer’s pipe to soothe him, a kindness they hoped the bear spirit would
repay in times of war; tribesmen could also purchase cures and protective wotawe. He served as
a battlefield medic, making him especially important for a martial people like the Sioux: he’d
clean out a wound with a sharpened bear claw, apply medicine, and dress the wound. He would
stay with his patient through death or recovery.Generally, medicine men were divided into two
classes: the Zuya-Wakan, or war prophets, and the Wapiya (or Wapiyapi), healers of the body
and mind. The healers were further subdivided: the wicasa wakan, as Black Elk would be called
—a holy man whose powers derived from mystical experience; and the pejuta wicasa, who
healed with plants and other curatives—a term eventually used for white doctors. For all, the
goal was similar: interpreting and putting to use that which was wakan—that which was
supernatural, holy, or beyond comprehension. The medicine man served his Lakota kinsmen like
Moses did the Israelites: in direct contact with God, he introduced new rites and declared old
ones outdated. He guided them down a perilous path in which the Great Mystery made
dangerous and inexplicable demands.Officially, one could not choose to be a medicine man.
One was chosen, providing insight into Black Elk’s childhood name. One was predestined for the
role. Sudden voices or a visit by a spirit tended to reveal the rough outline of one’s future. The
gods worked through the medicine man, making him their tool.Unofficially, however, one could
start down the medicine path at an early age, often at a parent’s urging. Francis La Flesche, an
Omaha who would be the first Native American ethnologist, wrote in 1905 that the medicine
track “often passed down through the family.” Even women could receive the call, though rarely.
Catherine Wabose, an Ojibwa who converted to Christianity in the 1840s, described a kind of
parental preconditioning: “When I was a girl of about twelve or thirteen years of age, my mother
told me to look out for something that would happen to me.”No matter the path, the chosen was
trained in the rites, ceremonies, and history of the tribe. In an oral culture, this meant long
sessions of repetition and memorization at the feet of respected medicine men. Such professors
looked for qualities found more in the scholar than the soldier—an attraction to abstraction and
attention to detail; an introversion that transforms into the life of the mind. Where the warrior was



tasked with a tribe’s day-to-day survival, the tribe’s future existence depended upon the accurate
performance of those rites and ceremonies necessary for continued favor in the eyes of
God.Thus, tribal elders would be looking, at an early age, for the odd child. The child who heard
voices, who saw things at the edge of vision that others could not see. And who was better
placed to see this than the mother, especially in a long-standing family of medicine men?Little is
known about Black Elk’s mother other than what appears in Neihardt’s notes and through family
tradition. Her childhood name was White Cow Sees; her adult name, Leggings Down (and after
Catholic conversion, Mary Leggings Down). Holy Rosary Mission archives listed her birth as
1844, which made her nineteen when Black Elk was born. Her mother was Plenty Eagle
Feathers; her father, Keeps His Tipi, also translated as Refuse to Go. She’d been married earlier
to the deceased brother of Black Elk’s father; in Sioux society, men were obliged upon a
brother’s death to support and even marry their former sister-in-law. Thus, Black Elk’s older half
brother, Runs in the Center, was also his first cousin. Leggings Down was apparently the elder
Black Elk’s first and only wife; he passed the family name and hereditary calling down to his first
natural son. Black Elk records no filial jealousy: it was simply the way things were done.If Black
Elk’s father was the mediator between God and the tribe, Black Elk’s mother was the mediator
between her husband and individual Oglalas. Her marriage to the elder Black Elk made her his
assistant: in addition to running a nomadic household, she became chief nurse, office manager,
and social secretary. She was tasked with finding many of the secret ingredients used in her
husband’s cures. The stability of both the business and the household sat squarely on her
shoulders: she seems to have handled the responsibility well.Black Elk’s life of ritual began with
his mother’s labor pains. His father left the lodge to a team of kinswomen, one or several of
whom served as midwives. A stake festooned with eagle-down feathers was pounded into the
earth; a clean deerskin was spread beside it for Leggings Down to kneel upon. She pressed her
hands and knees against the stake. The midwife called for water, grease, and swabs of
sweetgrass as the contractions increased in force and duration.No birth is easy, but no
complications were recorded, and so the fourth Black Elk was born. He was washed by an old
woman, after which a respected male relative entered the tipi and breathed into his mouth, an
act believed to form his character. He would not be named for eight days, and only then given his
childhood name, Kahnigapi, or “Chosen.”* * *Memory is history, but whose memory prevails?
We have a tendency to look around at the world as it was when we were children and assume
this is the way it has always been. In all the other Sioux autobiographies of the early twentieth
century—whether written in collaboration with a white, or by a white-educated Indian—
childhood was a happy idyll in an unspoiled but vanished Eden. Charles Alexander Eastman, a
Santee Sioux who studied medicine at Boston University and tended casualties at Wounded
Knee, called his people “the children of the forest” in his 1902 Indian Boyhood. Joseph White
Bull, described as “the man who killed Custer,” remembered a childhood of buffalo hunts and
free-spirited training for war. Luther Standing Bear, one of the first Lakota to act in Hollywood
Westerns, remembered his Plains as “a beautiful country” covered with “velvety green grass,”



where buffalo roamed at will. “Life was full of happiness and contentment for my people,” he
wrote in his 1931 My Indian Boyhood.Only the Great Plains of Black Elk are governed by fear.
His life story begins with the death of his grandfather, the second Black Elk, at the hands of a
Pawnee. Then the grandmother dies. Black Elk Speaks begins with war and the rumor of war: it
was a vague period he remembered “as a man might remember some bad dream,” a time of his
childhood “when everything seemed troubled and afraid.”More than anything else, he feared the
white nation to the east, the one foretold by Sweet Medicine and Drinks Water. His people called
them wasichus, and since he had never laid eyes on one, he imagined them as bogeymen.
Grown-ups called them merciless—an unstoppable force that would “take our country and rub
us all out and we should all have to die fighting,” he said. In the year of Black Elk’s birth, the
wasichus fought among themselves in a great war to the east: many hoped they would rub one
another out and thus spare the Lakota. But that happy chance had not occurred and now they
came closer. His mother and others like her wielded this bogeyman like a stick on a disobedient
child. “If you are not good, the wasichus will get you,” they warned.Only later did he realize that
the year of his birth was the cusp when everything changed. In 1862, whites discovered in
Montana the yellow metal mázaska zi that drove them mad. In June 1863, the failed Colorado
gold miner John M. Bozeman probed north through the Powder River Country to blaze a wagon
road to reach that gold. The road would not take much space, the miners promised: the width
between two wagon wheels and nothing more. But the Lakota had heard similar promises in the
Southern and Central Plains. The road itself might not be wide, but the wasichus who used it
would come in multitudes.Geographically, the Bozeman Trail was a spur of the better-known
Oregon Trail, veering off northwest in Wyoming to the gold in Bannack, Montana. It was an old,
well-watered buffalo trail used by Indians to pass north and south since prehistory. Though
solitary whites had sometimes traveled its length, the Lakota and Cheyenne believed them
harmless wanderers and gave them food. The trail’s first recorded mention came in 1804, with
Lewis and Clark’s Corps of Discovery. On the return trip, Sacagawea guided Clark and a small
band over “an old buffalow road” to what is called the Bozeman Pass today.Until 1863, the old
life of following the herds and raiding rival tribes had passed unabated, like the seasons. In
Siouan eyes, this was the good life, and they saw no reason to change. The Powder River
Country provided everything the tribe could want. Why should they ever leave?Yet, like the
wasichu, they were relative newcomers, fellow invaders who’d migrated west in search of a
better life, pushing weaker groups aside. The Lakota pushed aside the Mandan and Arikara at
the Missouri River, the Cheyenne in the plains to the west, the Kiowa in the Black Hills, the Crow
on the Powder River. By the year of Black Elk’s birth, their conquered lands stretched from the
Missouri River of Dakota to the Bighorn Mountains in Wyoming, from the North Platte River in
Nebraska to the Cannonball River of North Dakota. The territory surpassed in square miles that
of Pennsylvania and New York combined. Now history seemed ready to repeat itself as the
wasichu threatened to push them aside.The Sioux first appeared in records in the 1600s,
encountered by French explorers and missionaries in the western Great Lakes and upper



Mississippi River. The Ottawa called them the “Nátawèsiwok,” which the French turned into
“Nadouessioux” and shortened to “Sioux.” The tribe preferred “Dakota,” or “many in one.” Some
sources called them the “Seven Council Fires”: the westernmost of these were the Teton, or
“Dwellers on the Plains,” also called “Lakota” for their dialect. In time, they divided into seven
tribes, or ospaye: the Oglala, Brulé, Minneconjou, Hunkpapa, Sans Arc, Blackfoot, and Two
Kettles. Their friendship was called ólakotá; all others were tóka, or “enemies.”The Oglala were
the westernmost of the seven, and by the 1850s they’d separated into smaller family bands.
These tiyospaye averaged about ten to twenty families of fifty to one hundred people each.
These split into the Southern Oglala, who ranged as far south as the Republican River, and the
Northern Oglala, who made the Black Hills, Powder River Country, and Northern Plains their
home. By 1863, the latter numbered about three hundred lodges: their strongest band was the
“Bad Faces,” that of Red Cloud, Crazy Horse, Big Road, and Black Elk.To the Lakota, their true
origin lay with the Sacred Pipe, the foundation of all society. During a great famine, a beautiful
young woman wearing white doeskin appeared to two hunters. When one made a sexual
advance, a poisonous cloud reduced him to bones. This was no ordinary woman, the survivor
realized, and the woman said, “I am a spirit come to help your people,” as if reading his mind.
The next morning, White Buffalo Calf Woman arrived at his camp with a bundle containing the
first Sacred Pipe, sent by the Grandfathers as a means of prayer and a sign of kinship between
Sioux and buffalo. When the People smoked the pipe, the Grandfathers sent bison to them. In
their eyes, the Buffalo Calf Pipe signified their covenant with God. Before its bestowal, it was
said, the tribe “ran around the prairies like so many wild animals.” Afterward, they were God’s
Chosen People and all others were “common men.”A second gift brought power. In the first half
of the 1700s, the Lakota were still a nomadic Stone Age tribe. They traveled on foot in search of
buffalo, transporting possessions by small travois hitched to dogs. That changed between 1750
and 1820, when they discovered the horse and transformed into equestrians par excellence with
lightning speed.The mount ridden by the Sioux was nothing like its ancestor Eohippus, a three-
toed, dog-sized creature that roamed North America from Florida to Canada fifty million years
ago. It died out, but not before migrating to central Asia, where evolution and selective breeding
turned it into the horse we know today. In 1493, it reappeared in the land of its origin when
Columbus brought a herd of twenty-five now very different horses on his second voyage to the
New World. As the Spanish spread through the Americas, so did their steeds. The 1598
expedition of Don Juan de Oñate to New Mexico introduced the first substantial herd to North
America, and by the 1600s their descendants numbered in the thousands. The Great Pueblo
Revolt of 1680 released nearly 1,500 of these mustangs into the wild and into the hands of the
southwestern tribes.It is not known when the Lakota became a horse nation. In 1630, no tribes
anywhere were mounted; by 1750, most Plains tribes were. Yet evidence suggests the Lakota
were among the last to ride. A 1798–1902 winter count by the Hunkpapa historian Long Soldier
named 1801 as the first year the People bought or stole a horse. They did not catch one until
1809.Whatever the truth, the horse revolutionized Sioux life. All of a sudden, they could keep up



with buffalo herds. A well-mounted hunter could ride faster than a bull charging at full tilt, and kill
four or five bison in a single charge. Within a generation, the horse created for the Sioux a
surplus economy: they acquired large stores of food, piles of buffalo hides, and other valuable
goods for transport and trade. A swift pony became the object of adoration. At early 1800s
trading posts, one could trade a fine racing horse for ten guns; for one fine hunting horse,
several pack animals. A horse conferred status and respect: for the first time, class divisions
appeared, based upon the number of horses owned. A name that included “horse”—Crazy
Horse, American Horse, Man Afraid of His Horses—signified strength of character. The horse
symbolized a fundamental spiritual force that these former foot soldiers found hypnotic: charging
horses sounded like thunder, and many Lakota visions included the experience of riding with
supernatural warriors in the clouds.Along the way, hunting skills turned into military prowess, and
tribes that dominated the horse dominated unmounted tribes. The Sioux transformed into
dazzling cavalrymen. Lakota winter counts from 1810 to 1830 depict battles with the Arikara,
Mandan, Pawnee, Crow, Shoshone, and Gros Ventre, as well as occasional sorties with their
allies the Cheyenne and Arapaho. Powerful Oglala war chiefs such as Bull Bear drove the Crow
from the Black Hills, where they had lived for a century. By 1839, the Oglala and Brulé had
pushed south from the Black Hills into the Platte River Valley, driving the Skiri Pawnee from the
rolling buffalo lands.And there these Southern Oglala encountered wasichu pilgrims on the
Overland Trail. They watched with increasing resentment as the Union Pacific Railroad
frightened away the buffalo. In 1849–50, cholera struck the Trail, dealing the Lakota a lethal blow.
In 1851, the Americans tried to limit the Sioux to land north of the Platte, but their spokesman
Black Hawk protested. The Sioux had the same right to this land as that taken by the United
States from Mexico, he said. They owned it by right of conquest. The Americans backed off, at
least temporarily, a move that confirmed to the Sioux their right to the land.Meanwhile, the
Northern Oglala spread west, and from 1855 to 1860 pushed the Crow from the Powder River
Country and past the Bighorn River. By the time of Black Elk’s birth, the Lakota nation numbered
eleven thousand people and controlled an area encompassing the present-day states of North
and South Dakota west of the Missouri, a good chunk of western Nebraska, northeastern
Wyoming, and a large segment of southeastern Montana.Of all the Sioux, the Oglala were the
richest. They lived the farthest west, out on Plains still rumbling with buffalo herds. They were the
farthest-removed from white pressure, closest to the horse supplies traveling north along ancient
Indian trading routes, closest to wild horse herds still running across the Plains. Their location
allowed them to respond quickly to calls by fur companies for buffalo hides. Like another culture
that had considered themselves God’s Chosen People, they’d reached their Promised Land.* *
*But great wealth can turn one’s head.By 1863, the Oglala had a reputation for flaunting their
power and pride. Their eastern cousins considered them dandies, and their elaborate bead- and
quill-work was some of the most sought-after by High Plains traders. The Oglala scorned their
poorer cousins, showing contempt by bestowing gifts they knew could never be reciprocated. In
battle, they had tremendous esprit de corps. Anything worth doing was done in grand style.Yet



prosperity did not bring peace to the Teton Sioux. There had always been tribal warfare, but by
1832, Prince Alexander Philipp Maximillian of Wied noted during his travels that capturing a
horse was more important than conquering the enemy. Wealth was not equally distributed:
where some Teton “frequently possess from thirty to forty horses and then are reckoned to be
rich,” others might not have any. Such disparity brought violence and social disruption.Winter
counts and the journals of visitors such as George Catlin and Francis Parkman, Jr., paint a
society in which violence among peers was common. The Oglala winter counts of Ben Kindle,
American Horse, and Cloud Shield were especially lurid, recording violence that easily hails
from modern newspapers. This included the murder of an unfaithful woman, a killing in a family
quarrel, three different deaths by sorcery, the murder of a son-in-law, the dual murder of a
husband and wife, a drunken brawl with several killings, and several unspecified killings,
woundings, and incidents of the destruction of horses.By 1850, however, it had become
apparent that the fat days of abundance might soon end. Before this date, few wasichus coveted
their country—it was part of what the whites called the Great American Desert, a land believed
so desolate that, according to popular wisdom, even “a buzzard couldn’t cross it alive unless he
carried provisions.” But now the wasichu had turned their faces to the west: they, too, believed
they were Chosen and had been granted a Promised Land. In 1846, Oregon became part of the
United States; the next year, Mormons traveled west to Utah; in 1848, gold was discovered in
California. In the summer of 1850, one out of every four hundred Americans—fifty-five thousand
people—joined the westbound wagons as they cut a two-thousand-mile set of wheel ruts called
the Overland Trail. Sixty-five thousand cattle accompanied them, eating their way through the
Platte Valley and creating a “great dusty ditch” that in places was fifty miles wide.On August 31,
1851, a council held at Horse Creek near Fort Laramie, Wyoming, officially acknowledged the
fact that pressure had built to the point where war between the Sioux and wasichu seemed
inevitable. But the White Father in Washington wanted peace. The Teton Sioux, Assiniboine,
Arikara, Gros Ventre, Cheyenne, Crow, and Arapaho granted the government the right to build
roads and military posts through their country in return for fifty thousand dollars in trade goods
annually for the next ten years. Soldiers would protect Indians from whites, and whites from
Indians. War among ancient enemies must stop; attacks on whites must stop; disputes over
grasslands, woodlands, or buffalo would be settled in court. The White Father wanted the tribes
to stay within certain boundaries called “reservations,” but neither could whites enter without
permission. Above all else, Indians must promise not to attack migrants on the Overland Trail.On
September 17, 1851, the first Treaty of Fort Laramie was signed. It would set the mold for all
future treaties, though not always as intended. Whites remembered the parts they held important
and forgot the rest, as did Indians. The most ridiculous demand to the Lakota was the end of all
fighting among tribes. War was the heart of their culture. It was how an older man gained honor
and riches; how a younger man earned a name and the attentions of women. This was an
impossible thing to ask. As the whites rushed through their lands, the tribes fought as always.
Nothing really changed.* * *Nevertheless, the decade following the Fort Laramie Treaty would



be better for the Northern Lakota than they would ever know again. In general, the wasichu did
not seriously invade the Powder River Country or the land around the Black Hills. Instead, they
passed south, hewing to the Oregon Trail. At the new “Agencies,” tribes collected their promised
goods. The buffalo still rolled across the hills like a brown, shaggy sea. The Sioux had the things
they loved, plus the trade goods given by the White Father. It was the best of two worlds.But
there were portents of trouble. In August 1854, a Mormon migrant allowed an ox to stray into a
Sioux camp near Fort Laramie, where it was shot by a brave. When the owner complained at the
fort, the commanding officer dispatched Second Lieutenant John L. Grattan, a newcomer who’d
boasted he could “whip the combined force of all the Indians on the prairie” with just a few
trained men. He rode with twenty-nine soldiers to the Indian camp, ten miles away. By the end of
the night, Grattan, his men, and Chief Conquering Bear, who’d tried to keep the peace, lay dead.
The next day, the Indians attacked Fort Laramie but were driven away.The “Grattan Massacre”
would be avenged. In late summer of 1855, Agency messengers came to the Sioux camps: all
“friendly” Indians must move south of the Platte and report to Fort Laramie. Any band found north
of the river would be deemed “hostile.” That August, Brigadier General William S. Harney led 600
troops from the fort in search of hostiles. On September 2, 1855, he found them—a band of
about 250 Brulés under Chief Little Thunder, camped on the Platte in present-day Garden
County, Nebraska. The soldiers killed 86 men, women, and children, and took 70 prisoners.
Twenty-seven soldiers died.Never before in their memory had so many Sioux died in a single
fight; never before had an entire camp been destroyed by soldiers. The massacre seemed
harsh, but the Sioux understood revenge. It had motivated countless raids on the Crow and
Pawnee. The next few years were quiet, and despite an occasional skirmish, the Sioux and
wasichu left each other alone.Yet what was called the Battle of Blue Water Creek served as a
wake-up call. Before Harney’s attack, the Sioux scorned suggestions of organizing against the
wasichu. War was an individual game of daring and bravery, not a science of tactics and
strategy. The Great Sioux Nation feared by the whites was largely a fiction. The Sioux were a
collection of interrelated bands that came and went as they pleased; there were no chains of
command, no generals. No single chief could order another to fight; a chief could barely order
his own men into battle. One led by example, and the best one could hope for was to invite or
persuade others to join. The only way the Sioux might mount a large force was if a threat
touched everyone, not just the unfortunate Brulé.Yet after Harney’s attack, the Lakota began to
change. During the 1850s and ’60s, observers noticed a new social structure taking shape
among the Lakota. The intergroup violence so prevalent in the winter counts began to disappear.
No single instance of such violence was recorded from 1855 to 1877, the very years the U.S.
government considered the Sioux the greatest threat in the American West. Instead, tribes
began to work together in ways contrary to their immediate gain.The Indian Agents noticed first.
In 1862, an agent at Fort Laramie mentioned in his annual report that the “Sioux of the Dakota”
had for the first time turned a solid face against the Treaty of 1851. With the exception of a
headman named Bear’s Rib, chiefs and their bands “actually refused to receive” annual gifts



from the agent. And Bear’s Rib was worried: by accepting annuities, he told the agent, he put
himself and his kinsmen in danger. He was right: days later, a party of Sioux swept from the
prairie and slew Bear’s Rib and several of his people.In 1866, a long report submitted by four
agents noted a worrisome trend. Though some jealousy still remained among the bands, “they
neither fight or quarrel in their families and or villages,” they said. “We never see a quarrel or blow
among the children or adults.”As the Teton finally recognized the menace massing against them,
cooperative values began to replace more contentious ones. Old competitive rituals such as the
anointment of a “favorite child” were muted; where revenge killings had been common, now
councils of chiefs instituted property settlements between the family of an offender and that of
his victim. Before 1850, confederation among bands was little more than a name. Now, it
received serious attention. In 1854, an agent observed that chiefs actually commanded little
power: “Head chiefs are generally opposed to the young men going to war, but cannot control
soldiers,” he wrote. “They will put a chief’s life in danger if he interpose against their will and
design.” But starting in the 1860s, leaders such as Red Cloud, Crazy Horse, and Sitting Bull
learned to marshal thousands of troops against the U.S. Army—and win.During this period, the
Teton elevated bravery and generosity as their society’s two most-vaunted values. On the former
rested their best hope of survival against endless waves of wasichus; on the latter, the glue that
held the People together. During fat times, a warrior’s main goal in life seemed a frontier version
of conspicuous consumption. Now a man gained more honor by giving than by getting. A chief
must be willing to give away everything he owned. Long sermons given at adoption ceremonies
and inductions into men’s societies emphasized duty to the poor, the weak, and the lame.Hard
times were coming. The Sioux could no longer exist happily as individual atoms blown across
the Plains. The famous Sioux Nation must act like a nation if it hoped to survive.2A CASUALTY
OF THE HUNDRED SLAINA few months after Black Elk’s birth, the Teton Sioux began a debate
that would decide the fate of the tribe. That it occurred at all was remarkable: that winter of 1864
was hard, with drifts forty feet deep and bands scattered across thousands of miles. The
question began in the north among the Hunkpapa, then traveled south and west via messenger.
A man named Red Dog visited the Bad Faces in their winter camp on the Yellowstone. He asked
them to consider the problem of white people:Could they be considered human?More precisely,
was it an honor to kill them in war? For one thing, the Sioux did not quite understand how white
men made war. Except for the rare individual, the wasichu derived no pleasure from it; he fought
only to get his way. He sought the spirit of his enemy, not the body: war was an imposition of will,
not a stage for testing one’s bravery.Red Dog was arguing for the kind of 180-degree
psychological lurch theorists call a “paradigm shift,” as a group’s world vision heads in a new
direction. The work of men in Lakota society was to fight the enemy: to do so was an honor, the
highest in life, to which all else was secondary. But if warfare against enemy tribes was a natural
state, what about fighting whites? In Teton cosmology there was Lakota and tóka—the Sioux
and the enemy—but the white man was neither. He was a force: some thought him a kind of
pale, vengeful spirit made flesh. But that meant the wasichus were not equals—because they



were not men. True, the Sioux had killed wasichus before, but such acts brought no honor. Their
scalps were not valued as trophies.In essence, Red Dog and the other messengers were asking
the People to reconstruct the wasichu in order to resist him. They must turn him into an equal
whose cause was unjust and whose leaders were criminals, who’d violated the natural order of
all that was good and holy. Doing this established his guilt; killing him, in great numbers if
necessary, would be a moral act that would restore balance and set the world aright. Doing this
legitimized holy war.Sometimes it is easier to kill a foe seen as a beast or bloodthirsty devil. In
the past, the Sioux had built an image of the wasichu similar to the one Americans had built of
the Indian. Now, they were asked to recognize in whites the fundamental assumptions about the
virtues of might and victory that they held about themselves. The people of the United States
had relied extensively upon military success for the confirmation of their beliefs, as had the
Sioux. They expected victory to be the natural result of their virtues—as did the Sioux. Manifest
Destiny was simply the fulfillment of a divine plan: “Away, away, with all these cobweb tissues of
rights of discovery, exploration, settlement, contiguity, etc.,” wrote the New York newspaperman
John O’Sullivan, referring in large part to the rights of Native Americans. “The American claim is
by the right of our manifest destiny to overspread and to possess the whole of the continent
which Providence has given us.” Providence had given the United States the right to occupy the
continent, even if that meant pushing old occupants aside. Victory meant expanding to new lands
—as it had for the Sioux.Some opposed the idea of treating the wasichus as equals, but recent
events lent urgency to such counsel. After a decade of relative quiet, the white world again
pressed in. Two years earlier, in 1862, their eastern cousins the Santee Sioux had risen against
Minnesotans after decades of hardship; when the “Minnesota Massacre” ended, five hundred
settlers, one hundred soldiers, and an unknown number of Indians lay dead. Three hundred
three Santee men were arrested and condemned to death; most were released after President
Abraham Lincoln intervened, but thirty-eight were still executed. Many Santee fled west; others
were shipped to a narrow reservation on the Missouri River where game was scarce and the
water unpotable. Of the 1,300 Santees relocated there, fewer than 1,000 survived. The
reservation sat immediately east of Hunkpapa territory, and in 1863 several warriors visited their
cousins. One young visitor named Tatanka Yotanka, or Sitting Bull, walked away convinced that
the wasichu would destroy everything.The Minnesota Massacre created in the minds of whites
an image of the Sioux that drove events for decades. It did not matter that the Santee and Teton
were different tribes—to whites, they were both “Sioux.” No matter how many treaties were
signed, they could never be trusted.Sitting Bull’s fears seemed justified. In the summer of 1863,
wagon trains of miners began streaming from the east to reach the recently discovered Montana
gold. Hunkpapa war parties attacked, and in 1864 the army responded. Sioux in the west and
south felt the noose tighten, too. In Colorado Territory, the Cheyenne and Southern Lakota
waged war with the Colorado militia. At daybreak on November 29, 1864, U.S. Army colonel
John Milton Chivington and 750 men of the Colorado militia swept upon the sleeping band of the
Cheyenne peace chief Black Kettle, camped in a horseshoe bend of Sand Creek near Denver’s



Fort Logan. As the militia gazed upon the camp, a white flag and Old Glory flew atop Black
Kettle’s tipi. “Kill and scalp all,” Chivington famously told his men as he ordered the charge. “Nits
make lice.”Scholars today call the Sand Creek Massacre the turning point in Sioux-white
relations. When it was over, 28 Cheyenne men and 105 women and children lay dead.
Chivington’s men gathered scalps and grisly trophies; some stretched the genitals of slain
women over their saddle horns or wore them as hat decorations. Even others among
Chivington’s men were sickened and wrote to Washington, disgracing their leader. But it was too
late. By December, Cheyenne runners carried war pipes north to the Lakota. In early 1865, the
Cheyenne, Arapaho, and Southern Lakota burned virtually every ranch and stage station along
the South Platte River, trading atrocity for atrocity, murdering men, women, and children. The
army built more forts and pursued bands of ghosts across the Plains. Troops grew sullen and
mutinous, and whole units deserted. By the summer of 1865, the raids moved north and closed
the Overland Trail.So far, the Northern Oglala had not been touched. But they knew such luck
would not last long. As Red Dog had argued, they must prepare themselves for a new kind of
war: one without mercy, and perhaps without end.* * *Thus began the rise of the two principal
Oglala militants, both from Black Elk’s band. In addition to Sitting Bull of the Hunkpapa, they
would be two of the most famous Indians in American history. One would have a war named
after him; the other would become a symbol of everything the Oglala held dear. Both would
shape Black Elk’s destiny.Of the two, Red Cloud was the most driven by a will to power and
prestige. He was in his forties in 1864, a blota hunka, or war leader, among the Bad Faces. In his
autobiography, he claimed to have fought in some eighty engagements, and “counted many
coup,” the practice in battle of striking an enemy with the hand, bow, or specially designed “coup
stick,” then escaping unharmed. There were variations: touching a foe after his death or striking
his defensive works also counted as “coup,” but far less prestigiously. Though the act ostensibly
demonstrated bravery, it also marked one as a little crazy, or at least reckless: it turned warfare
into a performance, and the warrior into an actor. Perhaps more prosaically, Red Cloud bragged
in his autobiography of slaughtering enemies “without mercy,” and a friend of his later years,
Captain James H. Cook, confirmed that Red Cloud could indeed be a “terror” in battle.From
1865 until his death in 1909, Red Cloud would dominate Oglala politics in peace and in war. His
most famous photo was taken in his later years. A tall man with a long face and aquiline nose, he
sits clad in buckskins and a porcupine-quill breastplate, a cane across his knees. Although by
then a chief, he wears in his hair the single feather of a warrior. His calm was formidable: with
whites and Indians alike, he could be Machiavellian, always steps ahead.Red Cloud’s origins
were shrouded in mystery. Early biographers set his birthday at September 22, 1822, the day a
fiery meteor streaked across the northern sky, turning the heavens red. Red Cloud himself said
that he was born in May 1821 on Blue Water Creek, site of Harney’s revenge. He rose in
prominence during the Crow and Pawnee conflicts of the 1840s and ’50s, in one case returning
from a raid with nearly fifty horses. In 1864, as Red Dog and other messengers descended from
the north and Colonel Chivington massacred Cheyennes in the south, Red Cloud’s star



ascended. Old Man Afraid of His Horses, the titular head of the Northern Oglala, spoke for
peace, but younger warriors wanted war and turned to Red Cloud.He was well placed for
leadership. No stranger to whites, he’d been present at the Fort Laramie Treaty and the Grattan
Massacre. He could be bold and clever in a pinch: once, during an 1857 raid, he found himself
alone in an enemy village. Fighting his way out would have been suicide, so he covered his head
and face with a blanket and walked from the village as if he belonged there.Just as important
was his talent for a dramatic and instant eloquence that put words to his people’s thoughts while
exciting their imaginations. In one famous instance, he rebuked officials at a peace commission
for “treating the assembled chiefs as children … [and] pretending to negotiate for a country
which they had already taken by conquest.” The entire year of 1865 was spent attacking soldiers
on the Platte, and many of these sorties were led by Red Cloud. He became so well-known in
this campaign that when the United States tried to make peace, they singled out the Brulé chief
Spotted Tail and Red Cloud, who “ruled the nation.”The fluid nature of Lakota society dictated
otherwise. Though he might be powerful, Red Cloud was never king. But Washington always
adhered to its concept of “ruling chiefs,” and in June 1866 a peace commission met at Fort
Laramie with Spotted Tail, Old Man Afraid of His Horses, and Red Cloud. The chiefs did not
understand at first that the United States wanted to fortify the Bozeman Trail. Then, in a
masterpiece of bad timing, Colonel Henry B. Carrington marched into the fort at the head of the
Eighteenth U.S. Infantry.“Why are these soldiers come?” Red Cloud demanded.“To open the
Montana Trail,” replied E. B. Taylor, commissioner of Indian affairs.Different versions exist of Red
Cloud’s response, but all summarized a central truth: the Lakota were certain they’d almost been
betrayed. According to the most famous, if apocryphal, story, Red Cloud grabbed his rifle and
cried, “In this and the Great Spirit I trust for the right.” He turned to his tribesmen, boomed that
the whites planned to take the last of their land, and declared that rather than capitulate, they
should drive out the wasichu.The camp that for days had filled the prairie around the fort
dissolved in a twinkling. In that moment, the lead warrior of the Bad Faces was transformed into
the general of a mighty Lakota army. For the next two years, Red Cloud led his people on guerilla
raids against wagon trains coming up the Bozeman Trail and against soldiers who ventured
outside their forts. No white was safe. Red Cloud’s War had begun.* * *That summer of 1866,
as the United States built three new forts in Lakota country, Red Cloud’s forces harassed the
soldiers inside them and the passing wagons bound for Montana. The southernmost post was
the existing Fort Reno in present-day Johnson County, Wyoming; Carrington made
improvements, then marched north. He built Fort Phil Kearny near the headwaters of the Powder
River. Fort C. F. Smith lay north on the Bighorn River.Indians made life miserable for soldiers on
the Bozeman Trail. They attacked them as they built stockades, harried their work parties, and
ambushed the troops sent to relieve them. From July 1 to December 21, 1866, they killed four
officers, ninety-one enlisted men, and fifty-eight civilians, and captured huge numbers of horses
and mules.Despite such setbacks, the army believed its superior training and technology would
prevail. Generals saw Indians as prehistoric holdouts doomed to extinction: they quoted Charles



Darwin to prove that history itself was weighted against the tribes. In the same year that the
Bozeman soldiers hid behind their walls, General James H. Carleton, commander of the
Department of New Mexico, attributed the decline of Indians in his district to natural selection:
“The races of mammoths and mastodons, and the great sloths, came and passed away; the red
man of America is Passing away!”Though the Sioux themselves also had such worries, they did
not plan to lie down and die. One sees a phenomenon take shape that has occurred throughout
history. In the days leading up to war, people cease to be themselves and become part of
something larger and more powerful. This sense of higher purpose brings with it an emotion
described as almost holy—a sense of joy. During such periods, leaders rise up in whom their
followers invest everything. Their charisma is so great that they are invariably painted in mystic
hues. In the fall of 1866, Red Cloud seemed one such individual. But a second and greater one
also began to step forward during this period—Black Elk’s second cousin Tasunke Witko.How
can one unravel Crazy Horse the legend from Crazy Horse the man? Today, it is nearly
impossible. As the historian George S. Hyde wrote in 1961, “One is inclined to ask, what is it all
about?” Hyde considered Crazy Horse “morose and savage” even as he was depicted “as the
kind of being never seen on earth: a genius at war, yet a lover of peace; a statesman, who
apparently never thought of the interests of any human being outside his own camp; a dreamer,
a mystic, and a kind of Sioux Christ, who was betrayed in the end by his own disciples.” More
than fifty years later, little has changed. Each generation produces a new interpretation of the
“Sioux Christ.” His likeness is chiseled and blasted out of a mountainside in the Black Hills. No
one understands him any better as his beatification intensifies.Everything about him is a
mystery, even his name. Given to him in a dream, it was later mistranslated: the Lakota literally
means “His horse is crazy,” or perhaps “foolish.” Then there is the enigma of his birth. Though
sources differ on the year, it seems to have occurred between 1840 and 1845 at the foot of Bear
Butte, immediately north of present-day Sturgis, South Dakota. His father said he was born in
the fall of 1840; Chips, his spiritual mentor, in 1840–41; Black Elk, in 1847. All that can be said
with certainty is that Crazy Horse was somewhere between twenty-one and twenty-six during
the early days of Red Cloud’s War.Finally, there’s the question of his image. At a time when
photographs of famous fighting Indians abounded, not a single corroborated portrait exists of the
man. Purported photos have popped up, but they are roundly discounted. Most sources question
whether he ever posed for a camera. D. F. Barry, a prominent Indian photographer, said he tried
to bribe Crazy Horse several times to sit for a photograph, but always without success. Near the
end of Tasunke Witko’s life, an army surgeon who knew him better than any wasichu asked to
take his photo. “My friend,” said Crazy Horse, “why should you wish to shorten my life by taking
from me my shadow?”Yet plenty of descriptions remain. He was a slender man, anywhere from
five feet eight to five feet ten, and 140 pounds; his skin was lighter than most Lakotas’, and
according to his friend Eagle Elk, “He was a very good looking man—his face was fine.” His hair,
like his complexion, was light, described as light brown: it was long, down to his hips, and he
wore it in braids. In a tribe of dandies he always dressed simply—plain shirt, leggings, and



blanket; an eagle-bone whistle; an Iroquois shell necklace around his neck. He was quiet to the
point of introversion, and had the habit of looking askance at a person as he talked. Still, as his
friend Short Bull added, “he didn’t miss much that was going on all the same.”If anything, Crazy
Horse was born for war. He rose above himself in battle and was transformed. Like Red Cloud,
he was said to have witnessed the Grattan Massacre, and like Red Cloud, he was not directly
involved. He was still too young, still going by the nickname “Curly” or “Curly Hair.” It was only
during the Crow Wars of the 1860s that he gained a reputation for recklessness in battle. By
1865, he rode in war parties up and down the Platte, killing whites, stealing horses, attacking a
fort and wiping out an army wagon train; his first documented sighting by Americans was near
Fort Laramie that year. By then, he “considered himself cut out for warfare,” said the army
interpreter Billy Garnett. Chips put it simply: “Crazy Horse was not accounted good for anything
among the Indians but to make war; he was expected to do that; he was set apart in their minds
to make war, and that was his business.”His coolness under fire made him lethal. His friend He
Dog remarked that he was the only Indian he ever saw who would get off his pony in battle, take
deliberate aim with his Winchester, and fire. Making the kill was more important than the
pleasures of war. Those who rode with him belonged to an organization called Hoksi hakakta, or
the “Last Child.” He’d pick the last son in a family, knowing the boy would be considered the
lowliest among male siblings. Suddenly, those who’d been last were now first, and every Last
Child was willing to die for his savior.War can be a spiritual thing. It called to Crazy Horse in
visions. The first came when he was fifteen or sixteen, soon after Harney’s victory over the
Sioux. He feared for his people but was too young to lead, so he requested a vision quest,
unusual for one so young. He needed to do this, he told his father: in a dream, the wakiyan, or
Thunder-beings, promised their blessings if he sought their power.As with Black Elk, one sees
the strong influence of family. Like “Black Elk,” “Crazy Horse” was a family name. His father was
the second Crazy Horse until giving the name to his son and assuming the new name of
Wagula, or Worm. “There were no chiefs in our family before Crazy Horse,” Black Elk later said,
“but there were holy men,” which suggests that Crazy Horse also came from a lineage of bear
healers and thunder dreamers. Worm enlisted Chips as his son’s mentor for the vision quest;
Crazy Horse and the powerful medicine man had grown up together, and Chips was his elder by
only four years. In fact, the relationship of Crazy Horse and Chips may well have been similar to
that of Black Elk and his cousin Standing Bear, four years his senior: in both cases, the slightly
older friend assumed the role of the protective older brother. Chips was well aware of his friend’s
ambition: “When we were young, all we thought about was going to war with some other nation,”
he said. “All tried to get their names up the highest … and Crazy Horse wanted to get to the
highest station.”After a sweat bath, Crazy Horse spent four days fasting at what today is Sylvan
Lake at the base of Harney Peak in the Black Hills. On the fourth day, he saw a flash of lightning
and heard a peal of thunder, followed by a red-tailed hawk, a messenger from the wakiyan. In his
vision, Crazy Horse flew to the south, the land of death, then continued west to where the
wakiyan lived. He received a medicine bundle that would protect him in battle and was told that



his guardian spirit was the white owl, the bestower of long life. Before a fight, he must trace a
yellow lightning bolt down the left side of his face, then paint his body and face with small white
dots resembling hailstones. When he shared his vision with Chips and a council of holy men,
they realized the boy had been chosen as a protector of his people.Black Elk would not get to
know Crazy Horse on a daily basis until he was eight and the war chief joined his family band.
But who had not heard of Tasunke Witko? Black Elk took great pride that he was a close relative.
Given the elder Black Elk’s position in the band and the importance Crazy Horse would later
place on his council, Black Elk’s father was probably part of the group that interpreted Crazy
Horse’s vision. When Black Elk was older, his father told him the details. When Tasunke Witko
dreamed, he entered a world that sounds like Plato’s cave, “the real world that is behind this
one,” Black Elk explained, where “everything we see here is something like a shadow from that
world.” Crazy Horse rode on his horse in that world: “His horse was standing still there, and yet it
danced around like a horse made only of shadow.” Everything was light as air. All seemed to
float past him.It was this dream that gave his cousin power, Black Elk later realized. “When he
went into a fight, he had only to think of that world to be in it again, so that he could go through
anything and not be hurt.” Sometime in 1860–61, Crazy Horse experienced a second vision that
elaborated upon the original. This was his most famous vision, occurring on the banks of
Rosebud Creek: in it, a water spirit rose on horseback from a lake and told him never to wear a
war bonnet or tie up his horse’s tail before battle, as did other warriors. Instead, he must wear
strands of water grass in his hair, then sprinkle himself and his horse with the dust from a
gopher’s mound. If he followed these strictures, no bullet could kill him. And yet, he must never
be captured. If so, he would die of a stab wound, a prospect that haunted him.By 1866, Crazy
Horse’s vision had served him well. He’d participated in fights along the Platte, and now like Red
Cloud shifted his focus to the forts along the Bozeman Trail. On July 23, a band under Crazy
Horse swept down upon an army wagon train approaching Crazy Woman Creek and killed a
lieutenant. The following month, Red Cloud tried to entice their old enemy the Crow into putting
aside hostilities to join in common cause against the wasichu. Though the Crow were hesitant,
they called Crazy Horse the bravest Lakota they knew. By October 1866, it seemed generally
accepted that Crazy Horse was Red Cloud’s principal lieutenant among the Oglala.* * *All that
autumn, Red Cloud kept his eyes peeled for any means of striking a blow against the wasichu,
something so terrible that they would leave the Powder River Country forever. By October, he
had a target in mind.While not the most isolated fort on the “Montana Road,” Fort Phil Kearny,
near present-day Sheridan, Wyoming, was the most tempting. It was the largest of the Bozeman
forts, and to the Sioux must have looked impregnable. A wooden palisade surrounded the post,
a six-hundred-by-eight-hundred-foot rectangle of heavy pine logs standing eight feet tall and
tamped three feet deep into a bed of gravel. A banquette, or walkway, encircled the rampart; at
every fourth log, a loophole was cut out for rifle fire. Mountain howitzers commanded the
surrounding plains from blockhouses in the northeast and southwest corners. Little Piney Creek
flowed outside the southern gate; the main gate opened north, commanding a view of the



Bozeman Trail.Red Cloud’s warriors surrounded them. Carrington’s three hundred soldiers were
safe inside the fort, but to survive the Wyoming winter they had to stay warm. Every morning,
woodcutting teams headed south to pineries in the hills or west to the largest timber stand at
Pine Island. This need to feed the stoves was the fort’s Achilles’ heel: when the Indians attacked
the teams, cavalry predictably charged from the fort to rescue them.No record remains of how
many raids Black Elk’s father accompanied, but as the modern-day equivalent of a battlefield
medic, he rode in his share. Black Elk’s first memories hail from this time. In October, Red Cloud
sent word to all bands to collect on the Powder River. By December, about five hundred Sioux
lodges had arrived, as well as some Cheyenne and Arapaho. “A horseback could ride through
our villages from sunrise until the day was above his head, so far did our camp stretch along the
valley of the river,” Black Elk recalled.The strategy was as old as the Punic Wars. A seemingly
weak party of Indians would lure the soldiers farther from the fort until reinforcements were too
distant and the trap sprung. The plan sounded good in theory, but rarely worked in the field.
Ambushes were usually spoiled by overeager young warriors who charged too early and
destroyed the element of surprise.The best place for an ambush was on the Bozeman Trail as it
tracked north and west from the fort over rocky Lodge Trail Ridge. The trail dipped to Peno
Creek, then rose again to a narrow prominence called Peno Head. The Sioux tried twice to lure
the soldiers into this trap. The first attempt occurred on December 6, 1866, as Red Cloud
directed his men with signals from a hill. Though a force led by Captain William Judd Fetterman
charged the decoys, the trap was sprung too early, resulting in the death of two troopers but the
escape of all others. It would seem the young captain learned caution, but not for long.
Fetterman had joined the regiment the previous month and, like the young warriors testing their
older chiefs, would be a thorn in Carrington’s side. He was a handsome man, with dark eyes and
carefully clipped muttonchops and mustachio. He’d won numerous combat accolades during the
Civil War and, like Lieutenant Grattan a dozen years earlier, was contemptuous of the Indians’
fighting ability. With “eighty good men,” he said, he could “slice through the whole Sioux nation.”It
was a pattern that would repeat itself—Grattan; now Fetterman; Custer in another ten years. It
took a decade for soldiers to forget that arrogance meant death on the Plains. On December 21,
Red Cloud tried again. A force of 1,500 to 2,000 Oglalas, Minneconjous, and Cheyennes rode
up Peno Creek and hid in the deep gullies surrounding the Bozeman Trail. Black Elk’s father took
position with the Oglalas, Cheyennes, and Arapahos to the southwest, while the Minneconjous
hid on the opposite side. When the woodcutting train left the fort around 11:00 a.m., a small
group of Indians attacked. Like clockwork, a force of cavalry and infantry numbering eighty to
eighty-four men under Fetterman rushed from the gate to relieve them. As Fetterman left,
Carrington told him to escort the wood train back to the fort, and nothing more. “Under no
circumstances must you cross Lodge Trail Ridge,” he commanded.Ten decoys rode out to meet
Fetterman: two Cheyennes, two Arapahos, and six Lakotas. Though Crazy Horse was said to
play a major role in the ruse, this was uncorroborated. The small party crested the hills north of
the woodcutters’ path and taunted the relief force; at least one brave shouted in English, “You



sons of bitches!” Fetterman took the bait and charged. The decoys ran, but not very far, always
stopping, making obscene gestures, falling back. Fetterman and his men galloped in full pursuit
out of sight of Fort Kearny over the forbidden ridge.And the trap closed. Chiefs hidden in the
bushes cried “Hopo! Hopo!” Their warriors answered “Hi-yi-yi!” and surged upon the
soldiers.One of the men in a gully was Fire Thunder, a “long-hair” present at the Neihardt
interviews. He was sixteen at the time. He hid in the bushes with the Oglalas, holding the nose of
his pony so it would not whinny as the soldiers charged past. His tribesmen rose as one. The
soldiers halted in shock, then fell back up the road. The infantrymen flung themselves behind
some large glacial boulders and started firing; the cavalry moved another one hundred yards up
the hill. The first wave of Indians rolled over the foot soldiers and surged toward the cavalry.“I
was one of the first to get in among the soldiers,” Fire Thunder said. The battle was essentially a
series of hand-to-hand scuffles, the kind of mix-up Indians called “stirring gravy.” Almost
immediately Indians on both sides of the ridge fired up and across with their bows and the air
was black with arrows—so many, in fact, that it reminded Fire Thunder of a “cloud of
grasshoppers all above and around.” It was probably during this chaos that Black Elk’s father
was wounded. Several Indians were killed that way. Few details remain: the elder Black Elk’s
right leg was so badly broken that it apparently never set correctly. Black Elk probably would
have said if his father had been shot by a soldier. There was no honor in wounds caused by
“friendly fire,” and an arrowhead lodged in the bone could be one of the most permanent and life-
threatening injuries of the Indian wars.Carrington later told Congress that the firing lasted twenty-
one minutes. Then there was silence. He sent up seventy-six men: when they reached the
heights, the trail below was filled with Indians gathering their dead and wounded. They pulled out
and the relief force found Fetterman and sixty-five others strewn across a space barely forty feet
square. Others lay in a line along the Bozeman Trail. Nothing survived but a horse, this so badly
wounded that it was put out of its misery. The mutilation of the dead horrified the troops more
than the slaughter itself, and Carrington listed the details in his official report: “eyes torn out and
laid on rocks; nose cut off; ears cut off…; brains taken out and placed on rocks…; private parts
severed.” Though his troops had never encountered this kind of butchery, it was very similar to
that enacted by Colonel Chivington.As so often happened, Indian casualties were unknown.
Some sources placed the dead at thirteen or fourteen, while the historian Dee Brown estimated
sixty Indians killed and up to three hundred wounded. As they left, the storm that had threatened
for the last two days finally broke, the temperature plunging to −20 degrees Fahrenheit, killing
many more. The ground was too frozen to bury the dead, so the Indians left their corpses on the
Tongue, food for coyotes and wolves. Fire Thunder said most of the wounded died while going
home. Others were maimed for life, like Black Elk’s father.What was called the Fetterman
Massacre by whites would be Wasican Opawinge Wicaktepi, or “A Hundred Whites Were Slain,”
to the Sioux. It was the largest slaughter of soldiers in the Indian wars since the Grattan
Massacre, and would remain the benchmark until Custer rode into the Little Bighorn. News of
the tragedy met “with universal horror,” Custer wrote in My Life on the Plains, “and awakened a



bitter feeling toward the savage perpetrators.” General William Tecumseh Sherman, commander
of the Division of the Missouri, was more blunt: “We must act with vindictive earnestness against
the Sioux, even to extermination, men, women, and children. Nothing less will reach the root of
the case.”The young Black Elk had more immediate worries. His father barely survived the
battle, and the family was forced to break camp before he properly healed. “I can remember my
father lying on a pony drag with buffalo robes all around him, like a baby, and my mother riding
the pony,” Black Elk recalled. The snow was deep; the air, bitter cold. At some point his mother
huddled in the robes between Black Elk and his father as the pony trod on.“I don’t know where
we went,” he said, “but it was west”—as far as they could get from the soldiers’ revenge.3THE
GREAT VISIONThey went hungry that winter. The cold months were usually spent in a sheltered
hollow close to water and firewood: men made bows and arrows; women tanned hides; medicine
men passed down secrets to their successors. Hunters usually entered the forest after elk or
buffalo. But this winter the snow was too deep, and the hunters could not find game. The Bad
Faces ate acorns, hide scrapings, and their horses, yet were still forced to break camp several
times in search of food. Many became snow-blind, and a medicine man named Creeping crept
from camp to camp, curing the afflicted. Because of his father’s injury, Black Elk’s family lagged
behind the others in the frequent moves. When they got lost, Black Elk sat straight in the travois,
peering to all sides for any glimpse of their people as his mother guided the pony forward. He
called out, but his voice was swallowed by the snow.The Oglala rose slowly from winter like
sleepwalkers. With spring, the pasqueflower bloomed in the snowmelt; women gathered beans
from the dens of field mice; children and old men tapped rising sap from box elders. Neither the
People nor the wasichu rushed back to war. Although the Sioux had been victorious, their losses
cut too deep, while the American public entered a rare period of soul-searching rather than flock
immediately to Sherman’s call for extermination. People had grown tired of war. In March 1867,
as both sides licked their wounds, Congress passed a bill calling for a final settlement of the
“Indian Problem.” Peace must be made with the tribes and the War Department must not
interfere.Yet three of the seven appointed as peace commissioners were generals, and the
highest-ranking among them was Sherman, who’d advocated genocide.* * *The wary peace
lasted into summer. Though Black Elk’s father survived his wound, a bitterness festered inside.
The Bad Faces returned to the Rosebud, a green and winding valley that would become famous
in nine years. “I did not feel so much afraid,” said Black Elk, “because the Wasichus seemed
farther away and there was peace in the valley and there was plenty of meat.”That summer of
1867, Black Elk turned four. With the passage of the hard winter, life seemed like a lazy camp,
where ponies nibbled at cottonwood bark and one smelled woodsmoke on the breeze. A cozy
place in the lodge was assigned to him: his place, with his own bed and a spot for his
belongings. His parents taught him of the family’s tradition as healers and holy men; he learned
the geography of the country, the history of his people, the names for plants and animals, a
proper respect for age. He proved trustworthy, eager to please, and so was allowed occasionally
to stray away from the tipi and play alone. The unhurried sun warmed the earth, and all living



things took their time. It was easy to daydream at such moments, to imagine the day he would
grow up to drive away the wasichus or to kill them all. Yet the elders warned young children that
such daydreams were dangerous: one could fall prey to mischievous spirits at such times. On
such a day he played away from the village; no one was in sight and his mind drifted in the
languid air. He heard voices, as if people called from afar. The sound was high and sweet, and at
first he thought his mother was singing. He looked around, but no one was near.The voices
spoke to him several times that summer, and when he heard them, he ran. What did they want?
Why didn’t they show themselves? He never said whether they spoke to him in Lakota or in
handloglaka, the language of the spirits, and perhaps over time he forgot. He always
remembered, though, this first time, when he was terrified. His mother saw his look of fright and
asked what scared him. But he would not say.* * *Thus began a period in which, as he
described it, the spirits either toyed with or tested him. If nothing else, he felt as if he were being
observed. The scrutiny stretched five years, culminating finally with the Great Vision when he
was nine. But after that first summer, he seemed to lose his fear. He accepted the test, but told
no one. Adults would only mock him, say he vied for attention. That was not his purpose. He
knew something big was coming, but the time was not yet right. Like everything else on the
prairie, it would take its own time.How much of this was shaped by the forces sculpting his tribe’s
destiny? It is hard to say—he was, after all, just a small boy. But there were few secrets in a
camp, and if he could not understand the details of the events discussed by the adults, he could
absorb their emotional effect upon them. A terrible urgency suffused his memories of this period,
as if the fate of the Oglala, which once proceeded at its own natural pace, now threatened to
careen out of control.That summer of 1867 would be frustrating for both sides in Red Cloud’s
War. While the Lakota could not oust the soldiers from their forts, they could keep them boxed
inside. Since the soldiers could not come out, the Bozeman Trail was closed. That July, at the
annual Sun Dance, the Sioux and Cheyenne decided to wipe out the soldiers and burn the forts
to the ground. On August 1, 500 to 600 Cheyennes under Two Moon and Dull Knife attacked 30
wasichus in a long corral in a hayfield two miles from Fort C. F. Smith. The next day, 1,500
Oglalas under Red Cloud and Crazy Horse descended upon 32 men at a woodcutters’ camp
outside Fort Kearny. Both skirmishes—respectively called the Hayfield and Wagon Box Fights—
were defeats for the tribes.Yet the reasons for defeat would be lessons to the Sioux. A week
before the attacks, the soldiers had been armed with new Springfield rifles modified into
breechloaders. Where old muzzle-loading rifles fired at a rate of three times a minute, these
Springfields could fire ten times during the same period. A soldier only had to eject an empty
cartridge and slap a new one in the breech, the work of a moment and previously impossible. No
longer could mounted warriors roll over the troops as they paused to reload. Instead, the fire was
continuous, and dead braves and horses surrounded the enclosures.Unlike in the Fetterman
fight, the soldiers fought behind shelter rather than out in the open. Crazy Horse especially
absorbed this lesson: the Indian style of fighting was best suited to open spaces, where wild
charges on horseback kept the wasichus off-balance and fearful. It was not suited to attacks on



fixed positions, where soldiers showed more discipline and their superior firepower took a
greater toll.By the fall of 1867, a stalemate existed on the Northern Plains. Not so in Nebraska,
where war parties harassed track gangs to the point that they halted the steady western
progress of the Union Pacific Railroad. President Andrew Johnson faced a dilemma. The United
States could wage all-out war against the Indians, yet after five years of bloody civil war few
Americans favored such an option. Or Washington could create a peace treaty so practical and
fair that all problems with the Plains Indians should end.In the spring of 1868, Sherman and the
commissioners sued for peace with Red Cloud on his own terms. On July 29, 1868, the troops at
Fort C. F. Smith marched out; the next morning, Red Cloud and his warriors burned the fort to the
ground. One month later, Fort Phil Kearny was abandoned, and the Cheyenne did the
honors.After two long years, Red Cloud had won his war, the only Indian chief on record ever to
do so against the U.S. Army. On November 4, 1868, Red Cloud rode into Fort Laramie
surrounded by his warriors. Two days later, he strode into the council tent, wiped his hands with
dust from the floor, and grabbed the pen.The sixteen articles of what was called the Treaty of
1868 would be the most important and contentious peace treaty ever signed between the U.S.
government and the tribes of the Northern Plains. The government’s offer attempted to address
the “historic inevitability” of diminishing game—in particular, the buffalo. The old life of wandering
was coming to an end, the government stressed. New sources of food were required, new ways
of living adopted, if the tribes hoped to survive.Today, when historians and Native Americans say
that each new peace treaty was just another attempt by Washington to rob the Indian of his land,
they are usually correct. Yet the Treaty of 1868 seems an honest attempt, under hard
circumstances, to preserve a separate place on the Plains for the Lakota at the same time that it
hopefully eased them into modern times. The terms can be divided into three broad
categories:Land: The present-day state of South Dakota west of the Missouri River would
belong to the Lakota. No white could settle in what was called the Great Sioux Reserve, and only
government emissaries could enter. This important point was repeatedly violated, though in
1868 Washington apparently felt it could control incursions. The Sioux’s hunting ground, called
the “unceded territory,” consisted of all land east of the Bighorn Mountains and above the North
Platte. The two together comprised some ninety thousand square miles and would be home to
about twenty-five thousand Indians. This was actually land they already occupied: if anything, it
seemed to protect the Powder River Country and the Black Hills, the twin poles of their world. All
they gave up was the “right” to conquer more land.Rations and Annuities: For the next thirty
years, until 1898, every Indian would receive an annual issue of clothing. Those Indians who
continued to “roam and hunt” would receive an annual payment of ten dollars, while those who
tried to farm would receive an extra twenty dollars. If an Indian settled permanently and became
a farmer, he would receive one pound of meat and one pound of flour per day for four years; he
would also receive tools, seed, “one good, well-broken pair of American oxen,” and “one good
American cow.”“Civilizing” Factors: Above all else, Washington wanted to “civilize” the Sioux. To
do so, schoolhouses would be built and teachers provided for every thirty children. In time, it was



hoped, all Sioux children would attend reservation schools. Each Indian head-of-household had
a right to claim 160 acres; if he farmed it, that amount could double. To aid him, the government
would build and operate various mills, and provide doctors, engineers, carpenters, and a “district
farmer” to advise the Lakota on planting.In exchange for these concessions, the White Father
asked three things. First, the Sioux would stay within their boundaries. Second, they would no
longer attack whites or those tribes friendly to whites. Finally, they would compel their children
between ages six and sixteen to attend the white man’s schools.With the Treaty of 1868,
Washington hoped that the “Sioux Problem” was finally solved, while in the tribes the adults
debated its wisdom among themselves. That spring and summer, as final details were
hammered out, the voices called to Black Elk again.Now he was five. His father had made him a
bow and arrow, and he could ride bareback on his pony. One day he was out hunting when a
thunderstorm growled near. He ducked into the woods and saw a kingbird perched on a limb.
The little birds were hard to miss, blue and white blurs that launched themselves at hawks in
defense of their homes. He took aim with his bow and envisioned returning with the feathers to
his father when suddenly the bird stared at him, he later said. “Look, the clouds all over are one-
sided,” it announced, and Black Elk took that to mean that success was heading his way.
“Listen,” it continued, “a voice is calling you.” He glanced toward the north and two men flew
toward him from the clouds. They sang as they drew close, while in the west thunder began to
drum. They, too, announced that a sacred voice was calling. They were almost upon him when,
at the last moment, they wheeled to the west, turned into geese, and entered the storm. The rain
fell upon him; the wind roared through the trees.* * *“What happened after that until the
summer I was nine years old is not a story,” Black Elk would say. The seasons passed and the
ancient nomadism continued; he grew in height, a thin gangly boy with a ready smile and quiet
ways. People liked and seemed drawn to him. He rode horses with the other boys and gained
enough skill with a bow that he could shoot rabbits and prairie chickens to add to the family
larder. He participated in the rough-and-tumble game of Throw Them Off Their Horses, in which
two facing lines of riders tried to unhorse one another; during one such charge, he spilled from
his pony and landed in a field of prickly pears. “It took my mother a long while to pick all the
stickers out of me,” he said.During those years, the new administration of President Ulysses S.
Grant seemed committed to fair dealings with the Sioux. Grant reorganized the Indian Office and
instituted a new system of appointing agents based on recommendations from the nation’s
leading religious bodies, who were thought to be more humanely inclined toward the tribes.
Grant’s “Peace Policy” was soon called the “Quaker Policy,” since so many Friends applied.Yet
even as he promoted peace, Grant appointed to lieutenant general one of America’s chief
architects of total war. In March 1869, two months after taking office, he gave command of the
Division of the Missouri to thirty-eight-year-old Philip Henry Sheridan, the Union general
responsible for the U.S. victories at the Shenandoah Valley and the seemingly impregnable
Missionary Ridge. Grant made his old friend second-in-command to Sherman, responsible for
the vast Indian territory stretching from his headquarters in Chicago to the western borders of



Montana, Wyoming, Utah, and New Mexico; from Canada to the Rio Grande. Most of America’s
unconquered Indians lived within this territory: the Comanche, Arapaho, Ute, Kickapoo, Apache,
Kiowa, Northern and Southern Cheyenne, and Sioux.Sheridan’s preferred strategy was always
the use of overwhelming force, a requirement he considered necessary for victory and any hope
of peace afterward. Although he denied saying it, the infamous quote “The only good Indian is a
dead Indian” became synonymous with his Indian policy. What he actually said was more blunt:
when the Comanche chief Tosani surrendered in the winter of 1868–69 and said, “Tosani, good
Indian,” Sheridan replied, “The only good Indians I ever saw were dead.”Just as Sheridan laid
waste to the Shenandoah Valley to starve the Confederates, he now determined to destroy the
great buffalo herds. Those five years that Black Elk called unimportant instead formed the spine
of the Plains Indians’ demise. It was the period that saw completion of the Union Pacific
Railroad, the years when the great herds dissolved. By November 1867, the máza chakú, or
“iron road,” had reached Cheyenne; in May 1869, it connected with the Central Pacific Railroad
at Promontory Point, Utah, thus completing the transcontinental road. Spurs branched from this
like the Iktomi webs prophesied by Drinks Water. The bison would not cross the coast-to-coast
track, thus dividing the herd. At first, to the Oglala, this did not seem to matter. The buffalo “that
stayed in our country with us were more than could be counted,” Black Elk said, “and one
wandered without trouble in the land.”It was far worse than he knew. The fate of the Northern
Lakota could be read in the remains of the southern buffalo herd. Westerners called it the
“Buffalo Bone Days”: as railroads expanded, they brought in the buffalo hunters who mowed
through the herds. In the 1870s, a lone still-hunter would commonly shoot 150 to 200 buffalo
without moving from his blind. One man claimed to kill 1,500 in seven days; another claimed to
shoot 120 bison in forty minutes. They shipped the hides and tongues back east and left the
carcasses for buzzards and wolves. On the Santa Fe Railroad alone, a million animals were left
to rot. The Central and Southern Plains became a sepulchre of bones.During this fragile peace,
Washington argued an increased need of distribution points for treaty goods and established
three new Agencies along the eastern edge of the Sioux Reserve. It located a new Agency for
the Oglala and Brulé thirty-two miles east of Fort Laramie at the present-day town of Henry,
Nebraska, in the Platte Valley. In honor of the Oglala chief, it was called the Red Cloud
Agency.But the honor was a hollow one. As the wasichu had done with other powerful chiefs,
they brought Red Cloud and Spotted Tail to Washington to meet the president. They exposed
Red Cloud to the awesome medicine of their military technology, escorting him to the
Washington Navy Yard to observe a test firing of one of their big guns. The shell skipped across
the Potomac River; Red Cloud measured the gun’s muzzle diameter with his fan, then turned
away without a word. The man who’d led the Sioux to victory on the Bozeman Trail would never
unite them in war again.By 1872, the Oglala were a shadow of their former fearsome selves.
Grown increasingly dependent upon federal handouts, thousands followed Red Cloud to his
new Agency on the Platte to be closer to the distribution of gifts and rations. The move split the
tribe. Those Bad Faces who stayed behind on the Powder River, like the Black Elks, no longer



called Red Cloud their leader; their loyalties shifted to Big Road and Crazy Horse, both of whom
refused to move. Seen as stubborn holdouts for a vanishing way of life, they were increasingly
referred to in the Indian Office and the press as “non-treaty Indians.”* * *In the midsummer of
1872, at the height of this split, Black Elk turned nine. As his clan moved slowly toward the
Rockies for the annual Sun Dance, they camped by a little creek that flowed into the Phežíla
Wakpa, or Greasy Grass, known today as the Little Bighorn. A warrior named Man Hip found
Black Elk amusing and invited him to share the evening meal in his tipi, a common occurrence in
the tribe’s communal approach to child rearing. Older men often passed down tribal histories to
those they considered promising. As they ate, Black Elk heard a voice. “It’s time; now they are
calling you,” it said. The voice was so loud and clear that the speaker must have been outside.
He rose and went out, but no one was there.As he stood at the entrance, something strange
occurred. His thighs began to ache; he snapped alert, as if waking from a dream. The voice
vanished, and in its stead he heard a camp’s normal summer sounds. He reentered the tipi, but
his appetite had vanished. “What is wrong?” Man Hip asked.“My legs are hurting me.”The next
morning, as the Bad Faces broke camp and continued west, Black Elk rode with the other boys.
They stopped at a creek: Black Elk dismounted for a drink and his legs crumpled beneath him.
He could not rise. His friends helped him onto his horse and stayed with him until that evening.
They took him to his parents’ tipi. His legs, arms, and face were swollen, and he probably had a
high fever.His parents called Whirlwind Chaser, a medicine man and the uncle of his cousin
Standing Bear. Yet this sickness had come on so quickly that even the healer was mystified.
Maybe someone at the Sun Dance would have experience in this sort of thing. Whirlwind Chaser
did what he could to make Black Elk comfortable; the next morning, his parents padded him with
blankets and placed him in a pony drag.The day passed in a haze. All he could recall years later,
when relating it to Neihardt, was that he was very sick, but being dragged across the prairie
must have been excruciating. They made camp and his parents settled him in their tipi. His head
pounded; he felt as if he were burning alive. His mother mopped his forehead with something
cool. Then time stood still.He entered what is now called a “minimally conscious state,” a
condition as close to death as one can get yet still survive. What was killing him? It is nearly
impossible to diagnose an illness from the historic record. Symptoms alter over time, especially
when a “host population” grows resistant over years of exposure. Nevertheless, the swelling and
especially the pain in Black Elk’s legs are clues. A classic symptom of childhood meningitis—the
sudden viral or bacterial inflammation of the lining, or “meninges,” of the brain and spinal cord—
is pain in the legs. Not any pain, but one so intense the child can neither walk nor stand. It hits
without warning. Other classic symptoms include cold hands and feet, even during high fever,
and a pale, dusky, or blue coloring around the lips—neither of which he reported. But his entire
body hurt, especially his pounding head and throbbing legs. He passed in and out of
consciousness, his symptoms so advanced only a miracle could save him.As Black Elk would
later relate, he lay staring through the tipi flap when he saw the two warriors approach again
from the clouds. They flew headfirst, each with a spear thrust before him, and from each tip



flowed lightning. They landed and said the Grandfathers were waiting, then rose back up with
Black Elk behind them. His legs no longer hurt, and he seemed light as air. As he left the tipi, a
small cloud approached; he stepped upon it and the cloud raced after the warriors. He
remembered glancing back at his mother and father. “I felt sorry to be leaving them,” he later
said.Thus began the Great Vision that would dominate Black Elk’s life and thought for the next
seventy-one years. In some ways, it followed a cultural pattern: a young Lakota man “crying for a
vision” was often visited by celestial messengers who took him to a high place where he met a
spirit guide. The spirit bestowed a gift, which must be used in prescribed conditions, often lethal
or dire. If adhered to strictly, the power of the gift stayed with him forever.Crazy Horse’s vision
was one such example: he was given a sacred gift, and shown how to prepare for battle. If he
kept the vision close, he would become a great warrior and lead his people to great victories.
Black Elk’s vision was similar: it, too, was a dream of thunder, and thunder dreaming in Lakota
theology was considered the most potent, reckless, and destructive of the gifts from the gods.
Like his cousin’s, Black Elk’s vision was also a dream of horses, the apotheosis and signifier of
the Oglala self-image. The horse was swift, proud, powerful, terrible, and mysterious; its sudden
appearance in their history had turned them from the last among Plains tribes into the first. It was
the living symbol of freedom and war.But there the similarities ended. Black Elk did not seek his
vision, as did Crazy Horse. It had shadowed him for years, and it now seemed to pounce on him
as if he were its prey. Neither did he torture himself to receive it: the Lakota were famous for the
extent to which they endured pain, through fasting, exposure, self-mutilation, or staring at the
sun. Instead, the torture fell upon him.Like many such visions associated with near-death
experiences, Black Elk’s begins with a flight through the sky. This seems a common
denominator in all cultures, the speed and height both glorious and frightening. John Neihardt
would experience such a flight during a childhood coma: he flew through space, hands thrust
before him as he moved at immeasurable speed. Carl Jung experienced a similar vision in 1944,
when a broken bone led to a heart attack and his doctors barely held back death with oxygen
and injections of camphor. “I was high up in space,” Jung wrote. “Far below I saw the globe of the
earth, bathed in a gloriously blue light.”As Black Elk traveled in his cloud, it seemed that nothing
existed but the rushing air, the soft cloud that bore him, and the two messengers streaking
ahead. They took him to “a great white plain” of clouds surrounded by snowy hills and looming
cloud mountains. All seemed very quiet, but if he listened closely, he could hear whispers. In this
pause, the messengers pointed to a magnificent bay horse standing in the clouds. “Behold him,”
they cried, “the horse who has four legs, you shall see.”Suddenly, the bay horse spoke. “Behold
me!” it commanded, then pointed to forty-eight glorious horses standing at each of the cardinal
directions—black horses to the west, land of the Thunder-beings, with lightning in their manes
and thunder in their nostrils; white horses to the north, manes flying in the wind like blizzards; red
sorrel horses to the east, with eyes like the morning star; and ocher buckskins to the south, with
horns on their heads. He saw before him the entire spectrum of Sioux cosmology. The black
horses of the west represented difficulty, evil, and the destructive powers of the storm, but they



also stood for the kind of physical and spiritual torment that toughened one. The white horses of
the north stood for endurance, physical health, and wisdom; the red horses of the east, the pure
light of the dawn, as well as the understanding and peace that came with it. The yellow horses of
the south represented growth, innocence, and the promise of renewed life. All were blessed by
the sky above them and the earth below.What Black Elk witnessed was an incarnation of the
Sioux medicine wheel, the philosophical framework through which the Sioux understood their
world. The son of a medicine man such as Black Elk would have recognized the wheel
immediately; it was ingrained. The horses before him stood twelve abreast, dancing in place as
had Crazy Horse’s mount. As he watched, “great clouds of horses, in all color” seemed to
appear behind them—horses without number, stretching as far as he could see. The bay horse
neighed and the millions answered back; it neighed again and the millions wheeled around him.
Since the horse symbolized to the Sioux strength and hope, Black Elk was witnessing a vision of
power and prosperity far beyond imagining.But if this was the promise, he had to see how it
would unfold. “Make haste,” said the bay, and the millions led him to a cloud tipi pitched beneath
a rainbow gate. It was the home of the Six Grandfathers who directed all things: the spirits of the
west, north, east, south, earth, and heaven—the six directions of Sioux belief. The Grandfathers
waited in the door. This, too, was a common image, echoing the Cheyenne Camp of the Dead,
where the ancestors met in the afterlife, sought out the company of the living, and bestowed to
such visitors items that would be sacred in the physical world. Now, as he watched, each
Grandfather handed over a gift or prophecy: a cup of water; bow and arrow; Sacred Pipe; holy
herb; flaming tree; and powers of the Thunder-beings, which could be used for good or evil. The
first five Grandfathers explained their gifts; in addition, the Grandfather of the West,
accompanied by four virgins representing the four cardinal directions, explained the meaning of
the dancing horses, while the Grandfather of the South showed Black Elk two roads—the good
red road of life coursing north and south, and the black road, running east and west, of ruin and
fear. Black Elk must lead his people through four “ascents,” or generations, this Grandfather told
him, traveling both the black and red roads.To this point, Black Elk described his Vision almost
as a breathtaking Technicolor spectacle, but as he approached the Sixth Grandfather, it took on
the aspects of nightmare. As he stared in this Grandfather’s face, he seemed to recognize him.
This old man with white hair looked familiar, and as he watched, the years and wrinkles slipped
away. “I stood there for awhile very scared,” Black Elk later told Neihardt. As the sixth
Grandfather grew younger, “I knew it was myself as a young man.”Black Elk stood rooted in
place with fear. When the Sixth Grandfather spoke, his voice was sad. “My boy, have courage,”
he warned, “for my power shall be yours, and you shall need it, for your nation on earth will have
great troubles. Come.”Until now, Black Elk had been the passive recipient of gifts—the powers of
life, death, birth, curing, peace, and renewal. Yet henceforth, as he would tell Neihardt, he took
an active part in the vision. The Sixth Grandfather and he embarked upon an epic quest to save
his world. The horses followed, and at some point turned into the Sioux. They flew on storm
clouds to Pikes Peak, “the highest peak in the west,” then retraced their route back east to the



Black Hills. As he flew, he used the newfound powers of his gifts to save the Lakota. He
conquered drought with his bow and arrow in one hand and the cup of water in the other. He saw
a famine-stricken village of the future where “all the horses were hide and bone and there you
could hear the wail of women and also men.” He walked the black road of suffering from the west
to the east: the earth radiated silence in “a sick green light” and the hills looked up afraid.
“Everywhere about me were the cries of frightened birds and the sounds of fleeing wings.” He
carried a spear that spit lightning from its tip and with it battled the Spirit of the Water, the creator
of chaos everywhere. Though he emerged victorious, he could never quite kill the beast, for it
turned into a turtle and hid within its shell, someday to reemerge. Black Elk must be prepared.At
last he arrived at Harney Peak, the highest place in the center of the world. He climbed the
mountain and at each ascent received another gift and endured another trial. His tribe and he
climbed the mountain together—the four ascents foretold earlier. The first ascent was easy and
green, and everyone was happy, but the second was steeper and his people changed into all the
animals of the world, which filled everyone with fear. The third ascent was excruciating: each
creature went off alone, in a different direction, each following his own, small, incomplete vision.
The sacred hoop—the unity that glued the Lakota together as a nation—was broken.The fourth
ascent was by far the hardest. He saw that his people’s lifeblood, the buffalo, would disappear,
yet as he watched, “another strength” appeared. A man painted red and holding a lance walked
to the center of his dying nation. He rolled on the ground and turned into a buffalo. He rolled
again and turned into an herb that bloomed in four colors. Black Elk must take this herb and drop
it to the earth; where it landed, it would take root, blossom, and turn into the Tree of Life that
embodied the heart and health of his tribe. As he watched, this sacred tree sent aloft a ray of
light that could be seen from everywhere. With this four-color herb, Black Elk would rejuvenate
the dying earth and save his people. As long as the sacred tree lived, even if it was merely the
roots, there was still hope, no matter how terrible things might become.On Harney Peak, Black
Elk gained a larger view of life encompassing the entire world. He saw that all creatures must
coexist, a hard position to accept for a nine-year-old boy whose people felt threatened with
extinction. But that was his command. “I saw that the sacred hoop of my people was one of
many hoops that made one circle,” he later told Neihardt. In time, this would become the
cornerstone of his philosophy: for the Sioux to survive, all must survive, even the hated wasichu.
All must take their appointed place in the Great Medicine Wheel.Yet contradictions existed in the
Great Vision, things he would struggle to understand. At one point in the dream, he received
from the Spirit of War an herb that grew only in the Black Hills. He called it the “soldier weed,” a
plant so terrible that everything near it fell dead. Skeletons surrounded the weed, and no one but
Black Elk could touch it, much less recognize it in the wild. The Spirit described it exactly—“a
little tree of crinkly leaves, reddish in color.” He must pluck it when he turned thirty-seven, when
his power would be manifest: the world would tremble at his approach as, with the weed, he
destroyed all humans but the Sioux, even down to the women and children. But how did such an
apocalypse mesh with the vision of separate but equal hoops all merging into one? He did not



understand, and the Spirits did not explain.In time, the Grandfathers brought him back to the
cloud tipi, then down into the stony center of the earth, where they revealed what might be. This
was the future, but there were many futures and the choice was his. Once again they bestowed
gifts, but two, perhaps, were more important than the others. They gave him a cup of water within
which floated a Little Blue Man, or healing spirit; he must drink it down quickly, for this would be
his familiar, or sicun, to help him with cures when he became a medicine man. Then the
messengers again appeared in the east, and between them rose the “daybreak star.” They gave
him the healing herb he’d seen during the fourth ascent. He called it the “daybreak herb,” and
with it he knew he could accomplish anything.Now he understood. This was his mission. This
was the reason for his birth and the meaning of his name. The Grandfathers had given him the
sacred gifts of life, and with them, “I was going to cure these people.” Somehow, in a way he did
not yet understand, the sacred tree and the daybreak herb would restore a lost balance. He’d
been chosen to save a dying world.Then the messengers took him home. A spotted eagle led
the way. He saw his village in the distance, then his tipi. He felt homesick and started to walk
faster. He entered the tipi and “saw a boy lying there dying,” then realized he was that boy. The
jolt snapped him back to reality. He opened his eyes and his parents bent over him. “The boy is
feeling better now,” a voice said to the side. As he sat up, his parents hugged him and gave him
sips of water. But instead of relief and happiness, he felt sad. He’d been so far away and had
seen so much, yet it was something he could not explain. His parents cried and told him he’d
hovered at the edge of death for twelve days, and he knew that nothing would ever be the
same.4RESURRECTIONFor the Oglalas in Big Road’s band, a miracle had occurred. Not a
major miracle—not like the one they would seek two decades hence when in their desperation
they turned to the Messiah to rid the world of the wasichu. This was more intimate, as the tribe
witnessed the resurrection of the lame bear dreamer’s son.Stories collected of near-death
experiences such as Black Elk’s often follow similar patterns and themes. In 1977, the
psychologist Kenneth Ring began interviewing 102 survivors of life-threatening injury or illness:
49 met the criteria for what he called a near-death experience (NDE), and in them he found a
basic sequence—a sense of peace; separation from the body; then entering a light. Less
universal characteristics included elements from Black Elk’s vision—an encounter with a
“presence”; making the decision to return. The other commonality Ring noted was an irreversible
sense of sadness and change. Many who experienced an NDE did not want to return; they
changed their own lives afterward, no longer considering important what they once had. They
were no longer the same person. “You can’t put that wine back into the bottle,” quipped Ring. “It’s
broken.”Carl Jung felt a similar sense of loss when he returned from his coma. He’d reveled in
his free-floating “primal form,” but when he came back, “a good three weeks were still to pass
before I could truly make up my mind to live again.” Food no longer held interest; the beautiful
view of the city and mountains from his hospital window now seemed a flat, painted sheet hiding
the reality he’d glimpsed from above. The life he’d once enjoyed seemed a prison, a little box
hung in space by a thread.So it was for young Kahnigapi. His face and extremities were still



badly swollen, yet the night after waking he felt strangely energized and begged his parents to
let him leave his bed. They refused, thus beginning a protectiveness that surfaced repeatedly.
Members of the clan filed into the tipi to pay witness to his resurrection, and the attention
saddened him. He lay still as they passed and remembered the places he’d visited; he could not
shake the Vision from his mind. Everyone should know of it, yet he held back from describing
what he’d seen, afraid that people would think he was still sick, or worse, crazy. Even the act of
putting his Vision to words made it slip away. “I could see it all again and feel the meaning with a
part of me like a strange power glowing in my body,” he later told Neihardt, but any attempt to tell
others “would be like fog and get away from me.”This and other aspects of his return greatly
angered him. People stared at him like a curiosity. He watched his father give Whirlwind Chaser
his best horse for curing his son; he wanted to yell that the Grandfathers and the Vision had
saved him, not the medicine man. But he held his tongue. Even so, Whirlwind Chaser seemed to
realize the credit was not entirely his. Something had occurred outside his understanding. He’d
stare hard at his patient, trying to divine the mystery. The boy had been chosen—but for what,
he did not know.The next morning, the clan moved a day’s ride west to Willow Creek; they’d
missed the Sun Dance during Black Elk’s coma, and instead now headed to buffalo country. To
Black Elk’s surprise, his swelling had vanished and he could ride. Though he felt fine physically,
he still felt disjointed and strange—separate, as if he no longer belonged.At one point during that
day, his cousin Standing Bear rode back to visit. As one of the older boys, he rode close to the
front, while smaller boys like Black Elk took up the rear. He trotted back and spotted Black Elk
astride one of his father’s bays. “Hau,” he said, reining up. Black Elk answered in kind. Standing
Bear smiled. “Younger brother, after all, you got well?”“Yes, I’m not sick at all now,” Black Elk
replied. But Standing Bear could tell that something had changed. Around them, the other boys
played their endless game of Throw Them Off Their Horses, the air filled with raucous cries. But
a bubble of silence surrounded his cousin, and it struck Standing Bear that Black Elk seemed
more a man than a boy.For the next twelve days, the clan traveled north in search of buffalo. And
during that period, Black Elk’s silence and distance grew. He remembered the land of his Vision
and the beings who dwelt in the clouds; he gazed at his friends and family as if they were
strangers. Each evening as they made camp, or during the day if they stayed in one place, he
might come home for meals, but he no longer was hungry. Once he’d loved his mother’s cooking;
now what he did eat tasted like ashes. Afterward, he rode alone into the prairie. He searched the
skies for the winged messengers, but they never came.
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Duane Schneider, “Important Overview of Native American Life. "Black Elk" is a long and dense
biography. Prior to reading this, I knew of Black Elk primarily as the subject of the Neihardt book
"Black Elk Speaks," which I read in college twenty or so years ago. I knew he was associated
with the ghost dance, but my recollection of those events was totally off. This was not just about
Black Elk's life but was really an overview of Sioux history from the 1860s to the 1970s. Black Elk
was like a Sioux Zelig (or Forest Gump), witness to nearly all the major tribal events. He was
there as a young man at the Battle of the Little Bighorn and the death of Crazy Horse. He was
one of the few Native Americans who, like Sitting Bull, fled to Canada rather than accept
reservation life. He traveled to Europe as part of a couple Wild West shows (including Buffalo
Bill's). And while he was present at the ghost dance massacre, Black Elk did not encourage his
followers to wear "bullet proof" ghost shirts, as I had imagined. The author ably recounts these
pivotal events, particularly Custer's last stand and the death of Crazy Horse. Many books have
been written about these, but Jackson provides a useful overview, linking them to Black Elk's life
and tribe. The writing about Crazy Horse is particularly interesting. Crazy Horse was a cousin of
Black Elk and something of a mystic who seemed to foretell his own death. The government
ultimately succeeded in its aims of "civilizing" the Indians and restricting them to reservations,
and it is this middle section of "Black Elk" that flags, to the point that I considered giving up on
the book. I'm glad I didn't, because it picks up again when Black Elk meets Neihardt, himself a
fascinating figure. Equally fascinating was Jackson's account of the book Neihardt ultimately
produced, which disappeared almost immediately upon publication and didn't become popular
again until the counter-cultural Sixties. Unsurprisingly, Catholicism plays a big role in this book,
as some Jesuit priests tried to help the Native Americans on the Pine Bluff reservation while
others feared them, particularly medicine men such as Black Elk, and worked only to convert
them. To this day, there remains controversy about how fully Black Elk was converted. It seems
more likely that he assimilated Catholic beliefs into his already-existing native belief system. He
had a son who supported the old ways of native shamanism and a daughter who supported
Catholicism. My only other complaint about "Black Elk," aside from the dryness of its middle
section, is that it's impossible, at this point, for the author to fully describe his subject's life due to
the lack of source material. The Native Americans had a largely oral tradition. Jackson clearly
gathered all the sources available to him and incorporated them seamlessly into the text. But his
solution to the problem seems to be to create a cultural biography of the atmosphere Black Elk
lived in--thus, all the space dedicated to events like the Battle of the Little Bighorn, the ghost
dance, etc. Occasionally, the author also falls back on statements beginning with "Black Elk is
likely to have..." or "It was common at the time..." I don't personally care for this type of
speculation. If the material isn't there, just say that. Otherwise, this is an important book about
Native American history with some stirring sections on battles and Sioux life that can be read to
gain an overview without diving into texts on those topics alone.”



Frederick Talbott, “Ideal as we face today's profound challenges. As we seek courage and focus
and higher paths to best cope with life's challenges I find great inspiration and strength from this
book. It is one of the finest I have read in my 72 years, so compelling it seems to speak to me
and call me to its lessons. With storytelling mastery so compelling you literally see and feel the
experiences shared. Ideal as we tackle the life challenges we now face--and the resulting
opportunities to learn and grow and survive.”

Greg Larson, “His writing has this way of providing context for the events surrounding Black Elk's
life without being tedious. We not only lea. Jackson's biography of Black Elk is detailed and
fascinating. His writing has this way of providing context for the events surrounding Black Elk's
life without being tedious. We not only learn the history of one man, but we also learn the history
of Lakota native Americans as a whole.Jackson's portrait of Black Elk is sympathetic yet
unflinching. Most striking about Black Elk was his life-long quest to save the Lakota people. This
sense of duty was spawned by his Visions in which the Great Grandfathers of the Lakota tribe
bestowed upon him the obligation of saving his people. He led the rest of his life in honor of
these Visions, leading him all the way to Europe with Buffalo Bill's Wild West tour and back to
the plains of America.This book has all the drama, adventure, and action of a novel while still
providing the historical insight you'd expect from a biography.Do no miss this important piece of
American history.”

Richard Slusser, “Read this book!. Heard about this book from the Joe Rogan podcast. Excellent
read. Highly recommend!”

David Nichols, “Truth. Truth is told from front to back one can only hope God will forgive us for
what we did to the people. Wonderful read.”

Mark E. Warner, “Great read. Highly recommend this book. Tells a very sad tale that desperately
needs told.  Will have to read Black Elk Speaks based on the references in this book.”

Kath Harris, “Full of info not widely known.. Bought as a gift.”

Andrew Hogarth, “Five Stars. Excellent story with detailed research on a Lakota life.”

Localheathen, “Loved it. Loved this book”
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