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In 1877, Chief Standing Bear's Ponca Indian tribe was forcibly removed from their Nebraska
homeland and marched to what was then known as Indian Territory (now Oklahoma), in what
became the tribe's own Trail of Tears. "I Am a Man" chronicles what happened when Standing
Bear set off on a six-hundred-mile walk to return the body of his only son to their traditional burial
ground. Along the way, it examines the complex relationship between the United States
government and the small, peaceful tribe and the legal consequences of land swaps and broken
treaties, while never losing sight of the heartbreaking journey the Ponca endured. It is a story of
survival---of a people left for dead who arose from the ashes of injustice, disease, neglect,
starvation, humiliation, and termination. On another level, it is a story of life and death, despair
and fortitude, freedom and patriotism. A story of Christian kindness and bureaucratic evil. And it
is a story of hope---of a people still among us today, painstakingly preserving a cultural identity
that had sustained them for centuries before their encounter with Lewis and Clark in the fall of
1804.Before it ends, Standing Bear's long journey home also explores fundamental issues of
citizenship, constitutional protection, cultural identity, and the nature of democracy---issues that
continue to resonate loudly in twenty-first-century America. It is a story that questions whether
native sovereignty, tribal-based societies, and cultural survival are compatible with American
democracy. Standing Bear successfully used habeas corpus, the only liberty included in the
original text of the Constitution, to gain access to a federal court and ultimately his freedom. This
account aptly illuminates how the nation's delicate system of checks and balances worked
almost exactly as the Founding Fathers envisioned, a system arguably out of whack and under
siege today.Joe Starita's well-researched and insightful account reads like historical fiction as
his careful characterizations and vivid descriptions bring this piece of American history brilliantly
to life.

From Publishers WeeklyIn 1879, Ponca chief Standing Bear challenged decades of Indian
policy when he stood in a federal courthouse in Omaha, Neb., and demanded to be recognized
as a person by the U.S. government. Journalist Starita masterfully portrays the chief's story in
this compelling narrative of injustices finally righted. The Ponca, relocated from their beloved
Niobrara River valley to the harsh plains of Oklahoma, found unlikely allies in a Nebraska
newspaper man and a lifelong Indian fighter. Thomas Henry Tibbles, an ex-preacher and editor,
filed a writ of habeas corpus on Standing Bear's behalf, demanding the government show good
reason why the Ponca should be deprived of their property, homeland and their very lives
without due process, an unprecedented act that forced the government to grapple head-on with
whether Native Americans, like the recently emancipated black slaves, were persons entitled to
equal protection under the law. Gen. George Crook, an accomplished Indian fighter, supported



Standing Bear and Tibbles with a harsh indictment of the very policies he had spent his career
implementing. Starita transforms what could have been a dry academic survey of U.S. Indian
policy into an engaging yarn, full of drama and sudden revelations. (Jan.)Copyright © Reed
Business Information, a division of Reed Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved. --This text refers to an
out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Review “The painful, moving, inspiring, and
important story of Chief Standing Bear has found a worthy chronicler in Joe Starita. This
excellent book is essential reading for anyone interested in the history of the West, or of
America.”--Ian Frazier, author of On the Rez and Great Plains “’I Am A Man,’ Joe Starita's
account of Ponca Chief Standing Bear's search for justice, is a compelling story that needed to
be told, and one that all Americans should read. Standing Bear's perseverance resulted in a
legal shift in white America that was a far-reaching benefit for all native peoples, and Joe Starita
has told the story with sensitivity and rare insight.”-- Joseph M. Marshall III, author of The
Journey of Crazy Horse, The Lakota Way, and The Day the World Ended at Little Bighorn “What
makes a man a citizen of the country in which he was born? Joe Starita vividly tells the little
known story of Standing Bear, whose 1879 case in Federal Court was to the status of American
Indians what the Dred Scott case was to African Americans. In Starita’s book, the story of a great
man from a very small tribe becomes a microcosm for the complex nineteenth century struggle
that both the American Indians and the Federal government faced in trying to define the status of
native people under the law. He paints an important and compelling picture of the plight of the
Ponca, a tribe impaled by misguided paternalism, while hopelessly ensnarled in the bureaucratic
red tape of an indecisive and out-of-touch government. It is a story that needs to be told and a
book that needs to be read by anyone trying to understand the complex story of America’s
relationship with its native people.”--- Bill Yenne, author of Sitting Bull and Indian Wars"Starita
paints a powerful picture of ...About the AuthorJOE STARITA was the New York Bureau Chief for
Knight-Ridder newspapers and a veteran investigative reporter for The Miami Herald. His stories
have won more than two dozen awards, one of which was a Pulitzer Prize finalist for local
reporting. For the last nine years, he has held an endowed chair at the University of Nebraska’s
College of Journalism. The Dull Knifes of Pine Ridge won the MPIBA Award and received a
second Pulitzer nomination. He is also the author of “I am a Man.” --This text refers to the
paperback edition.Review"The painful, moving, inspiring, and important story of Chief Standing
Bear has found a worthy chronicler in Joe Starita. This excellent book is essential reading for
anyone interested in the history of the West, or of America."--Ian Frazier, author of "On the Rez
"and" Great Plains""""'""""I Am A Man"""," ' ""Joe Starita's account of Ponca Chief Standing
Bear's search for justice, is a compelling story that needed to be told, and one that all Americans
should read. Standing Bear's perseverance resulted in a legal shift in white America that was a
far-reaching benefit for all native peoples, and Joe Starita has told the story with sensitivity and
rare insight."-- Joseph M. Marshall III, author of "The Journey of Crazy Horse, The Lakota Way,
"and" The Day the World Ended at Little Bighorn""What makes a man a citizen of the country in
which he was born? Joe Starita vividly tells the little known story of Standing Bear, whose 1879



case in Federal Court was to the status of American Indians what the Dred Scott case was to
African Americans. In Starita's book, the story of a great man from a very small tribe becomes a
microcosm for the complex nineteenth century struggle that both the American Indians and the
Federal government faced in trying to define the status of native people under the law. He paints
an important and compelling picture of the plight of the Ponca, a tribe impaled by misguided
paternalism, while hopelessly ensnarled in the bureaucratic red tape of an indecisive and out-of-
touch government. It is a story that needs to be told and a book that needs to be read by anyone
trying to understand the complex story of America's relationship with its native people."--- Bill
Yenne, author of "Sitting Bull" and "Indian Wars""Starita paints a powerful picture of Standing
Bear, the Ponca chief who, by wanting only to bury his son's bones in the lands of his ancestors,
set in motion a series of events that resulted in all Native American peoples bei--This text refers
to an alternate kindle_edition edition.Read more
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Also by Joe StaritaThe Dull Knifes of Pine Ridge“I AM AMAN”Chief Standing Bear’sJourney
for JusticeJoe StaritaSt. Martin’s Press New York“I AM A MAN.” Copyright (c) 2008 by Joe
Starita. All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. For information, address St.
Martin’s Press, 175 Fifth Avenue, New York, N.Y. 10010.Library of Congress Cataloging-in-
Publication DataStarita, Joe.“I am a man”: Chief Standing Bear’s Journey for justice / Joe Starita.
—1st ed. p. cm.Includes bibliographical references.1. Standing Bear, Luther, 1868?–1939. 2.
Ponca Indians—Kings and rulers—Biography. 3. Ponca Indians—History. 4. Ponca Indians—
Government relations.I. Title.E99.P7S837 2009978.004’9752440092—dc22[B]2008029877First
Edition: January 200910 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1For Phil—a chief among his people, a warrior to
the endContentsAcknowledgments1 On the Banks of the Running Water2 A Homeland Under
Siege3 The People Turn Their Faces South4 Life and Death in the Warm Country5 Going
Home6 The Color of Blood7 A Ponca in Times Square8 Righting a Wrong9 On the Land of
the FathersBibliographyIndexAcknowledgmentsA good many people deserve a nod of the head
and a tip of the hat for making this book possible. They include Rosetta Le Clair, Parrish
Williams, Sandy Taylor, Larry Wright Jr., and Judi Morgan gaiashkibos—patient and kind Ponca
voices whose generosity of spirit provided a good deal of understanding and insight into the
history and culture of their people. To John Wunder and David Wishart—friends and colleagues
whose expertise and careful reading of specific chapters helped flesh out intimate details and
flush out historical inaccuracies. To Michael Farrell and Lynne Ireland—for their thoughtful
commentary on how to prune, trim, and cut back on some unruly excesses in the early going. To
Christine Lesiak and Christopher Cartmill—for sharing the obsession and the endless hours
discussing its historical significance and contemporary relevance. To Will Norton—dean of the
University of Nebraska College of Journalism and Mass Communications for his generosity and
unwavering support. To agent Jonathan Lyons, for his energy and persistence, and to editor
Daniela Rapp, at St. Martin’s Press, for her professionalism and editorial guidance.And a special
thanks to the two people whose contributions to this project can scarcely be overstated: To Kyle
Wyatt, researcher extraordinaire who always returned with an arsenal of documents and an
engaging smile, and to Roger Holmes, whose clear eye, steady hand, and sharp focus invariably
kept all the moving parts moving in the right direction.It seems to me an odd feature of our
judicial system that the only people in this country who have no rights under the law are the
original owners of the soil: an Irishman, German, Chinaman, Turk, or Tartar will be protected in
life and property, but the Indian commands respect for his rights only so long as he inspires
terror from his rifle.—Brig. Gen. George Crook1On the Banks of the Running WaterSomewhere
along the flanks of the great river, not far from a valley once flush with buffalo, beaver, bald
eagles, and yellow-shafted flickers, where two centuries ago the captain explorers looked out
and saw both America’s past and future, somewhere near these rugged chalk bluffs, lie the
bones of a father and son.For as long as anyone could remember—before the horses, fur
traders, whiskey, fever, and the pus-filled spots; before the steamboat, glass beads, and another
god—their people had lived in this ancient river valley straddling the border of what would



become Nebraska and South Dakota. Here, amid one of the continent’s most intricate blends of
plant and animal life, the father and son were born into a complex culture that had sustained
their people for generations. It was never easy, but they adapted and so they survived, living in
dome-shaped earth lodges and buffalo-hide tipis, harvesting the rich floodplain, hunting wild
game, and foraging for wild fruits and vegetables in the hills and valleys. Up and down the river
valley, the mothers knew the plants that would help protect them from everyday ailments—blue-
flag rootstock for earaches, cedar fruits and leaves for coughs, chokecherry bark for diarrhea,
and the raw root of the milkweed for stomach trouble. Boiled oak and red elm bark treated
irritable bowels, and wild black currant helped kidney problems. The mothers gathered cattail
down to dress burns, and also used it as talcum for their babies and as padding for cradle
boards.Like their ancestors, the father and son had begun life in these cradle boards, carried
along and upright wherever their mothers went, able to see and hear and participate in the world
around them. In time, they eventually played all the hand games and the rough-field hockey; they
came to know the rituals of the religious ceremonies, and the social dances, and the rules of the
different warrior societies. They knew what the Buffalo Police would do if someone spooked the
herd. They knew, too, that no one became a serious suitor without a good string of horses.At
night in the winter camps, they had heard the story of the giant beast covered in hair that their
people had once seen in a cave farther down the valley. And they heard about the eighteen-inch
spirits, the dwarfs with large heads and long hair who were said to live in the higher elevations
where they often led astray unwitting trespassers. Years before, the people had tried to warn the
captain explorers coming up the Missouri, had told them the spirit dwarfs would kill anyone who
climbed the large mound to the north. But on a sweltering August day, Meriwether Lewis and
William Clark hiked to the top anyway and reported no sign of enemy spirits.Instead, their
journals recorded what they saw at the summit: “From the top of this Mound we beheld a most
butifull landscape; Numerous herds of buffalow were Seen feeding … the plain to North N.W &
NE extends without interruption as far as can be seen.” For men accustomed to the dense
forests of the east, it must have been quite a sight, a sight that few whites had ever taken in—the
endless sweep of sky and tallgrass prairie, the rich soil, an overwhelming variety of plant and
animal life.It was a sight the father and son knew well. For most of their lives—one long and one
short—they had known the song of the meadowlark drifting across their river valley homeland.
They knew what it meant to see the piping plovers and indigo buntings, the spotted sandpipers
bobbing in the sandbars, and the beaver villages sweeping across the backwater channels.
What it meant to touch the wind knifing through summer fields of Junegrass, switchgrass, foxtail,
and side oats gamma. To smell the air from atop the rugged chalk bluffs dusted with the
fingerprints of a thousand blizzards. To feel the power of Wakanda spilling through the jagged
scars of the black winter sky in the Moon When the Ducks Come Back.Century after century,
perhaps beginning as far south and east as the Carolinas, their people had gradually followed a
mosaic of waterways north and northwest. Never numbering more than a thousand, they slowly
migrated across half a continent until they finally settled in a place that satisfied all of their



needs, a place the explorers first saw in the early autumn of 1804. Here, along the banks of the
fertile, wooded river, they flourished, building villages and raising children, their culture
increasingly rooted in a landscape that came to define who and what they were. Even now, in the
faces and voices of the elders, it is the same as it has always been: Their river valley homeland
was a place the people could never imagine leaving—in life or in death.Today, at ninety-six,
Parrish Williams is the elder of his people. He has a thick thatch of swept-back white hair, a
smooth, unlined face, a soft voice. He lives alone, deep in the woods, in a modest home, its
walls covered in photographs of his eleven children, some in wedding gowns, some in football
uniforms, some in uniforms of the Marine Corps. Until recently, he had never seen the river valley
where the father and son were born and buried, where his own mother and father were born, a
valley hundreds of miles north of his home on the flat Southern Plains. Two hundred years to the
week after the explorers first saw it, Parrish Williams stood on the same high ground and looked
out:“Those hills—they looked like mountains to me. And all the green, the trees, all the way up to
the top. And then the river. It was the most beautiful country I ever saw.”But back then, as the
eighteenth century began to wind down, there were a good many things neither the clan chiefs
and the Buffalo Police nor the medicine men and the warrior societies could have known, could
have foreseen. They could not have seen that, in many ways, the fate of their people—and
hundreds of thousands like them—was already being cast in distant lands they’d never heard of,
across an ocean they were unaware of.They did not know that, throughout the last four de cades
of the eighteenth century, three great powers from across the water—France, En gland, and
Spain—had vigorously sought to strengthen their footholds in the lands of the western New
World and its lucrative fur trade. Of the three, the French initially had the most success. Like the
other nations, the French regarded the red people as an inferior race, one they needed to win
over to tap into the source of the valuable furs, but—unlike the Spaniards—they had no intention
of conquering and converting them, then killing them off if they resisted. Many of the French
explorers, traders, and trappers were more sympathetic. They were more inclined to see the
Indian as a child of nature and they tried harder to understand the strange new people and their
different way of life. They often married into the tribe, lived with the tribe, and became the heads
of mixed-blood families. Some never left. And neither did their names: Janis, Bordeaux,
Montclair, Robideau, Bettelyoun, Belle-court, Bissonnette, Peltier, Picotte, La Flesche, Le Clair—
names that would remain in families scattered across the vast fur-trading region for centuries
afterwards.Although France had formally lost the French and Indian War to the British in 1763, it
refused to cede its western lands to the victor, secretly transferring them to Spain instead. Spain,
meanwhile, was content to rely on contacts from France’s flourishing fur trade to help drum up
business throughout the region. So for many years, the native people of the Upper Missouri
became accustomed to French fur traders and their Spanish landlords, who now controlled all of
the Louisiana Territory.But in the waning years of the eighteenth century, cash-strapped Spain
was getting squeezed from all directions. First came the spread of Russian fur traders along the
valuable California coast. Then, the British moved south and west out of Canada, setting up fur-



trading posts along the Upper Missouri on lands claimed by Spain. Not long after, a bold French
general came to view the Louisiana Territory, with its abundant supply of food, timber, and furs,
as the key to rejuvenating his empire. So in the first year of the new century, Napoleon secretly
traded the kingdom of Tuscany to Spain, and the lands between the Mississippi River and the
Rocky Mountains once again passed into French hands.Soon, however, the general’s ambitious
plan to colonize Louisiana with slaves was thwarted when a slave revolt decimated his French
army in Haiti. His Ca rib be an troops were now in tatters, and the hated British an increasing
threat. Desperate for war capital, Napoleon devised a different strategy: He would put the
Louisiana Territory on the auction block—and get out of the messy New World real-estate
business for good. All he needed was a willing buyer.The third president of the United States
had long been fascinated by the idea of finding a direct water route to the Pacific, of finding new
commercial streams for American traders, and of diverting Indian interest from the British-
Canadian fur trade. So it wasn’t long before Napoleon Bonaparte and Thomas Jefferson cut a
deal. By the time the treaty ink dried on April 30, 1803, the United States of America, still a few
months shy of its twenty-seventh birthday, had scored the greatest real-estate coup in
history.For fifteen million dollars—thirty-three tons of solid silver—the Louisiana Purchase
effectively doubled the size of the United States, instantly making the fledgling nation one of the
world’s largest. The newly acquired 529,920,000 acres, picked up for three cents an acre,
sprawled from the Mississippi River to the Rocky Mountains, from Canada to the Gulf of Mexico.
It was larger than Great Britain, France, Germany, Italy, Spain, and Portugal combined, and
would eventually comprise whole or parts of thirteen states. Within its 828,000 square miles lay
endless swaths of prime forest and virgin prairie, vast deposits of valuable minerals, countless
species of plants and wildlife.Inside this expansive territory, there also lived dozens of Indian
nations anchored to their lands, many clustered in villages along some of the tens of thousands
of miles of creeks and streams and rivers. One of those rivers was well known to the father and
son, to the people who had lived there for more than a century.The Niobrara begins as a small
stream in the high plains of Wyoming and flows clear and swift 535 miles east, growing steadily
as it meanders across arid Sandhills, rugged canyons, rolling prairie, forests of pine and
hardwood, and moist, fertile valleys before emptying into the Missouri near the high chalk bluffs.
From source to mouth, it drains an area the size of New Jersey and Connecticut, and cuts
through rock formations that include the fossilized remains of ancient beaver, horse, rhinoceros,
and mastodon. At the time the father and son lived there, it is said that more timber flourished in
the eastern sixty miles of the river valley than in all the rest of Nebraska.The river is fed by an
intricate network of springs, scores of waterfalls, the Ogallala Aquifer, and some 20,000 square
miles of Sandhills. These undulating hills, the largest expanse of sandy dunes in North America,
act as a giant sponge, absorbing rain and snowmelt, and storing it in underground reservoirs,
which discharge the fresh water back into a lattice of tributaries and feeder streams. As a result,
the river maintains a smooth, near-constant flow year round. The people called it Ni obhatha ke—
Running Water.In 1819, about ten years before the father was born, a U.S. Army explorer trekked



through the general region on his way west. He labeled the lands between the Missouri and the
Rockies “a region destined by the barrenness of its soil, the inhospitable character of its climate,
and by other physical disadvantages to be the abode of perpetual desolation.” He called it the
“Great American Desert” and warned settlers it was foolish to try to live in such a dire wilderness.
In the language of the father and son there was no word for wilderness, so their people would
not have understood what Major Stephen Long meant. They had often gone as far as the
Rockies and the Black Hills, had traveled the river’s entire length, and when they looked up and
down the Niobrara Valley, they saw the rich soil and fresh water, and the plant and animal life
that had sustained them generation after generation.In the river valley’s central region, a subtle
marriage of climate, geology, and topography, of moist air colliding with dry air, produces a kind
of biological crossroads. In one thirty-mile stretch, six different ecosystems converge, sorting
themselves out by variations in sunlight, soil, and moisture. Within a few miles, the people could
pass through three kinds of forest—from eastern deciduous black walnut, cottonwood, and
willow, to northern boreal oak, elm, and ash, to Rocky Mountain ponderosa pine. On moist
terraces nearby, they could walk through tallgrass prairies of fertile bluestem, cross over to
mixed-grass prairies on the north side of the river, and see the short-grass Sandhills prairie on
the drier south side.Then, as now, the unique blend of microclimates sustained some 160 plant
and animal species—a distribution in which numerous western species reach their eastern limits
along the river while eastern species reach their western limits. The diverse habitat supports
Baltimore and Bullock’s orioles, indigo and lazuli buntings, and yellow-shafted and red-shafted
flickers. It nurtures white-tailed deer, wild turkey, pheasant, sharp-tailed grouse, mallards, blue-
winged teal, and Canada geese. Some parts of the year, the river valley hosts whooping cranes,
peregrine falcons, bald eagles, green herons, cormorants, and white pelicans. When the people
lived there, nests of least terns and piping plovers were scattered on sandbars along the river,
neighbors to numerous beaver and mink. At night, it was not unusual for thirty-pound channel
catfish to emerge from holes in the deeper water to feed in riffles.Today, the 100th Meridian
splits the middle of the Niobrara River Valley—an imaginary line frequently used to distinguish
between the eastern and western United States. Two centuries ago, a granite marker in the
nation’s capital noted the starting point for measuring the country’s rapidly expanding
boundaries. Back then, the line denoting the 1st meridian passed directly through the middle of
the White House.In 1804, the occupant of the White House was a restless, thoughtful, sixty-one-
year-old lawyer and writer, a philosopher, amateur scientist, and accomplished architect who
had long harbored dreams of a westward expansion. When he stood near the two-foot-high
granite marker and looked west, past the Appalachians and his beloved Virginia, out toward the
uncharted 828,000 square miles that lay beyond the Mississippi, the third president of the
United States might well have imagined a place like the people’s ancestral river homeland: one
of ample water and timber, fertile soil, and abundant plant and wildlife—the type of place where
a new kind of democracy could take hold.At the core of Thomas Jefferson’s vision for what the
new nation might become was an almost mystical belief—nurtured by the ideals of the



Enlightenment—in the powers of ordinary, everyday, salt-of-the-earth citizens. An aristocracy of
talented citizens who could harness the young nation’s potential, and build a new world order far
removed from the detestable European monarchies of old.Whenever his thoughts drifted west,
Jefferson could envision the endless sprawl of sky and prairie, of river, valley, and forest as the
working laboratory for his cherished notion of a new citizen-state. Here was the opportunity to
build a democracy stripped of ceremonial splendor and centralized government, devoid of urban
banking interests and crass industrialists. It would be a frugal republic shorn of bloated national
debt and expensive standing armies, one that promised “equal and exact justice to all men, of
what ever state or persuasion, religious, or political.”Jeffersonian Democracy would rest solidly
upon two pillars: an educated citizenry and an agrarian society. A gentleman farmer and avid
horticulturist, Jefferson devoutly believed informed tillers of the soil held the key to his country’s
future. “Educate the people generally,” he had once said, “and tyranny and injustice will vanish
like evil spirits at the dawn of day.” Of agrarian virtue, he was equally certain. “Cultivators of the
earth are the most valuable citizens,” he had written in 1785. “They are the most vigorous, the
most in de pen dent, the most virtuous, and they are tied to their country and wedded to its
liberty and interests by the most lasting bonds.” These new citizens would work on a neat grid of
family farms sweeping from the Mississippi to the Rockies—the foundation for a stable,
prosperous, industrious, moral America.And now, as the new century began, most of the pieces
were falling into place. Shortly after he assumed the presidency in 1801, Jefferson had tapped
his friend and former Virginia neighbor to be his private secretary. Not long after, Meriwether
Lewis moved into the White House and the two soon began brainstorming an expedition to the
Pacific.In January 1803, Jefferson secretly submitted his plan to Congress. Chief among the
expedition’s objectives, the president stressed, was to expand significantly the country’s
commercial opportunities. Expedition leaders would forge diplomatic ties with the various Indian
nations and notify them that the United States had replaced France as their new ruler. By
winning over the original inhabitants of the Upper Missouri, they would wrest control of the
lucrative fur trade from the British and make American allies of the natives. They would also
gather as much ethnographic information as possible and look for a water route to the Pacific.
Congress approved $2,500 to finance the expedition and appointed Lewis to lead it. He in turn
offered his friend, William Clark, the opportunity to walk into history.On May 14, 1804, in a
keelboat and two pirogues, the “Corps of Discovery” pulled out of St. Louis, leaned into the
Missouri, and headed upstream. With the twenty-nine-year-old Lewis and thirty-three-year-old
Clark leading the way, the eastern president’s long-cherished dream was taking its first steps
into western reality.How exactly the people living in their Niobrara River homeland—and the
many more like them—would come to share in this new reality had vexed the nation’s leaders,
including its third president, for a long time. For much of his life, Jefferson’s views on the
country’s native inhabitants had swung back and forth, vacillating between soft, sentimental
stereotypes and a hard-edged pragmatism.As a romantic, he often viewed America’s
indigenous people as heroic, gifted orators, innocent children of the forest, unspoiled, and



unwitting victims of history. He had known some of these people as a boy growing up in
Albemarle County, Virginia, and loved the tales his father brought back from excursions into the
wild. The young Jefferson excavated Indian mounds, was an avid student of Indian folklore and
history, and spent countless hours collecting, cataloging, and studying Indian language and
vocabularies. He had made it a point that Lewis and Clark, among their multitude of duties, were
to return with linguistic records of each tribe they visited. And in his writings, Jefferson offered a
more resolute defense of the nation’s native people than all but a few of his contemporaries.But
over time, as president of a youthful, ambitious, expansionist nation, Jefferson came to view the
noble savage differently. The native people possessed enormous tracts of land, land that
needed to be transformed into a sturdy framework of industrious American farm families if the
restless, young republic of four and a half million citizens was to fulfill its destiny. Jefferson had
long advocated buying and settling Indian lands in an orderly, friendly, neighborly fashion. As far
back as 1786, he had said, “It may be regarded as certain that not a foot of land will ever be
taken from the Indians without their own consent. The sacredness of their rights is felt by all
thinking persons in America, as much as in Europe.”Seventeen years later, on June 20, 1803,
his formal instructions to Captain Lewis conveyed many of the same sentiments. “In all your
intercourse with the natives,” he wrote, “treat them in the most friendly & conciliatory manner
which their own conduct will admit; allay all jealousies as to the object of your journey, satisfy
them of its innocence, make them acquainted with the position, extent, character, peaceable &
commercial dispositions of the U.S…. If a few of their influential chiefs, within practicable
distance, wish to visit us, arrange such a visit with them … If any of them should wish to have
some of their young people brought up with us, & taught such arts as may be useful to them, we
will receive, instruct, and take care of them.”Converting wild, nomadic hunters into civilized,
sedentary farmers offered natives the best chance to survive, Jefferson believed. In public
remarks to his citizens, he had articulated those views clearly: “Now reduced within limits too
narrow for the hunter’s state, humanity enjoins us to teach them agriculture and the domestic
arts, to encourage them to that industry which alone can enable them to maintain their place in
existences and to prepare them in time for that state of society which to bodily comforts adds the
improvement of the mind and morals.”In writing, he laid out, step by step, how such a
transformation might occur:The plan of civilizing the Indians is undoubtedly a great improvement
on the ancient and totally ineffectual one of beginning with religious missionaries. Our
experience has shown that this must be the last step of the process. The following is what has
been successful: 1st to raise cattle, etc., and thereby acquire a knowledge of the value of
property; 2d, arithmetic, to calculate that value; 3d, writing, to keep accounts, and here they
begin to enclose farms, and the men labor, the women spin and weave; 4th to read Aesop’s
Fables and Robinson Crusoe are their first delight.Eventually, however, a sharp split developed
between Jefferson’s public and private views on the matter. Within the private confines of the
White House, where romantic push evolved into pragmatic shove, he came to see the native
people as an entrenched impediment in civilization’s path—one that would have to be removed,



ruthlessly if necessary, for Jeffersonian Democracy to prosper.On February 27, 1803, two
months before the Louisiana Purchase, more than a year before the Corps of Discovery left St.
Louis, Jefferson wrote a long, detailed letter to William Henry Harrison, governor of the Indiana
Territory. The governor, he said, had typically heard only the official, public version of the nation’s
Indian policy. “But this letter being unofficial, and private, I may with safety give you a more
extensive view of our policy respecting the Indians.”The president began by stating that the goal
of American policy was “to live in perpetual peace with the Indians, to cultivate an affectionate
attachment from them, by everything just & liberal which we can offer them within the bounds of
reason.”Then, in specific detail, Jefferson went on to tell the governor how to purge the eastern
United States, one by one, of every remaining Indian tribe. Once they’re lured onto a small piece
of land “they will perceive how useless to them are their extensive forests,” and want to give them
up in exchange for government assistance to sustain their farms and families. High-pressure
trading posts near Indian encampments, he said, would create debt to help leverage their lands.
The government will “be glad to see the good and influential individuals among them run in debt,
because we observe that when these debts get beyond what the individuals can pay, they
become willing to lop them off by a cession of lands.”Gradually, Jefferson wrote, American
settlements will squeeze natives out and they will “either incorporate with us as citizens of the
United States or remove beyond the [Mississippi].” Resistance would be futile. “Should any tribe
be fool-hardy enough to take up the hatchet at any time, the seizing the whole country of that
tribe and driving them across the Missisipi [sic], as the only condition of peace, would be an
example to others, and a furtherance of our final consolidation.”The sooner that consolidation
was underway, he told the governor, the better. “The crisis is pressing. What ever can now be
obtained, must be obtained quickly. The occupation of New Orleans, hourly expected, by the
French, is already felt like a breeze by the Indians. You know the sentiments they entertain of that
nation.”In the next few years, often in secret meetings and private letters, Jefferson continued to
push aggressively for the removal of all eastern tribes to the western lands. They could go
voluntarily or involuntarily, but they had to go. Later, beginning with his Second Inaugural
Address, he advocated that even lands west of the Mississippi were to be off-limits. In the end,
the father of Indian removal came to believe that the ancestral inhabitants of the new republic
either had to give up the old ways and adopt the new—or perish.By then, Jefferson had long ago
encountered the quagmire where philosophical theory met political reality. In theory, he had
been an ardent, outspoken critic of slavery whose writings reflected moral outrage and
indignation. But in reality, the staunch advocate of freedom and individual liberty maintained a
large slave house hold. Eventually, he also reconciled his contradictory views on the Indian issue
—views that would set in motion a century’s worth of government policies that led to removal,
reservations, reform, assimilation, and the end of one age-old way of life.But in the spring of
1804, there was a vast, uncharted expanse between the Mississippi and the snowcapped
western peaks to explore—and an opportunity to fulfill a presidential vision of what that land
might become. Three years earlier, not long after taking office, Jefferson had conveyed it in a



letter to his friend James Monroe. His dream, he wrote, was to look out one day and see an
endless supply of rugged, self-sufficient citizen-farmers in such numbers they could cover “the
whole northern, if not southern continent, with a people speaking the same language, governed
in similar forms, and by similar laws.”By early autumn, the Corps of Discovery had pushed
almost 850 miles up the nation’s newly acquired river, its team of twenty-seven soldiers, several
interpreters, a slave, a number of others, and the two captains struggling against the Missouri’s
stiff current by day and sleeping in wedge tents by night, alternating head to toe like sardines in
a can.Early on the morning of September 4, 1804, they arrived at a point where one river spilled
into another, a point not far from high chalk bluffs and a broad, fertile valley. Clark noted in his
journal:… this river is 152 yards wide at the mouth & 4 feet Deep Throwing out Sands like the
Platt (only Corser) forming bars in its mouth, I went up this river three miles to a butifull Plain on
the upper side … this river widens above its mouth and is devided by Sand and Islands, the
Current very rapid, not navigable for even Canoos without Great difficulty owing to its Sands; the
colour like that of the Plat is light …On that chilly, windy Tuesday more than two centuries ago,
the explorers saw the Running Water for the first time and soon they would view the village of the
people who lived in the broad, fertile valley near the confluence of the Niobrara and Missouri
rivers. Although Jefferson never met any of the natives, he might have been surprised by how
much he had in common with them. In a sense, they embodied many of the qualities and
embraced many of the values with which the nation’s third president now hoped to seed the
western lands of the United States.In the language of the father and son, the name of their
people meant “sacred head.” By the time Lewis and Clark arrived, the Ponca were gathered in a
single village.Inside their village, the women had built large, igloo-shaped earth lodges, mostly
of clay. The twenty-foot-long entryways ballooned into thirty-four-foot-wide domed living rooms
supported by a complex lattice of peeled cedar poles. Outside walls often were three feet thick
at the base and a foot-and-a-half on the roof, insulation for the scorching summers and
punishing winters of the Central Great Plains. Protecting the cluster of village lodges on the
perimeter was a wooden stockade fashioned from cottonwood logs cut from dense groves along
the river.The Sacred Head People were avid horticulturists and dedicated farmers. Outside the
stockade, in rich bottomlands near the mouth of the Niobrara, lay fields of squash, pumpkins,
beans, tobacco, and a variety of corn. Beyond the fields, at river’s edge, channel cat, carp,
bluegill, grass pickerel, and tributaries full of brown and rainbow trout nourished the food supply.
By the middle of the eighteenth century, the Ponca had encountered the Comanche and began
trading their bows and arrows for Comanche horses. The horses eliminated the struggle to run
buffalo over a cliff, and soon the people had settled into a comfortable seasonal rhythm in their
river valley homeland.It began in late March and early April, when they planted their spring crops
in the bottomlands ringing the main village. By late June, when the crops were in good shape,
they packed up their tipis and left the earth lodge village, fanning out across the savannah for the
summer buffalo hunt. Sometimes, they traveled as far west as the Black Hills, where the women
and children stayed in Wind Cave while the men gathered elk and deer meat to supplement the



buffalo, whose thin summer hides would become clothing, moccasins, and lodging. In late
August and early September, the people returned to the mouth of the Niobrara to harvest their
crops. Throughout the winter, smaller hunting parties went off for more buffalo, their meat now
fatter, their thicker coats good for warm robes and bartering at the trading posts. By early spring,
everyone returned to the village to help plant crops, and the cycle would begin anew. In
between, there were trips south of the Platte for supplies of salt and visits to their friendly eastern
neighbors, the Omaha and Otoe, and frequent jogs to the white fur-trading posts along the
Missouri.Over the years, as more and more French and Spanish came upriver, the Ponca began
to learn a good deal about the new people. Among them, it had long been a point of pride that no
one had ever killed a white man.The Sacred Head People were considered fine horse men and
hunters and, from time to time, their war parties fought the Pawnee and powerful Lakota Sioux,
traditional enemies bent on protecting their lands, their meat supply, and accumulating acts of
valor in their raids on a smaller, weaker foe. But mostly, to the white fur traders and neighboring
tribes, the Ponca were seen as friendly, industrious, self-sufficient, and trustworthy—a largely
sedentary people, corn-growers who understood the rhythm of agriculture and possessed a vast
knowledge of Niobrara plant and animal life.But neither hunting and agricultural skills nor a
sturdy stockade and plant knowledge could protect the Ponca from the pus-filled spots that
began to cover them in the winter of 1800–1801. Before Lewis and Clark embarked, the
president had ordered them to bring smallpox medicine to the Indians and “instruct & encourage
them in the use of it.” But by the time the explorers arrived, it was too late for the Ponca—and
many of the other tribes. A smallpox epidemic, fanned by the enclosed, clustered earth lodges,
had swept through their village at the mouth of the Running Water three years earlier, ultimately
wiping out half the tribe. The captain explorers described the Ponca as the “remnant of a nation
once respectable in point of numbers.” In the early September days of 1804, they estimated only
about two hundred had survived.Throughout large swaths of the open, arid Great Plains, prairie
dogs had evolved to survive by living in colonies guarded by sentinels, thriving on grass and little
water. Over time, pronghorn antelope developed keen eyes and hearing to detect predators, and
large hearts and lungs to outrun them. With its shallow, flexible, widespread root system, the
mesquite plant could survive little moisture and frequent fires.Although the Ponca numbered no
more than two hundred at the dawn of the nineteenth century, they, too, had long since adapted
to the demands of the powerful plains landscape. They had lived in the Niobrara Valley a
hundred years before the captain explorers arrived, and when disease consumed their enclosed
villages, they began to rely on the tipi and tribal buffalo hunts. Despite the ravages of smallpox,
the Ponca had become a sturdy, in de pen dent people, a close-knit tribe with an abundance of
agricultural skills and a fierce will to survive.Among them, in casual conversation, formal
speeches, and at ceremonial events throughout their village along the river, it was not unusual to
hear the same phrase—Ne tah gau tha. Ne tah gau tha—over and over. It was not unusual to
hear “We want to live. We want to live.”In 1829, Jews were expelled from two Russian cities and
the English Parliament granted religious freedom to Catholics. Andrew Jackson left for



Washington on a steamboat to begin his presidency and Davy Crockett headed a congressional
committee reviewing Tennessee’s public land claims. After resigning as governor of Tennessee
following an ugly marital breakup, Sam Houston became a citizen of the Cherokee Nation. The
Tremont, the nation’s first modern hotel, opened in Boston, and white rioters in Cincinnati drove
out half the city’s black population.That same year, the father had been born along the banks of
the Running Water. In the language of the Sacred Head People, he was called Ma-chu-nah-zha.
By the time he was a young man, Standing Bear already saw that the old ways and new ways
were on a collision course. In the years ahead it would be left to the Ponca chiefs to find a safe
passageway through a new world order if the people were to survive. After all, the forces that
were closing in were there for all to see. They had been building, decade after decade,
throughout the first half of the nineteenth century.Decimated by smallpox, and terrorized by
Lakota war parties, the Ponca were forced to seek refuge with their friends the Omaha the winter
after Lewis and Clark left. Eight years later, during the War of 1812, a number of Indian nations
aligned themselves with Great Britain, greatly weakening American confidence in the fidelity of
its native people. So when the war ended, the government renewed its efforts to win back their
loyalty. On June 25, 1817, the Ponca signed the first of four treaties with the U.S. government, a
treaty of perpetual peace and friendship, a treaty of mutual national recognition.In October 1824,
a group of thirty Ponca returning home from a friendly visit to another tribe was ambushed by the
Brulé, one of seven sub-tribes of the Lakota. Only a dozen Ponca escaped. When the attack
ended, all of their chiefs, mostly old men unable to flee, lay on the ground, including their head
chief, Smoke Maker. Not long after, a government agent visited their village. The chief’s
distraught son came out to show him a medal the government had once given his father—a
medal symbolizing the peace and protection the treaty had promised.Months later, on June 9,
1825, the battered Ponca signed a second treaty. In exchange for Ponca acknowledgment of
U.S. supremacy, the federal government again pledged to protect the Ponca, who also agreed
the government had the right to control all trade with the tribe. In return, the United States
promised to extend to the Ponca “such benefits and acts of kindness as may be convenient, and
seem just and proper to the President of the United States.”By the 1830s, their village had
become a regular stop for the crush of traders, frontiersmen, and artists steaming up the
Missouri. George Catlin and Karl Bodmer both visited and left with canvasses of Ponca life and
faces. In 1833, Prince Maximilian of Wied arrived and noted the aftermath of another smallpox
epidemic two years earlier: “They formerly lived, like the Omahas, in clay huts, at the mouth of
the river, but their powerful enemies, the Sioux and the Pawnees, destroyed their villages, and
they have since adopted the mode of life of the former, living generally in tents made of skins,
and changing their place from time to time.”Throughout Standing Bear’s childhood, the squeeze
from the Lakota to the west, an infusion of whites from the east, and the specter of disease all
around never let up. Fifty years into the new century, the wild game began to rapidly disappear,
and it wasn’t long before the only buffalo on the plains lay in piles of bleached, white bones.For
Standing Bear, it was the beginning of many changes he could not have foreseen in a long life



that would stretch through the rest of the century and into the next. Back then, the young man
could not have known how his people would one day end up as trespassers on their river valley
homeland—lands legally conveyed to them by the Great Father, then given away to the hated
enemy without their knowledge or consent. He could not have imagined the cold steel at his
back, the chains around his ankles, the dankness of the stockade, the swollen rivers they waded
across in the spring, the coughing in the tents along the muddy bottoms of the Elkhorn, and the
Christian ladies who would make his daughter’s burial dress. Nor the summer flies and
mosquitoes in the southern lands, and foraging for corn in the frozen fields of the north, chewing
their moccasins, sleeping with the children in haystacks, and the bloody footprints they would
leave on the agent’s floor.Back then, he could never have known about the Indian-fighting Army
general who could no longer sleep, and the midnight message the general would deliver to the
unusual newsman. About the bear-hunting frontier judge who had never cared for his people,
and the silver-haired lawyer for the railroad that cut through all their lands. About all the church
folk who would one day fill the wooden benches in the federal court house, where he would do
what no other who looked like him had done before.As a young man living along the Niobrara in
the years when the buffalo first began to disappear, he could not have imagined the questions
they would ask: Who was he? Where did he come from? Who were his people? What did they
believe? Who was his god? Lawyers arguing about a constitution, amendments, legal rights, life,
liberty, happiness, citizenship, equality, slaves, savages, false idols. How he would one day
stand up and tell them about the color of blood.And he could never have known the words of
Bear Shield, just a boy of sixteen. What his only son would whisper to him that Christmas, lying
in their tent, hidden among the trees along a river in another country. How the father, by fulfilling
a promise, would force his captors to confront their own past, force them to provide a glimpse of
what the future held for those who looked like him and the boy. For a brief moment in the last
quarter of the nineteenth century, the aging chief of a small, obscure tribe from a remote river
valley in a far corner of the Great Plains would hold up a mirror to the church elders and the
prominent citizens, to the farmers and ranchers, to the teachers and generals and newspaper
men, to all the judges and lawyers and senators and presidents and ask them: Who were they?
What did they stand for? What were their values? What did they believe in? What did freedom
and equality mean? What did it mean to be a Christian? To be an American?Back then, there
were a good many things the father and son could not have known before they began their long
journey home, back to the high chalk bluffs near the banks of the Running Water.2A Homeland
Under SiegeStanding Bear could not believe it, could not believe what he now heard. Words that
came like thunder from the distant chalk bluffs.None of the people could comprehend the talk,
the words of the interpreter. It was a frigid day, in the Moon When the Snow Drifts into the Tents.
Without warning or notice, a strange white man from the East had appeared. Soon, his message
spread through their villages clustered near the mouth of the Running Water: The Great Father
wanted all of the Sacred Head People to move to another country: a place they had never heard
of, far beyond the Platte River; far beyond the southern-most boundary of lands they had



claimed as their own for generations. In the new country, the land and water were good. They
would be safe and prosper. It would be best for them to go right away.“We said to him: ’We do not
know your authority. You have no right to move us till we have had council with the President …
We do not wish to go,’ ” Standing Bear would say later.By late January 1877, when the white
man from the East first arrived, Standing Bear and seven-hundred Ponca had abandoned their
single encampment at Grey Blanket Village, gathering instead into two camps about five miles
apart at the eastern end of their reservation. They were divided into nine bands, one chief for
each band. White Eagle was the head chief. Standing Bear was second in command. His father,
The Drum—or Old Drum as he was sometimes called—had been a chief and so Standing Bear,
in the tradition of his people, had inherited the position, as would someday his young son, Bear
Shield. The fundamental social unit of the tribe was the clan, a kinship group built along
bloodlines, and each clan had a specific duty that helped maintain the quality of tribal life. For as
long as anyone could remember, Standing Bear and his family had been members of the fifth
clan—the Bear Clan. Each year, from the first winter frost until spring, the Bear Clan became the
tribal leaders, responsible for overseeing the ceremonies, rituals, and social life of the camp.The
position of chief seemed a good fit for Standing Bear. He had shown leadership abilities at an
early age and formidable powers later on. It is said his prayers once diverted a powerful storm
that threatened to disrupt a sacred dance. Now near fifty, he had the bearing of a leader—sharp
features, erect, dignified, square-jawed, thick through the shoulders and chest. During tribal
celebrations and in everyday camp life, he frequently wore a bear claw necklace. The necklace
usually was made and presented as a gift, often passed down from father to son, and it
symbolized Standing Bear’s power and tribal authority. The chief also had an easy grace, said
those who knew him: a down-to-earth feel, a good-natured disposition.Mark Peniska, the tribal
chairman of Standing Bear’s people in the early years of the twenty-first century, remembers
hearing the stories from his grandfather. As a young boy, Grandpa Lee had met the old-man
chief. “He always remarked about how outgoing and friendly he was. He had that common-man’s
touch, and because of that, people were naturally attracted to him. Plus, I guess he was a whale
of a storyteller—even through an interpreter.”Throughout much of the chief’s life, his way with
words had been an enduring trait, one noted by both his people and many of the white settlers
surrounding their lands. Years earlier, one of their reservation agents had gotten to know him,
and had sat in on a number of councils with the Ponca. He was “a very eloquent man, and very
earnest speaker, and the well-wisher of his people,” the agent said. “Standing Bear, in his speech
—he was the most forcible speaker of the whole council, and I think the most eloquent of all the
chiefs.”Standing Bear’s first wife, Grae-da-we, had died about the time the great war between
the North and South began. They had two daughters, one of whom—Prairie Flower—was now
married and the mother of two young sons. Among his people, it was customary for a man to
have one wife, but not unusual for a chief to have more than one. They had more duties, more
obligations and responsibilities, and another wife could help with child-rearing, the cleaning and
cooking, the extra meals, and the meetings and visitors that were daily events. The Ponca



believed two wives would get along better if they were related, so, often the second wife was a
blood relative of the first. By the winter of 1877, Standing Bear had two wives—Susette and her
twenty-year-old niece, Lottie Primeau, who was French and Ponca. Susette was the mother of
their only son, Bear Shield.Standing Bear and his family all lived in frontier homes that had
become commonplace in the Fish Smell Village, so named after a natural disaster one year
killed many of the fish in the river and washed ashore many of the bodies. His family lived in a
twenty-by-forty-foot log house made from trees he had cut with joints he had dovetailed for a
sturdier structure. The family furnished their windowed, two-room home with two beds, two
lamps, a table, a stack of dishes, and a stove Standing Bear bought for thirty dollars. Outside, he
built a stable for his horses and a pen for his three hogs and two cows. His field was five-
hundred yards long and he had acquired oxen, plows, harnesses, pitchforks, spades, and
shovels. The fourteen-year-old Bear Shield often helped his father with the chores. More and
more, the boy noticed, his father had taken to wearing white man’s clothing—shoes, trousers,
shirts, sometimes a hat.Reflecting on the chief’s homestead, the Ponca agent had forwarded a
recent assessment of Standing Bear to his superiors in Washington: “He has always appeared
to me to be a good man, and I think would make an excellent, even an exemplary, farmer if fair
opportunities were offered, where there was no common enemy such as the Sioux to be
dreaded.”On that bitterly cold winter day, January 24, 1877, United States Indian Inspector E. C.
Kemble suddenly arrived with similar sentiments for the Sacred Head People. Among other
things, he said, the Sioux would no longer be a problem in the new country far beyond the Platte.
There, Standing Bear and the Ponca could farm in peace, on good land, protected by the
government, far from their enemies in the North Country.Two weeks earlier, Commissioner of
Indian Affairs John Q. Smith had summoned Kemble to Washington where he received detailed
written instructions on the government’s plan for the Ponca. They were explicit:You are to
proceed to the Ponca Agency, and after a conference with the United States agent, hold a
council with the Indians upon the subject of their removal. You will give them to understand that
their interests have been carefully considered, and that it is very desirous they should be
established in a country where the circumstances of their self-improvement and maintenance,
and the protection of person and property, are more favorable than in their present situation.He
told the inspector to feel out the Ponca about the new plan and, if they showed an interest, he
was to take some of their leaders to the new country. There, they would look things over and
select a new home. So, in mid-January, the inspector began making his way to the
Niobrara.Inspector Kemble, who lived at 228 East Fiftieth Street in New York City, knew little
about Indians in general, even less about the Ponca specifically. Before becoming an Indian
inspector, he had served two years as secretary of the Episcopal Church Commission. To
bolster his shortcomings, Washington superiors ordered the Reverend Samuel Hinman, an
Episcopal missionary at the nearby Santee Sioux Reservation, to accompany him to the Ponca
Reservation. By then, it was not unusual to find missionaries scattered throughout Indian
lands.At the time of Kemble’s visit, the United States had adopted a new approach to the Indian



problem, one that came to be known as the Quaker, or Peace Policy. Championed by President
Ulysses S. Grant, the policy was designed to eliminate rampant corruption in the Indian Bureau
and to elevate the overall moral standing of its employees. Under the new plan, the Quakers and
other Christian denominations would nominate agents to manage reservation affairs. The U.S.
Army, meanwhile, would become the frontier’s peacekeepers, protecting settlers from
“marauding bands of hostile Indians,” and confining tribes to their designated reservations. In the
government’s evolving flow chart, the President now got his information from the Secretary of the
Interior, who got his from the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, who got his from the Indian
inspectors, who, in turn, got their information from the church-based missionary agents.At the
time, the Reverend Hinman seemed like a logical choice to accompany Kemble. He had been a
Santee missionary for a number of years and had lived among the Indians for seventeen years.
He spoke both Sioux and Ponca and, for a while, Standing Bear’s son, Bear Shield, had lived
with the reverend and his family. Later, Episcopal officials kicked Hinman out of the church and
off the reservation for embezzling and excessive drinking and for womanizing among his Santee
flock.But in late January, the reverend complied with the orders and accompanied the inspector
to the Niobrara. Standing Bear and the other chiefs knew nothing about Inspector Kemble, the
meeting in Washington, or the detailed written instructions. They knew nothing of any plan to
move them to a new home. They were starting to make some progress in their old home and,
after years of hardship, they were now eager to keep it going. They didn’t want a place, Standing
Bear said, “where we will be surrounded by Indians, and can not do as we want to—can not
improve as we want to; we want to stay where we are surrounded by white people, where we can
help ourselves.”Above all, the thought of leaving their homeland was unimaginable to the people.
“We lived on our land as long as we can remember,” the chief would later say. “No one knows
how long ago we came here. The land was owned by the tribe as far back as memory
goes.”When Standing Bear stepped outside his sturdy, two-room home in the winter days of
January 1877, when he looked west across his frozen farm fields a mile south of the agency, he
could imagine an ancestral homeland that once stretched five-hundred miles, from the Missouri
to the Black Hills. What he saw now were a people who had adapted from earth lodge to tipi to
wooden home, from the chase of the hunt to harvesting wheat, struggling to make it on a small
parcel wedged between the Missouri and the Niobrara. Reflecting on the recent events of his
own life, on the effort the tribe had made to survive those turbulent twenty years before the
strange white man from the East suddenly appeared in their village, he must have found it hard
to reconcile what had happened to the sprawling lands his people had lived on “as far back as
memory goes.”
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John A. Mcneill, “A fine, engaging book.. I'm glad to have devoted time to reading this book. I
live just across the river from Niobrara, Nebraska, which is the Ponca homeland. If I were a
school superintendent anywhere around here I would make it required reading for high school
graduation. It is not just the story of a remarkable human being (Standing Bear), but also the
story of an important part of our young nation's history. Standing Bear's story is a courageous
saga. He was a person of the highest qualities a human being can have. Gentle, yet
determined; simple, yet perspicacious; reflective, yet realistic. The world gets far too few
Standing Bears. Thus is the world as it is. The United States, great country as it is among
nations, should never be allowed to forget its shame in the unspeakable manner it abused its
native peoples. It cannot be exceeded in this sin. We will never cease to pay for it. Joe Starita
has written a fine book explaining all this. He's done his research both in Indian matters, and in
government and legal matters. You won't have wasted your time to read his book. Those who
read it fairly will be better Americans for their effort.  John McNeill, Springfield, South Dakota”

Hoppy, “I highly recommend it.. I read a lot about the Native American Indians and how the
mistreatment of humanity in those times by both the Indians and the Whites appears nothing
short of tragic and appalling. Mr. Starita's in-depth research into this period of time in history,
and especially the life of Chief Standing Bear, is very impressive. The book is definitely worth
reading if you care about that time in American history.  I highly recommend it.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “I can say with great confidence that Joe Starita's "I Am a Man" is .... I am
working towards my graduate degree in history and this was an assigned book for one of my
courses. While most books I am forced to skim through and do not read cover to cover, this book
I could not put down. I read every word on every page, and stayed up late into the night to finish
it in the two days I had to read it. I can say with great confidence that Joe Starita's "I Am a Man"
is the best book I have ever read across all genres. Not only is the story he tells heartbreaking
and compelling, but Starita's writing style is eloquent and nuanced, giving this historical,
scholarly book the readability of a novel. I highly recommend this book to anyone and everyone,
whether you are a historian or not.”

SGK, “Amazing, well-written an important.. This book is one that I expect to be thinking about for
years to come. It is beautifully written - I couldn't put it down - and tells a story that we should all
know. I heard about Standing Bear in a podcast and was shocked that I hadn't read or heard of
him or the Ponca before. This book was recommended in the podcast. I highly recommend it as
well.”

SJK, “A TRULY Heroic American Struggle.. I heard the basics of this heroic struggle growing up
in Omaha. This is an engrossing, and painful history of a defining time in American history. This



should be in every classroom in the US.The fact that General Cook came to his defense after a
lifetime fighting Native Americans is amazing as well.Everyone should read this work!”

gary ashley, “Great history covered on a easy to follow narrative. This is a great book covering a
difficult subject. I never knew the history of this tribe. As most historians only cover the more
popular tribes.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Fantastic History of a Great Man. This book is fantastic! I have cried,
laughed, and been angered by what I have read. Most of all, I have read about an amazing man,
the wrongs committed against him and his people, and the loving common people who worked
to turn around the wrongs and right them. It reads like an exciting novel, and I have learned a lot
from it.”

Tony D. Baker, “Great Story. Outstanding story. Well written.”

Steve from Hampshire., “Buy it, read it, learn from it!. Excellent read.VERY informative.What a
great human being he was.We should all aspire to be like him.The native, indigenous inhabitants
of North America, were treated atrociously. They have my total sympathy.”

christine.graville, “well worth reading. An excellent narrative very compassionately told”

W Black, “Superb. Superb book.”

The book by Joe Starita has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 184 people have provided feedback.
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