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Mount Rushmore

Shrine of Democracy

Mount Rushmore (commonly referred to as the ‘Shrine of Democracy’) is an American icon. Its majestic, 60-foot-tall carved presidential heads of George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Theodore Roosevelt, and Abraham Lincoln, overlooking South Dakota’s Black Hills, have been immortalized in cinema and remain a bucket-list destination for U.S. travelers.
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Mount Rushmore has been a popular tourist attraction for many years

I must admit that Mount Rushmore had been on my ‘bucket-list’ for many years. With that in mind, my grandson took my wife and me to visit Mount Rushmore in September 2025. Just a few days later on 1 October 2025, South Dakota’s most recognizable landmark marked the 100th anniversary of its dedication as a national memorial.

What I learned during my recent visit to the site is that Mount Rushmore has a checkered history, beloved by some, detested by others, and an enduring symbol of America’s complicated past. “To some people it’s a point of great pride, but to others it’s an evil symbol of the horrible things done to Native people,” said Tom Lawrence, a fourth-generation South Dakotan and local writer.

In the 1920s, American automobile ownership was growing—and with it, the concept of the road trip in an age of unbridled opportunity and Will Rogers wisdom. In 1923, South Dakota state historian Doane Robinson took in the granite bluff 23 miles south of Rapid City and imagined a sculpted monument that could transform the mountainside into a boon for tourism.

“The Black Hills are an absolutely spectacular area, and South Dakota was looking to draw tourism,” said Tom Lawrence, who co-publishes the South Dakota Standard, a local news commentary site. Sculptor Gutzon Borglum was chosen to carry out the project.

Although the site was dedicated as a national memorial in October 1925, the carving didn’t begin until two years later. By then, Gutzon Borglum had reframed the monument’s focus to spotlight four U.S. presidents representing elements of American history—George Washington for the nation’s foundation, Thomas Jefferson for its growth, Abraham Lincoln for its preservation and Theodore Roosevelt for its development.

Funding was hard to come by. As the National Park Service notes, even though Borglum had procured U.S. Treasury Secretary Andrew Mellon’s willingness to fully fund the project, he only asked for half, confident he could match the rest through private donations.

“The task was harder than he thought, and despite his status,” Tom Lawrence said, “Borglum was continually bereft of money.”

“He was carving the monument but was always near broke,” Lawrence said. “People would say he would go to gas stations in the Black Hills, fill up his car with gas and just drive away.”

Gutzon Borglum spent much of the project’s last two years traveling and scrounging for the last of the funds, the park service said. Borglum died in 1941, the year the project was completed; his son Lincoln Borglum oversaw the final drilling.

Until recently, Mount Rushmore drew nearly 2.5 million visitors annually before dipping to 1.85 million in 2024, according to National Park Service figures.

Shrine of Hypocrisy

For the Native people of the Great Plains who had long inhabited the Pahá Sápa (the Black Hills) of South Dakota, the four presidential faces (Washington, Jefferson, Roosevelt and Lincoln) peering over their former homelands represent something entirely different—the European-descended leaders who oversaw the western expansion of White men and the desecration of a sacred burial site, the Lakota Sioux knew as the ‘Six Grandfathers’ (pictured below).
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Sacred burial site known by Lakota Sioux as the ‘Six Grandfathers’

The Sioux are a confederacy of several tribes that speak three different dialects: the Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota. The Lakota, also called the Teton Sioux, are comprised of seven tribal bands and are the largest and most western of the three groups, occupying lands in both North and South Dakota. The Dakota, or Santee Sioux, live primarily in Minnesota and Nebraska, while the smallest of the three, the Nakota, primarily reside in South Dakota, North Dakota, and Montana. The Sioux generally call themselves Lakota or Dakota, meaning “friends, allies, or to be friendly.”

The Sioux were deeply spiritual, believing in one all-pervasive god, Wakan Tanka, or the Great Mystery. Religious visions were cultivated, and the people communed with the spirit world through music and dance. By inflicting slashes upon themselves or other self-inflicted wounds, rituals of self-sacrifice asserted their identity as Indian warriors. Mourners also practiced this during burial ceremonies. The Black Hills was considered a sacred burial site by the Sioux.

The Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868 had granted the lands to the Lakota, but the pact was cast aside with the discovery of gold during an expedition led by Lieutenant Colonel (former Major General) George Armstrong Custer in 1874. After Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse’s defeat of Custer at the Battle of Little Bighorn in June 1876, seven million acres in the Black Hills was confiscated from the Lakota (or Sioux) Indians by the U.S. Government.
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Darrell Red Cloud (left) was the great grandson of Chief Red Cloud (right)

“When they came and started carving in the Black Hills, our people didn’t like it, but we had no say-so—even though it was stolen land,” said Darrell Red Cloud, a fifth-generation descendant of prominent Oglala Lakota leader Chief Red Cloud who now teaches Native American studies at Oglala Lakota College in Kyle, South Dakota.
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The Sioux opposed Mount Rushmore carving in the sacred Black Hills

In 1970, Oglala Lakota activist Russell Means, an early leader of the American Indian Movement (AIM), famously urinated on President George Washington’s stone head in protest during an occupation of the site, which he would later call “a shrine of hypocrisy” in reference to its reputation as “a shrine of democracy.” As for his act on Mount Rushmore, Means said he did it to symbolize “how most Indians feel about the faces chiseled out of our holy land.”

Russell Means served as a vice-presidential candidate in 1984, joining the Larry Flynt ticket during the Hustler magazine publisher's unsuccessful bid for the Republican nomination. Means later had an unsuccessful run for the Libertarian nomination for president in 1988.

To combat stereotypes of Indians in movies, Russell Means later acted in them, notably as Chingachgook in my favorite movie Last of the Mohicans in 1992. Means also voiced Chief Powhatan in the Disney animated film Pocahontas in 1995.
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Russell Means (left) portrayed Chingachgook in Last of the Mohicans alongside Daniel Day-Lewis

While some have since called for the monument’s removal, others say a more realistic approach would be providing a fuller account of the Native perspective. For example, President Abraham Lincoln, while admired for moving to end American slavery, is remembered by the Lakota for the largest mass execution in U.S. history; it was he who was in office when 38 Lakota were hanged in Minnesota during the Dakota War of 1862.

For a time, Darrell Red Cloud served as a Mount Rushmore guide, where he said he was a lone voice offering such a perspective. He also did cultural presentations at the site’s Lakota Dakota Nakota Heritage Village, which had opened in 2008 along Mount Rushmore’s Presidential Trail. While the site does feature information about the land’s Native origins, Darrell Red Cloud said, details remain sparse. “It’s challenging to be the only one talking about my people at the popular tourist site, but sharing stories is vital,” Darrell Red Cloud once said.

During my September 2025 visit to the Lakota Dakota Nakota Heritage Village along the Mount Rushmore Presidential Trail, I found that the Cultural Interpreter Sequoia Crosswhite (pictured below), a member of the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe, and a direct descendent of Chief War Eagle and Chief Swift Cloud, did an admirable job of presenting the Native American point of view.
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Cultural Interpreter Sequoia Crosswhite at the Lakota Dakota Nakota Heritage Village in September 2025

Sequoia Crosswhite has served as a Cultural Interpreter at Mount Rushmore for thirteen years. He recently said, “I always felt culture has been my passion, so that’s the field I went into in higher education. I got to meet with the former Superintendent of Mount Rushmore, Gerard Baker, when he set up the Lakota Nakota Dakota Heritage Village and I saw this great opportunity to give perspective about the First Nations from this area to the visitors. I love visiting with people from all over the world and all walks of life and see them come together under one coverage of freedom of speech and freedom of expression.”

A portion of Mount Rushmore’s website reads: “Many National Park sites occupy spiritually and culturally important places to Native peoples, and possess histories often marred by dispossession and exclusion of Native peoples from these sites."

“It’s a sore amongst our people,” Darrell Red Cloud once said. “I don’t think it will ever be healed. To tell the truth of what the mountain meant to the Lakota people would be a big step in the right direction, but I don’t know if that will ever happen.”
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South Dakota license plates feature the presidential faces of Mount Rushmore

“Growing up, I never heard that side of it, the fact that it’s on stolen land,” Tom Lawrence said. “We were told it was a great symbol of the state. It was on our T-shirts and on our license plates. Now we want to understand the whole complicated story, which is good. You can be impressed by the artwork and still saddened by the whole process around it.”
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