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    Between the thunder of hoofbeats and the hush of captivity, a single voice insists on being heard. That voice belongs to Geronimo, the Bedonkohe Apache leader whose life spanned eras of upheaval across the American Southwest and northern Mexico. In these pages, he speaks for himself: not as legend, symbol, or cinematic figure, but as a person who remembers, argues, laments, and declares. The result is a narrative that carries the authority of lived experience. Geronimo’s Story of His Life (Illustrated Edition) offers an encounter with history at ground level, where decisions and consequences unfold in the stark light of necessity and belief.

This book stands as Geronimo’s self-told account, recorded in 1905 at Fort Sill, Oklahoma, and first published in 1906 under the editorial direction of S. M. Barrett. It presents the arc of a life shaped by homeland, kinship, war, and imprisonment, conveyed in straightforward, unsentimental language. Composed late in Geronimo’s life, after years as a prisoner of war, the narrative looks backward with clarity and resolve. It sets forth an origin, a people, and a series of conflicts that defined an era, while preserving the perspective of the man who lived them. The illustrated edition situates that testimony in images from the period.

The book’s classic status arises from the rarity and power of its perspective. Few first-person accounts by Indigenous leaders of the nineteenth century entered print with such breadth and public visibility. Geronimo’s narrative cleaves to the facts of his experience as he perceived them, offering readers an indispensable counterpoint to military reports and frontier mythologies. Its plainspoken voice and episodic momentum have kept it in circulation for generations, inviting careful reading in classrooms and beyond. As a primary source and a literary work, it has become a touchstone for understanding the human dimensions of a history often reduced to slogans.

Enduring themes ripple through the narrative: survival under pressure, attachment to homeland, responsibility to family and community, and the struggle over sovereignty and self-determination. Geronimo recounts choices made under extreme conditions, tracing how values persist or adapt when borders, policies, and fortunes shift. The book explores the costs of conflict and the meanings of justice as defined by different nations meeting in both negotiation and battle. It also records the discipline of memory itself—how recollection becomes testimony, and testimony becomes a claim upon the future. These themes make the work resonate beyond its immediate historical moment.

Its literary impact is evident in the way later accounts of the American West and Indigenous experience engage the first-person voice. The book helped establish a model for Native American life stories mediated through interview and editorial collaboration, demonstrating that such narratives could command broad readership without surrendering the speaker’s point of view. Historians, biographers, and writers of narrative nonfiction have repeatedly cited and debated this text, recognizing its influence on how voice, place, and resistance are rendered. In this sense, the book stands at a crossroads of literature and history, shaping subsequent storytelling frameworks.

The factual context is crucial. Geronimo, an Apache leader whose life intersected with Mexican and United States military campaigns, dictated his story through an interpreter while living at Fort Sill. S. M. Barrett arranged, organized, and prepared the narrative for publication soon thereafter. The result is a document produced under the constraints of time, setting, and official oversight. Yet the core remains a first-person account: how a person learned the ways of his people, encountered rival powers, endured losses and reversals, and assessed his own conduct. Readers meet a historical figure speaking to the record in his own terms.

The central premise is straightforward and compelling: an individual recounts his life from childhood to public notoriety, explaining his community’s customs and tracing the conflicts that forced hard choices. The setting ranges across deserts and mountains and into encampments, reservations, and prisons. The book’s interest lies not in plot twists but in perspective—how a leader frames duty, courage, and responsibility amid competing laws and relentless surveillance. Along the way, the narrative offers observations on alliances, negotiations, and the practical realities of travel and survival. Without revealing outcomes, it sketches the pressures that shaped a lifetime.

As an artifact of composition, the narrative reminds us that history is often mediated. Dictated speech filtered through translation and editorial arrangement produces a particular kind of text—one that carries both immediacy and traceable shaping. Barrett acknowledged his role as editor, and the circumstances at Fort Sill lent urgency and limitation to the work. Rather than diminishing the book, this awareness teaches readers to attend to voice, cadence, and emphasis, noticing where memory lingers and where it hurries. The resulting portrait is not a transcript of raw speech, nor a detached history, but a crafted testimony.

The illustrated edition enhances the reading experience by anchoring the narrative in images from the era. Photographs of Geronimo and scenes connected to Apache life and military oversight add material context without overshadowing the voice. Pictures cannot replace the narrative’s interpretive power, but they help situate places, clothing, tools, and faces that might otherwise appear only in the mind’s eye. The combination of image and word encourages a layered reading: the text tells, the images attest. Together they form a record of presence that outlasts the immediate moment of composition.

Critical reception has recognized both the value and the complexities of the work. Scholars in history, anthropology, and literary studies have mined it for insight, while also examining the editorial frame that shaped its final form. Its republication across decades demonstrates sustained interest, and its use in courses underscores its pedagogical importance. Readers continue to grapple with the contours of agency in a narrated life mediated by others. That grappling is not a weakness but a strength; it prompts questions about authorship, authority, and the ethics of recording voices constrained by power.

To approach this book well is to read with attentiveness and humility. The narrator does not ask for pity but for attention to facts as he lived them. Generalizations about the American frontier fall away, replaced by decisions made under threat and hope. The book invites readers to hold multiple truths at once: the weight of loss, the drive for dignity, the complexity of allegiance. It also insists that policy and personal life cannot be separated. In making that insistence, the narrative enlarges the scope of American literature and restores ground-level granularity to a contested past.

Today, its themes remain pressing. Questions of land, autonomy, representation, and historical memory shape public debate as urgently as they did at the century’s turn. Geronimo’s Story of His Life endures because it fuses testimony with reflection, grounding national history in a single, accountable voice. The illustrated edition’s visual record underscores the reality behind the words, while the narrative’s clarity rewards both first-time and returning readers. In listening to this voice—anchored in place, alert to consequence—we recognize why the book is a classic: it refuses erasure, and it still recalibrates how we understand the American story.
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    Geronimo’s Story of His Life (Illustrated Edition) presents the dictated autobiography of the Bedonkohe Apache leader Geronimo, transcribed and arranged by S. M. Barrett and first published in 1906. The book follows a clear chronological arc, with Barrett framing how the testimony was gathered under government oversight while Geronimo lived as a prisoner of war. Editorial prefatory material outlines the constraints of the project and the effort to preserve Geronimo’s phrasing and priorities. The illustrated edition supplements the narrative with period images that situate people and places referenced in the text, helping readers connect the personal account to a broader historical and cultural landscape.

The opening chapters recount Geronimo’s childhood among the Chiricahua Apache, emphasizing family obligations, communal decision-making, and the practical training that prepared youths for hunting, travel, and defense. He describes seasonal movements, food gathering, and the importance of horsemanship, persistence, and courage. Social customs surrounding marriage, property, and leadership are summarized, offering a succinct portrait of how authority functioned within bands and how responsibilities were shared. These scenes establish the values he inherited—self-reliance, reciprocity, and loyalty—and provide a baseline for understanding later choices. The illustrations underscore the material culture and terrain that shaped daily life, from tools and clothing to the rugged country the people traversed.

Geronimo then situates the Apache within a contested borderlands setting, depicting relations with neighboring tribes and with Mexican settlements to the south. He describes trading, uneasy truces, and sudden violence, explaining how cycles of retaliation intensified. A pivotal turning point arrives when Mexican soldiers attack his camp, killing close family members. Without dramatization, he connects this loss to a lifelong resolve to fight. He also sketches his development as a war leader and spiritual practitioner, emphasizing roles that were distinct from formal chieftainship. The account remains grounded in motivations and obligations as he understood them, rather than in later legends or outside interpretations.

As American power expands into Apache homelands, Geronimo narrates shifting treaty promises, encroachment, and the reservation system’s impositions. He catalogs restrictions on movement, food shortages, and surveillance that fueled discontent at San Carlos and elsewhere. The text traces episodes of flight and negotiation, describing how small bands weighed survival against surrender. Geronimo outlines meetings with military authorities, including well-known campaigns directed by General George Crook and, later, General Nelson A. Miles, while reserving the right to explain his own reasoning for compliance or resistance. Throughout, he presents the landscape itself as a force—harsh, sheltering, and decisive in shaping tactics and outcomes.

The middle sections detail raids, skirmishes, and cross-border pursuits, narrated with attention to logistics rather than sensational detail. Geronimo explains routes, concealment, water sources, and the discipline required to keep families safe while evading larger forces. Parleys and temporary agreements punctuate the conflict, with promises and misunderstandings accumulating on all sides. He notes the burdens borne by noncombatants and the cost of constant mobility. Without dwelling on any single battle, he conveys the attrition that narrowed options across years. The account proceeds toward an eventual capitulation, framed less as a dramatic climax than as the end of a long, exhausting calculus.

Following surrender, the narrative turns to imprisonment and enforced relocations: first to Florida, then to Alabama, and finally to Fort Sill in present-day Oklahoma. Geronimo describes the conditions, illnesses, and separations that defined these years, alongside efforts to establish farms, learn new routines, and maintain community bonds under military supervision. He records appeals to officials for a return to Arizona and explains why such a homecoming mattered to the exiles. These chapters show the transition from open conflict to a constrained, bureaucratic existence, with the illustrated material providing glimpses of places, uniforms, and institutions that structured daily life.

Interwoven reflections set out Apache laws and customs, ideas about justice, and the responsibilities of leaders. Geronimo clarifies that he was not a tribal chief but a war leader and a man credited with spiritual power, roles he carefully distinguishes. He comments on raiding as a practice embedded in survival, honor, and reciprocity, while acknowledging the suffering war amplifies. The book records his assessments of missionaries and Christianity, and his comparisons between Apache beliefs and the teachings he encountered under U.S. authority. These sections broaden the memoir beyond events, offering readers a compact statement of values and a rationale for choices that outsiders often judged harshly.

In later chapters, Geronimo recounts life under continuing oversight at Fort Sill, including work details, regulated travel, and contacts with a growing American public. He notes participation in fairs and other public occasions that turned his notoriety into livelihood, while maintaining his wish to live without restraint. Observations on agriculture, trade, and the habits of non-Native society sit alongside continued petitions for greater autonomy. The illustrations in this edition often reflect these years, juxtaposing formal portraits with scenes of regimented settlement, and underline how a once-nomadic people were made to adapt to fixed places and official schedules.

The book closes by reaffirming Geronimo’s desire for recognition of Apache rights and for a truthful record from his own perspective. Without claiming final vindication, he seeks to preserve a voice often filtered through rumor, military reports, or sensationalized journalism. Geronimo’s Story of His Life endures as a primary-source account of borderlands conflict, dispossession, and survival, shaped by an editorial framework that discloses its methods and limits. The illustrated edition strengthens the historical context while keeping the focus on the narrator’s aims, inviting readers to consider how memory, policy, and endurance intersect in the making of American history.
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    Geronimo’s Story of His Life unfolds within the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century borderlands of the American Southwest and northern Mexico. The narrative spans Indigenous homelands in present-day Arizona and New Mexico, extending into Sonora and Chihuahua. Dominant institutions shaping this world included the Mexican state and its presidios, the expanding United States Army, and federal agencies that evolved into the Bureau of Indian Affairs. By the time the account was recorded in 1905–1906 at Fort Sill, Indian Territory (present-day Oklahoma), the reservation and prisoner-of-war systems structured Chiricahua Apache existence. This setting frames the work’s reflections on dispossession, confinement, and survival under two national regimes whose borders cut across older Indigenous geographies.

The Chiricahua Apache were a constellation of related local groups—among them the Bedonkohe, Chokonen, Chihenne (Mimbreño), and Nednhi—living in rugged ranges and basins that favored mobility, concealment, and seasonal movement. Social life emphasized kin ties, small-group autonomy, and consensus leadership. Raiding and trading, horsemanship, and intimate environmental knowledge underwrote subsistence and defense. Geronimo, known in Apache as Goyaałé, was Bedonkohe by birth and became a noted war leader and medicine man rather than a formal “chief.” His narrative recalls teachings, ritual authority, and tactical skill as means of protecting community in landscapes where water, game, and safe passage were scarce and contested.

Conflict in this region long predated U.S. expansion. Spanish and, later, Mexican authorities built presidios such as Janos and Fronteras, alternately pursuing peace pacts and punitive campaigns. Mexican states, including Sonora and Chihuahua, at times offered scalp bounties during the nineteenth century, entrenching cycles of retaliatory violence. Trade fairs and rations occasionally tempered hostilities but did not end them. Geronimo’s recollections of attacks by Mexican forces—most notably an 1850s assault in which family members were killed, as he tells it—are grounded in this broader history of ambivalent frontier governance, intermittent diplomacy, and harsh reprisals that shaped Apache attitudes toward neighboring settlements and soldiers.

The Mexican-American War (1846–1848) and the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo transferred vast territories to the United States. The Gadsden Purchase (1853–1854) redrew the boundary again, fixing a new international line across Apache lands. These shifts accelerated military garrisons, prospecting, ranching, and roadbuilding. The Butterfield Overland Mail (1858–1861) and subsequent trails and stage routes threaded Apache country, bringing stations, herds, and freight to contested corridors such as Apache Pass. Geronimo’s narrative situates Apache mobility against these encroachments, showing how a political border unfamiliar to Indigenous geography became both a risk and a resource as communities navigated new pressures and opportunities.

Early U.S. military-Indian relations in the region were volatile. The 1861 Bascom Affair—an ill-fated confrontation near Apache Pass—shattered a fragile peace with Cochise’s Chokonen, touching off years of warfare. In 1863, Mangas Coloradas, a prominent Mimbreño leader, died in U.S. custody after capture under a flag of truce, deepening distrust. During the Civil War era, New Mexico campaigns under officers like James H. Carleton pushed hard against several Apache and Navajo groups. Geronimo’s account echoes a recurring theme from these years: that duplicity, prisoner abuses, and indiscriminate retaliation foreclosed diplomatic options and convinced many that armed resistance was a necessary, if costly, defense.

A brief interlude of negotiated peace followed. In 1872, General Oliver Otis Howard, aided by scout and mediator Tom Jeffords, recognized Cochise’s authority and established a Chiricahua Reservation in the Dragoon and Chiricahua Mountains. After Cochise’s death in 1874, federal policy shifted. In 1876 the reservation was closed, and Chiricahuas were forced to San Carlos in central Arizona. Reports from the period describe corruption among agents, inadequate rations, disease, and loss of autonomy. These conditions prompted cycles of flight. The book’s recollections of leaving reservations and seeking better terms illuminate how policy instability and mismanagement repeatedly unraveled attempts at accommodation.

General George Crook’s campaigns defined the next phase. From 1872 to 1875 in Arizona, and after his 1882 recall, Crook combined mobile columns, mule pack trains, and Apache scouts to track small bands across the Sierra Madre. He pursued cross-border expeditions into northern Mexico and emphasized negotiations that sought to avoid annihilation while insisting on surrender. Geronimo’s narrative intersects this history: it recognizes the effectiveness of Apache scouts, notes Crook’s fieldcraft, and records how temporary accords—often brokered in remote canyons—could collapse under mutual suspicion, differing expectations, and fear of retribution once groups reentered reservation control.

The 1885 breakout from San Carlos by a Chiricahua group led by Naiche, with Geronimo as a principal war leader, marked the final cycle of resistance. Over roughly a year, small, fast-moving parties traversed the borderlands, evading large columns while skirmishing with militia, ranch posses, and regular troops in Arizona, New Mexico, Sonora, and Chihuahua. American newspapers amplified public alarm, turning Geronimo into a national symbol of frontier violence. The account situates these actions amid broken promises and unlivable reservation conditions, presenting raids not as aimless brutality but as aimed at survival, regrouping, and leveraging negotiations for more tolerable terms.

In early 1886, Crook met Geronimo at Cañon de los Embudos in Sonora, a parley famously photographed by C. S. Fly. When those talks unraveled, command passed to General Nelson A. Miles. Miles augmented mounted pursuit with a heliograph signaling network across Arizona, improving coordination between detachments. After months of attrition and pursuit, Geronimo and his small party surrendered in September 1886 at Skeleton Canyon. Official correspondence framed the surrender as the end of armed Chiricahua resistance. Geronimo’s account emphasizes the circumstances and understandings he believed governed capitulation, highlighting how expectations at the moment of surrender diverged from what followed.

Following the 1886 surrender, federal authorities transported Chiricahua men, women, and children thousands of miles east as prisoners of war. Adult male prisoners, including Geronimo for a time, were confined at Fort Pickens near Pensacola, while families were sent to Fort Marion (Castillo de San Marcos) at St. Augustine. In 1887 the groups were concentrated at Mount Vernon Barracks, Alabama, where heat, crowding, and disease claimed many lives. In 1894 they were moved to Fort Sill. Throughout, their status as prisoners persisted. The book’s later chapters describe captivity’s toll—separation, illness, dependency—and the uncertainty of a community kept under military authority far from its homelands.

By the turn of the twentieth century, Geronimo had become a paradoxical public figure: a celebrated captive. He traveled under supervision to events that showcased America’s frontier past. He rode in President Theodore Roosevelt’s inaugural parade in 1905 and appeared at the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St. Louis, where he sold photographs and autographs. Popular fascination coexisted with stringent confinement; petitions to return to the Southwest were denied. The narrative, when read against press coverage and souvenir culture, reveals the period’s tendency to romanticize a “conquered” West even as living communities remained dispossessed and under federal control.

The autobiography’s production reflects Progressive Era gatekeeping of Native voices. In 1905, S. M. Barrett, a school superintendent in Lawton, interviewed Geronimo at Fort Sill with interpreters, securing permission through federal channels. The War Department reviewed the manuscript before publication in 1906. This oversight shaped tone and content, and Barrett added explanatory notes for non-Apache readers. The resulting text is both self-representation and mediated document, characteristic of an era when Indigenous testimony often reached print through translators, editors, and official clearance—conditions that left traces in phrasing, omissions, and the balance between personal memory and contextual annotation.

Technological and economic changes had transformed the theater of conflict by the 1880s. The spread of the telegraph and railroad—Southern Pacific lines reached Tucson by 1880 and linked to El Paso by the early 1880s; the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe also entered the region—enabled rapid troop movements and supply. The Army deployed heliographs to relay signals across mountain distances. Repeating firearms and improved carbines altered engagements. Mining booms and cattle ranching expanded settler footprints and intensified demands for land and water. Geronimo’s account reflects how these innovations tightened the net around small bands, reducing the tactical advantages of mobility and knowledge of difficult terrain.

Cross-border politics framed the last campaigns. U.S. and Mexican authorities concluded arrangements in the early 1880s permitting limited cross-border pursuits, while Mexican state forces and rural militia mounted their own operations. Earlier scalp bounties in Sonora and Chihuahua had hardened enmities. For Chiricahua families, the international line offered both refuge in rugged Sierra Madre strongholds and new vulnerabilities to joint patrols and rapid communication. Geronimo’s narrative distinguishes between experiences with Mexican and American forces, recounting violence on both sides while marking specific grievances rooted in earlier decades of presidio warfare and punitive raids.

Chiricahua social and spiritual life persisted under pressure. Leadership rested on reputation, consent, and situational authority rather than centralized office. Ritual specialists sought power for healing and protection, and war parties formed around trusted individuals. Under confinement, missionaries and government educators introduced Christianity and English-language schooling. Chiricahua children were sent to off-reservation boarding schools, including Carlisle, as part of federal assimilation policy. The Dawes Act (1887) promoted allotment nationally, but Chiricahua people remained prisoners of war through Geronimo’s death in 1909 and were not allotted ancestral lands. The book’s reminiscences preserve elements of custom, ritual, and kin obligations that outlasted forced relocation.

Visual culture powerfully shaped Geronimo’s image. C. S. Fly’s 1886 photographs of the Embudos parley circulated widely, as did studio portraits taken during captivity. Newspapers and illustrated magazines crafted a genre of frontier iconography that alternately demonized and romanticized Apache figures. The illustrated edition of Geronimo’s narrative draws on period photographs to situate the text within that visual archive. Yet the autobiography also unsettles the camera’s gaze: where images fixed a type, the voice in the text asserts particular experiences, motives, and judgments, complicating popular stereotypes of a one-dimensional “last holdout.”

The book appeared amid broader U.S. policies of containment and assimilation. The reservation system, ration economies, and a militarized confinement regime defined day-to-day possibilities for Chiricahua families. Bureau of Indian Affairs rules governed movement, labor, and religious practice. Simultaneously, a national culture celebrating the “closing of the frontier” sought to absorb Native presence into a triumphalist narrative. Geronimo’s testimony, gathered under official supervision yet unmistakably personal, exposes contradictions between rhetorical inclusion and ongoing deprivation, and it preserves, for readers then and now, a Chiricahua perspective on upheavals that official reports and celebratory histories tended to obscure or rationalize.
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    Geronimo (Goyaałé, often translated as “the one who yawns”), a Bedonkohe Apache leader and medicine man, was born in 1829 near the Gila River in what became the New Mexico Territory, and died in 1909 at Fort Sill, Oklahoma. He lived through the turbulent decades when Mexican and United States expansion pressed into Apache homelands, and his name became synonymous with Indigenous resistance in the American Southwest and northern Mexico. Revered by some and vilified by others, he led small, mobile bands in campaigns that challenged soldiers and settlers alike, later becoming a public figure who negotiated his image through interviews, photographs, and a dictated autobiography.

As a child of the Bedonkohe band of the Chiricahua Apache, Geronimo’s education followed communal traditions rather than formal schools. He learned hunting, raiding tactics, and survival skills from elders, and underwent customary training in spiritual practices associated with healing and divination. These teachings helped sustain his later reputation as a medicine man. The Apache oral tradition—songs, narratives, and counsel from renowned leaders—shaped his worldview. In the early 1850s, the killing of his wife, children, and mother by Mexican soldiers profoundly marked his life. Accounts describe a visionary experience after this loss, reinforcing his resolve and spiritual authority within his community.

During the 1850s to 1880s, Geronimo fought across the borderlands of Sonora and Chihuahua in Mexico and the U.S. territories of Arizona and New Mexico. He was not the principal chief of the Chiricahua but emerged as an influential strategist and raiding leader allied with figures such as Cochise and, later, Naiche. He exploited intimate knowledge of desert and mountain terrain, using small-unit tactics, rapid movement, and surprise to evade larger forces. His actions responded to incursions on Apache lands, reprisals by Mexican militias, and U.S. military campaigns, and they reinforced his standing among those who sought to preserve mobility and autonomy.

Federal policy shifted the Chiricahua onto the San Carlos Reservation in Arizona in the late 1870s, where poor conditions and constraints on movement spurred repeated departures. After a final breakout in 1885, Geronimo’s group ranged through the Sierra Madre before surrendering to General Nelson A. Miles at Skeleton Canyon in 1886. Classified as prisoners of war, the Chiricahua were transported far from their homelands, first to Florida, then to Alabama, and eventually to Fort Sill in Oklahoma. Despite periodic promises, they were not permitted to return to the Southwest, and Geronimo remained under prisoner status for the rest of his life.

In captivity Geronimo became a prominent, if constrained, public figure. He appeared at national events and expositions, including the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St. Louis and President Theodore Roosevelt’s inaugural parade in 1905, where he sold autographs and photographs that both supported him and commodified his image. He addressed officials about conditions for the Chiricahua and sought improved treatment. He was baptized into Christianity at Fort Sill in the early 1900s, though reports differ on his later adherence. These activities placed him at the intersection of performance, politics, and survival, shaping how non-Native audiences came to recognize his name.

Geronimo’s principal written legacy is Geronimo’s Story of His Life (1906), dictated to S. M. Barrett and translated through interpreters. The volume presents his accounts of Apache lifeways, conflicts with Mexico and the United States, and his years as a prisoner. Editors imposed limitations on what could be included, and the mediated process complicates questions of voice and emphasis. Nevertheless, the book provided rare first-person testimony from a prominent Apache leader at a time when Native perspectives were often filtered through outsiders, and it has remained a key source for historians, anthropologists, and readers interested in the Southwest borderlands.

Geronimo died of pneumonia in 1909 at Fort Sill, where he was buried among the Chiricahua who remained in exile. He did not regain residence in his ancestral homelands, and his status as a prisoner of war endured until the end of his life. His legacy is multifaceted: a reminder of violence and dispossession in the nineteenth-century borderlands, an emblem of endurance for many Native communities, and a figure whose image has been repeatedly appropriated in popular culture. Contemporary reassessments emphasize Indigenous sovereignty, the costs of forced removals, and the value of Native-authored testimony—areas in which his life continues to resonate.
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