
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

	 

	 

	 

	Ghost Dance

	 

	 

	 

	 

	by Willy Thorn

	 

	 


 

	 

	There was no hope on earth

	& God seemed to have forgotten us.

	 

	Some said they saw the Son of God;

	others did not see him.

	 

	If he had come, he would do great things

	as he had done before.

	 

	We doubted it because we had seen 

	neither him, nor his works.

	 

	The People did not know; they did not care.

	They snatched at the hope.

	 

	They screamed like crazy men to him, for mercy.

	 

	They caught at the promise 

	they heard he had made.

	 

	 

	— Red Cloud
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the SETTING

	 

	 

	It is late 189o, in the Western United States.

	 

	By 1848 the U.S. had acquired official title to the boundaries of the modern nation – everything between the Rio Grande & the northern 49th parallel; west to the Pacific Ocean.

	 

	While exploration was cut short by the American Civil War [c. 1861-65], the conflict also provided the U.S. government with incredibly advanced weaponry; continually refined & redeveloped during the long & brutal fight.

	 

	Many of the best & brightest Civil War generals also remained in government employ. Most notably, Ulysses S. Grant was president 1869-77 [& also ran a third time in 188o.]

	 

	Unfortunately for the Native populations, after the war those weapons & those generals were quickly turned & pointed at them.

	 

	An open-ended campaign was launched, with no clear borders & only one aim – to move every single Native onto the reservations by any means necessary.

	 

	At the same time, the U.S. federal government began massively reducing the size of reservations.

	 

	In 1889, the Great Sioux Reservation – the largest Native holding on the continent – was massively broken down & stripped apart.

	 

	This play occurs just one year later on several of the smaller ‘new’ reservations: Standing Rock, Pine Ridge & Cheyenne River.
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the CHARACTERS

	 

	 

	SITTING BULL

	KICKING BEAR 

	12 INDIAN POLICE

	the COMMISSIONER of Indian Affairs

	MCLAUGHLIN

	Caroline WELDON

	 

	ACT TWO

	 

	Valentine MCGILLYCUDDY

	the PINE RIDGE AGENT

	Henry BULL HEAD

	Sitting Bull’s WIFE

	Sitting Bull’s FAMILY

	RED TOMAHAWK

	CATCH THE BEAR

	12 Lakota BRAVES

	 

	ACT THREE

	 

	a native WOMAN

	SPOTTED ELK

	Miniconjou WOMEN & CHILDREN

	Major Samuel WHITSIDE

	John SHANGREAU

	a dozen Miniconjou MEN

	Colonel James FORSYTH

	7TH CAVALRY soldiers

	YELLOW BIRD

	BLACK COYOTE

	EPISCOPAL FATHER

	a row of U.S. GENERALS

	President Benjamin HARRISON

	 

	Private Joshua HARTZOG

	Corporal Paul WEINERT

	Second Lieutenant Harry HAWTHORNE

	Lieutenant Ernest GARLINGTON

	Sergeant George LLOYD

	Sergeant James WARD

	First Sergeant Frederick Ernest TOY

	First Lieutenant John Chowning GRESHAM

	Sergeant Bernhard JETTER

	Private Thomas SULLIVAN

	Sergeant Albert MCMILLAN

	Sergeant William Grafton AUSTIN

	Private Hermann ZIEGNER

	Private Mosheim FEASTER

	First Sergeant Jacob TRAUTMAN

	Private Matthew HAMILTON

	Private Marvin HILLOCK

	John CLANCY

	Private George HOBDAY

	Corporal William Othello WILSON

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	ACT I

	 

	Standing Rock Reservation

	 

	 


 

	I will pour out my spirit upon all flesh.

	It shall come to pass.

	 

	Your sons & daughters will prophesy.

	Your old men will dream dreams.

	Your young men will see visions.

	 

	— Joel 3:1

	 

	 


[a scene]: with Kicking Bear & Sitting Bull

	 

	[* October 189o]

	 

	 

	SITTING BULL is sitting in his log cabin

	on the Standing Rock Reservation.

	 

	He is wearing traditional cloaks.

	 

	There is a knock at the door.

	…

	 

	SITTING BULL

	Please come in.

	 

	[KICKING BEAR enters.]

	 

	SITTING BULL

	You are Kicking Bear?

	 

	[KICKING BEAR nods.]

	 

	SITTING BULL

	I am Sitting Bull. Thank you for coming.

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	I came as soon as I could.

	 

	It is an honor, chief. Everybody knows you.

	Even the Wašíču.

	[* white people]

	 

	SITTING BULL

	I know you traveled a great distance already.

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	All I do is travel. It’s been some time since I came to rest.

	 

	But I don’t feel it. All the winds are at my back.

	Even the longest trails melt & disappear.

	 

	For too long I have run

	& I felt every inch of those journeys.

	 

	Every weight I carried was doubled 

	& every road was uphill

	& exhaustion was all I knew.

	 

	Now I have no burdens. Hope lifts me up

	& carries me thru the sky like a floating cloud.

	 

	SITTING BULL

	It is that same hope which I’d like to talk about.

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	Everyone does.

	 

	SITTING BULL

	I would like it a great deal if you told me the whole tale.

	Begin at the beginning& leave nothing out.

	 

	Many lives depend on it.

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	I understand.

	 

	Well, I am Minneconju, from Cheyenne River;

	the agency just south of Standing Rock.

	 

	There are many bands of Lakota there:

	the SiHaSapa Black Feet

	the Oohenumpa & the Itazipco.

	 

	Anyway, last spring I went to Paha Sapa

	— the Black Hills

	questing & in search of a vision.

	 

	A voice commanded me to go forth 

	& meet the ghosts of all the Indians.

	 

	SITTING BULL

	Every Indian?

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	Every Indian, from every tribe

	who has been martyred

	or victimized

	or murdered

	or sacrificed their own life.

	 

	All the Indians that were lost.

	There are many, too many.

	 

	[SITTING BULL nods.]

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	They are all one now.

	They’ve gathered & are waiting.

	 

	SITTING BULL

	Waiting for what?

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	Waiting to return.

	Return & inhabit the earth once more.

	 

	[SITTING BULL nods.]

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	Then the voice told me to find the Messiah.

	 

	SITTING BULL

	Clearly you were successful.

	In Nevada; near the base of the Sierras?

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	It’s a beautiful place & a paradise.

	 

	Long miles of prairie sage meadows

	surrounded by mountains

	like a tranquil island.

	 

	Dark forests of pine climb up the mountainsides

	& the peaks stay white with snow.

	 

	The sky is huge, day & night. 

	It’s a land built for dreamers;

	set apart from the greater world.

	 

	But the messiah goes many places

	& he is always welcomed.

	The Wašíču don’t know who he is yet.

	 

	SITTING BULL

	Oh they know. They call him Jack Wilson

	& they say he wears a white coat, with stripes.

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	Sure, they know he exists

	but they don’t know which Indian he is.

	Sometimes he changes form, too.

	 

	SITTING BULL

	I hope so. He is in great danger

	whether he realizes it or not.

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	The Messiah’s name is Wovoka.

	And he is Paiute.

	 

	SITTING BULL

	Paiute — the Fish Eaters.

	There are dozens of their tribes.

	They are all part Aztec.

	 

	They have many prophets; a long tradition.

	About 2o years ago there were several.

	 

	Wodziwob – Gray Hair – had many visions.

	[* late 186os]

	He spent his life with the ancestors;

	trying to talk & walk with them

	& even resurrect them in new forms.

	 

	He often described his journeys

	to the land of the dead

	& what he heard & saw there.

	 

	He had a very powerful circle dance

	& healed many, many people.

	 

	He was close to a Northern Paiute named Tavibo

	who was a great weather doctor

	& a chief — a capita.

	[* from the Spanish capitan]

	 

	He also walked with the ancestors

	& preached a similar message;

	he said God told him 

	how to get rid of the Wašíču.

	 

	He was a great dreamer.

	Some believe he is invulnerable.

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	They say Wovoka is Tavibo’s son.

	 

	And Wovoka was sent to study

	under other great medicine men

	after Tavibo trained him.

	 

	SITTING BULL

	He comes from a long line of holy men & healers.

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	He’s the Messiah.

	 

	And I was drawn there for a reason.

	After I heard the voice I set out west

	& my brother Short Bull joined me.

	 

	When the people heard where we were going

	nine other Lakota joined us.

	 

	There was a Cheyenne too – named Porcupine.

	He came from Wyoming.

	 

	And there was another one, too

	from Fort Hall [reservation] in Idaho.

	 

	It was the first time I traveled on the Iron Horse

	— the Wašíču railroad.

	 

	We rode with other Indians too;

	Lakota & Cheyenne & Arapaho

	plus some Shoshoni & Bannock.

	 

	SITTING BULL

	On the train?

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	Sure. There weren’t a lot of us.

	But we were well-represented.

	 

	We took it as far as it went. 

	Then we switched to the Union Pacific

	& went off into the west following the sun.

	 

	We rode & rode until the railroad stopped;

	beyond the Shining Mountains.

	 

	SITTING BULL

	In search of the Messiah.

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	That’s all we talked about.

	Who the Messiah was.

	What we’d heard about him.

	What he looked like.

	What he might do.

	 

	SITTING BULL

	Like what?

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	Not everyone believes he is the Messiah.

	Some think he is a holy man, or a messenger.

	But no matter what you believe

	he is clearly a son of God.

	 

	Some believe he is omniscient

	& in his trances he goes to the moon 

	& the moon teaches him secrets. 

	 

	They say he can bring distant objects 

	right up to your face

	so you can see them close. 

	 

	Some say he speaks all languages

	& can even make animals talk.

	 

	Some people have seen him 

	coming down from heaven in a cloud. 

	It’s like a smoke descends

	& pools in a place 

	& then that smoke blows off

	& disappears 

	& he is just standing there.

	 

	They say he is invisible to the Wašíču

	& is invulnerable too

	& that when soldiers try to kill him

	he stretches out his arms

	& his enemies become powerless.

	 

	They fall down, as if they had no bones & then die there.

	Or the ground opens up & swallows them.

	Or he knocks them into nothingness.

	 

	They say he can raise the dead

	& command the spirits.

	 

	SITTING BULL [nods thoughtfully]

	I have my doubts.

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	People saw it.

	 

	Shoshoni from Wyoming; on their journey.

	They met a party of Indians 

	who’d been dead 3o or 4o years.

	 

	Now they were going about as if they had never died. 

	 

	The Christ told people: if you kill a buffalo

	cut off the head & the tail & the four feet 

	& leave them & that buffalo 

	will come to life again. 

	 

	People saw it.

	 

	SITTING BULL

	Wovoka can resurrect the buffalo?

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	God gave him control over the elements.

	He can make it rain or snow or be dry, at will.

	He has five songs.

	 

	The first brings a mist or cloud you can disappear into.

	The second is a snowfall, like a cold version of the first.

	The third is a shower; a cleansing rain.

	The fourth is a hard rain or storm; to water the earth.

	When he sings the fifth song the skies clear.

	 

	[SITTING BULL nods appreciatively.]

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	Anyway, there was a lot of talk.

	 

	And we didn’t know where we were going, either.

	But once we got off the train it was like he found us.

	 

	We weren’t the first ones & we won’t be the last.

	 

	Two Indians met us. We’d never seen them before

	but they greeted us as brothers.

	 

	We broke bread & ate together

	& they gave us a place to rest.

	 

	Then we rode.

	They lent us horses.

	They said: we know you’ll be back.

	 

	We rode for four suns – sun up to sun down

	to a camp of Fish Eaters.

	 

	SITTING BULL 

	Where is the camp?

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	Near Pyramid Lake, in Nevada.

	We found that out later.

	But we were redirected.

	 

	Once we met the Fish Eaters

	we made a second journey

	to the agency at Walter Lake.

	 

	[SITTING BULL nods.]

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	Everywhere along the path we were welcomed.

	They told us the Messiah had sent for us;

	it was foretold & preordained.

	 

	First it was just the Fish Eaters.

	 

	They said God had sent his son;

	a new Christ had returned to earth

	& there was no doubt in any of them.

	 

	But the closer we drew near

	we began hearing it from other tribes, too.

	 

	We met Indians we never heard of

	— Walapai & Cohonino

	from west of the mountains. 

	 

	There were thousands of Indians.

	People camped everywhere.

	 

	There were hundreds of tents in a circle

	& a large tree in the center of it all;

	decorated with feathers & arts

	& all the sacred symbols.

	 

	Some were well-equipped;

	they’d packed up & relocated their lives

	& brought their families – everything.

	 

	Others were like us, just pilgrims with nothing.

	 

	Thousands of Indians; speaking dozens of tongues

	Aztec, Bannocks, Crow, Gros Ventres

	Pi-Utes & Piegans, Utes & more.

	 

	They came from many reservations.

	They might have come from every reservation

	just to see the Messiah.

	 

	SITTING BULL

	I am a little jealous & very amazed.

	It is something I have always dreamed of.

	 

	A great gathering of nations;

	every tribe under the sun united as one.

	 

	One purpose, one focus, one brotherhood.

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	It was all that & more.

	 

	There was no jealousy, no rivalry & no fighting.

	 

	We waited for the Messiah to appear

	& it was the sweetest moment of my life.

	 

	The things that poured off people’s lips.

	I will never forget.

	 

	I thought for sure the Christ was white

	like the Wašíču missionaries say

	— but he was definitely an Indian.

	 

	SITTING BULL [surprised]

	So you saw him then?

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	Just before sundown on the third day.

	He appeared; the Messiah came.

	 

	The sun was sinking in the west.

	In the south was the sacred mountain 

	where the Paiute were given fire

	by their grandfather.

	 

	We all gathered around a tree.

	We did some chanting.

	 

	Then we lit the biggest fire

	that you ever saw & he appeared

	& he stood in its glow

	with the roar at his back

	& he began to teach.

	 

	It was like the fire was speaking thru him;

	flowing thru his tongue.

	 

	[SITTING BULL pays even closer attention.]

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	He had a vision of the Supreme 

	during a solar eclipse; the Father God himself.

	[* 1 Jan. 1889]

	He was pulled up into the sky

	& he walked thru heaven

	& all the ancestors were there.

	 

	And together they looked down at the earth

	& saw all the Wašíču swallowed.

	 

	SITTING BULL

	Swallowed?

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	They were overgrown

	so earth just opened up

	& pulled them all down.

	 

	They were unnatural.

	Their time had come. 

	 

	Then the Indians were all returned to earth;

	just floated down like feathers

	to start a new era & live in peace.

	 

	The Messiah gave us all the rules

	to make that happen.

	 

	SITTING BULL

	Naturally.

	 

	KICKING BEAR

	My children, I want you to listen 

	to all I have to say to you.

	 

	God, our Father, himself has shown me

	so many wonderful things.

	& he has demanded I share what he has said 

	with you, all my relations. 

	 

	He has sent for you & I am glad to see you.

	None of you is here by accident.

	 

	You have all come with purpose

	& tho none of you will stay

	you will all be blessed on your journeys.

	 

	Today you will receive direct revelations 

	from the Christ himself

	— instead of from an old antiquated book.

	 

	I have walked thru heaven.

	I have seen all your relations

	who are dead & gone.

	 

	I am going to talk to you 

	& tell you of them

	& then after a while

	I will teach you how to dance a dance

	& I want you to dance it. 

	 

	And that dance will touch your heart.

	 

	It will open you to the universe

	& it will make all things possible.
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