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      FOREWORD

      by Robert Liebert

      This is the life story of a warrior. There are those who called Louis Two Ravens Irwin a Sun Dance chief and a medicine man, but Louie never called himself those things. For anyone that hung on his words he would launch into a long oratorical speech in the best Hollywood Indian tradition and end in his most serious tone with “I have spoken!” Then he would flash one of his famous smiles with that mischievous twinkle in his eyes, and you would know you’d been had. For Louie, and according to the Old Ways, no one was any holier than any other, and nothing could really be taught except that the truth was to be sought within. The closest thing he ever gave to advice consisted of two words: “Be real.”

      I believe, though, that he may have acknowledged himself as a warrior for his people and their ways. His training began with the things he was taught by his Arickara grandfather, who sent him into the Badlands at the age of twelve to survive and learn. All too soon Louis was thrust into the horrors of the Korean War at age seventeen. He was one of the youngest to fight, and returned with physical and emotional scars that remained with him throughout his life. He fought in the streets with the racism that is still rampant in this country. As a lifelong member of the American Indian Movement he traveled to many of the places where his people fought for their rights. He participated in the siege at Wounded Knee, the protests at Big Mountain, and in the Longest Walk. And toward the end of his days he fought hard for the release from prison of his spiritual brother Leonard Peltier. He fought to bring the sweat lodge and the practice of Native American spiritual ways to other prisons, for those who had little hope. Louie also held the vision that revived an ancient warrior society of his Mandan and Hidatsa people that had been extinct for eighty-six years. The Blackmouth Warrior Society acted as both the defenders and law keepers of the tribe. In addition to the Blackmouths' duties in seeing that respect was maintained during the sacred ceremonies of his people, Louis also saw their role as being more universal, as warriors who would fight to see that respect was maintained between all peoples.

      Some of his greatest battles were inner ones; he knew all too well that a warrior’s greatest enemy is the one within us. Anger at the white race, battles with alcohol, and shame for things he had done ate away at him. To find balance, Louie had to walk a difficult road back to the childhood teachings of his grandfather and of what Louie called: “the ways of the ways,” the ancient teachings of how to find balance in this life. Much of what he regained he found through the Sun Dance ceremony, which had been banned for many years by the U.S. government.

      Born at a time when his people still had their farms, their chiefs, and their spiritual ways, he grew up to see those things devastated with the damming of their beloved Missouri River. This and the many other things done to his race, and the fact that he had fought and killed and nearly given his own life in a white man’s war, caused a deep bitterness and anger in Louie, and at a time when it was particularly bad to be a Native American in white society. Yet he overcame the anger to the degree that he could become, as he called it, “a bridge between cultures.” He took the things he had learned and brought them to the wardens of the prisons and to his alcohol counseling, shared them with a small group of culturally and spiritually deprived whites and mixed-blood people whom he called his tiyoshpaye, his extended family, and spoke for the careful sharing of the sacred ways of the Red Road with all races. He became a warrior who spoke for peace and respect and balance.

      Louis was also a bridge in another sense, in that his life bridged the time when his people still had much of their culture intact, through a time when Native Americans everywhere had lost pride in themselves, into an era of battles fought to regain their pride, their culture, and their land. Now that “Indian ways” have become popular, there are many, including the younger generation of Native Americans, that may not know about the struggles that were required to keep those ways alive within a dominant culture that was bent on destroying them.

      Louie’s patience was often tried by outsiders who came to him full of their own ideas or in a big hurry to learn Native American ways; yet he knew that in the true teachings of the Purification Lodge and the Sun Dance all things are related as the children of one Father and one Mother, and that those spiritual ways were not an “Indian way” but a way of being a human being, an “earth person.” This doesn’t mean that he believed that those of other races should take on the ceremonies of his people, but that the basic teachings were important to the survival of all.

      These teachings he brought to his counseling, and many damaged people owe their recovery to Louie and his teachings. Louie combined the best of the white man’s psychology with the best of his own people’s. Mostly he knew how to get inside a person. Some of these teachings, taken from Louie’s notes and his words, are found in the appendix “Walking the Sacred Circle.” They are not the secrets of ancient rituals; they are ideas and practices he used to help those he counseled. I believe they are of great meaning to every one of us that seeks inner growth and the balance we have lost.

      Those who are seeking a do-it-yourself guide to Native American rituals or the majestic visions of a New Age prophet will have to look elsewhere. The lessons here are simple but deep. Though Louie saw many miraculous healings and visions through the Sun Dance, the Purification Lodge, and the fast, those he wished to share were visions that he felt were given for “the People” as a whole. Among his traditional people the worth of a vision or powers is not in what honor or majesty they impart to the person, but in what they bring that may be of benefit to the People. “The People” is the name by which most Native tribes traditionally refer to themselves; in the modern usage of the Sun Dance Way, it has come to be used in a universal sense to include all of humanity. Many contemporary Native American writings emphasize the reverence we must hold toward the natural world; few speak as eloquently as Louis for what we can offer our fellow human beings, for what we can bring to an ever-expanding community of the People.

      Louis knew that he could easily become a spiritual guru or a famous lecturer. He could tour the country making money running sweat lodges and initiating white people as others had done, but he was afraid for himself and afraid always that he would bring disgrace to his people. Instead, as a “bridge between cultures” Louie tried to teach non-Natives respect. He would say to us not to bring our books and our ideas to the Native people; not to add things or fragment the teachings, as was done with Christianity; not to come ready to take from the people, for there is the very real feeling that white people have taken everything else and now want their religion too. Instead, he would say, come to the Native people with a desire to know the culture first, make friends, help out with the work, and come ready to listen.

      There is a powerful story here, and Louie wanted it told not to talk about the powers he was given or the famous people he has known, but to show the power of the Great Spirit in turning around the life of one pitiful human being, as we all are. I think most of all he wanted to share it with young Native Americans as an example of how they too could, with the help of the Creator, find balance and strength and pride in themselves, to inspire them to find and use the gifts they were given by the Creator.

      There are many more stories that could be told of Louie, sad stories and stories that would bring tears of laughter, and those who knew him will agree that the whole story could never be told. Louie will have his detractors: those who knew him during his long bouts with alcohol, and those who even in his last years may have discovered that he was less than perfect, given to the same pitfalls and temptations as other people. He was the most human being I have known, and as complex as he was human. Within these pages are the things Louis chose to share.

      In my own life Louie was the one who showed me a spiritual way to walk. He’s the one who, when I crawled into the sweat lodge for the first time, made me know that with all the books I had read, I knew nothing until I knew it in my heart. I remember the time when I was on a fast in the rain and Louie came out to the woods at 3 A.M. to bring me a plastic tarp to cover myself. He was a man with a big heart who was still in the process of being healed, a man who loved to laugh and joke as few others could. As one of Louis’s Sun Dance brothers said, “The Red Road can be a hard road to travel, and things are going to be a little harder now that Louie’s gone.”

      AVA, MISSOURI

      FIRST YEAR OF THE WHITE BUFFALO CALF

    

  
    
      Prologue:

      THE FLOOD

      by Robert Liebert

      
        The flood of the wasichus, dirty with lies and bad deeds, threatened to destroy the little islands that were left to us.
      

      —FROM BLACK ELK
 SPEAKS

      The people watched as the dirty brown waters rose slowly but relentlessly. Not the raging spring torrent of Rocky Mountain snowmelt, but instead their Mother River, the great Missouri, the lifeblood of the land, was swelling like the bloated carcass of a buffalo that had been swept away by the long-ago river. The lapping waters slowly swallowed the whole world they had known.

      The completion of the Garrison Dam across the Missouri in 1956 was nearly a fatal blow to the traditional culture of Louis Two Ravens’ people, the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arickara tribes of the Fort Berthold Reservation in North Dakota. A postwar pork barrel project of the western politicians, the dam was bitterly opposed by the Three Tribes. After years of pressure and dirty tricks from Washington and the glowing promise of the benefits to be had from a recreational lake, not to mention the “just compensation” that would never materialize, the tribal council finally relented. An old photograph of the forced signing-away of their land shows the white politicians looking well pleased while the tribal chairman weeps bitterly over the loss of his people’s river. It was only the latest in a long series of tragedies that ensued almost from their first meetings with the white man. Yet somehow Louis’s people survived, as they had for generations beyond count in the harsh environment of the northern plains.

      Louis Two Ravens Irwin claimed blood from all three tribes. His Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arickara peoples had been living on the Great Plains for many generations before the Sioux, Cheyenne, and other tribes that are usually associated with the plains had been driven westward by eastern tribes well armed with the white man’s guns. The Three Tribes survived remarkably well and maintained a rich material and ceremonial culture in the harsh northern plains because the river provided well for them. They called the river “Grandmother,” and their fortified earth lodge villages clung to her banks. Along the bottoms they planted their large fields of corn and other crops that they had adapted over many generations to the harsh climate. At certain times they would abandon their villages to camp in tipis out on the plains and hunt their other great food source, the buffalo. But always to the river they returned, where they found timber, shelter, an abundance of berries and fish, and many other foods and medicines.

      The Three Tribes had long been an important hub of ancient trade routes, and many tribes found their way to the Missouri to trade for the earth lodge villagers’ corn and their beautifully worked skins and other crafts. To the nomadic newcomers to the Great Plains the villagers also taught plains survival skills and rituals for the buffalo. The newcomers observed such ceremonies as the Okeepa of the Mandan, which is recognized by many tribes as the “mother” of the Sun Dance.

      The nomadic tribes that came to trade also came to raid and pillage when they could, and though they were a generous and peaceable people, the earth lodge dwellers maintained a strong warrior tradition and warrior societies to defend their villages. Their chiefs and leaders were those that had not only proven their bravery but also had shown respect and consideration for the elderly, the young, the weak. Their chiefs were reputed to be generous to a fault, and early white visitors remarked on how the chiefs were some of the poorest in the tribe, for they gave away whatever was needed by their people.

      The land was filled with spirits: some that were ambivalent toward the people, but many that could lend their powers and aid to those they pitied and favored, those that fasted and sacrificed and prayed to the Creator and lived in a good way. There are still sacred bundles kept among Louis’s people that commemorate a power that was given by the spirits through the vision of one of their own who had sacrificed to bring something of worth to the tribe. Through the sacred bundles the people could call on those powers to aid in their lives and in their survival. There were bundles and ceremonies to bring the rain, to protect their crops of corn and beans and squash, and to call the buffalo. For many years the sacred bundles were kept hidden and ceremonies were conducted in secret, for the government had outlawed any practice of their spiritual ways.

      Their bundles were not just ancient relics, and some were added to or created as the spirits commanded through the visions received by the people. Today more and more people are going out to the hills to fast and pray, and the visions are returning.

      Some of the Mandan people tell how Lone Man and First Creator made the land. Lone Man shaped the lands north of the Missouri. They say that Jesus was born on the other side of the world, but on this continent they had Lone Man. At times he would come to them or be born into the tribe and teach them many things. He would also come when the People were in great difficulty. When the Great Flood came, Lone Man made an enclosure for them to survive. He had said that the flood would come only to the first outer ring of the enclosure and no further, and the People would survive, and that is what happened. Forever after, the Mandan kept a shrine in the center of the village: a cedar tree, which stood for the body of Lone Man, within a circular wooden enclosure, which represented the “corral” in which Lone Man had saved them. On another level of symbolism there also stood the Tree of Life within the Sacred Hoop. Now, it may be that within the Sacred Hoop the Three Tribes will survive as a people even after they lost nearly everything and were forced to flee to the barren hills to escape the damming of the Grandmother River and the flooding of their homes.

      When Lone Man left them for the last time he went to the south but promised one day to return. There are other prophecies: that one day the lake would return to a river; that a white-skinned people that they had met early in their migrations, a people they had lived with and shared with, would also return from the south, from the direction in which they had wandered off long ago.

      There were few tribes that were as generous and willing to work out peace as the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arickara. Though they had welcomed the white man and remained ever after at peace with him, few tribes had suffered a more relentless destruction of life and culture.

      Just as the earth lodge people’s generosity and supplies of corn drew the nomadic tribes, so were the white men drawn to their villages. Lewis and Clark wintered in a village of the Mandan. The traders that later pushed up the Grandmother River took advantage of the villagers’ ancient calling as generous hosts and willing traders, and the villages became centers for the fur trade. Famous artists such as George Catlin and Karl Bodmer captured some of their rich and vibrant culture on canvas. The advantages to Louis’s people were short-lived, though, for in the close quarters of the villages the white man’s diseases caused devastating epidemics. In 1837 a steamboat brought smallpox to the Mandan; in a matter of months four-fifths of their people died, and the Hidatsa were reduced to half their number. Cholera, whooping cough, and measles all took their toll, until finally the survivors of the Mandan and Hidatsa, who had long been closely allied and spoke related Siouan languages, joined forces with the Arickara, who were a Caddoan people more closely related to the Pawnee. Initially they joined together for mutual defense against the nomadic tribes that preyed on them in their weakness.

      At a bend in the Missouri they called Like-a-Fish-Hook, the three tribes of earth lodge people built a village. Here they attempted to resurrect their clans and ceremonies and began a closer sharing of cultural ways. Here they planted their extensive gardens and tried to start anew. The white men were not satisfied, though, and it became Indian policy to finish their job of cultural genocide by assimilating the native peoples into white culture and cultural values. One of the biggest obstacles, they thought, to “civilizing” them was the natives’ practice of communal living and ownership. In order to do away with their communal ways, the government passed the Dawes Act in 1887, and as took place on every other reservation, the people of Like-a-Fish-Hook village were forced to accept allotments of 160 acres. When the last ones left the village, the Indian agent had their earth lodges torn down so that they would never return.

      Louis’s people set out to settle on farmsteads and built the white man’s square cabins. Some of the elders would say that the People lost their power when they traded their ancient round earth lodges, which were symbolic of the universe itself, for the white man’s square houses. But the People settled in far-flung communities along their Grandmother River, according to tribal and clan affiliations, and once again did their best to preserve their cultural and spiritual ways.

      Yet the government and missionaries would not be satisfied until every last vestige of their culture was destroyed. Laws were passed in Congress forbidding the practice of any of their ancient ceremonies, and the missionaries and agents were more than willing to carry them out. There were fines and withholding of rations for those that were caught conducting any kind of ceremony, or for doctoring in their old ways; for a second offense they were thrown into jail. The ceremonies thus had to be performed with much secrecy. Even the ancient ceremony blessing their corn seed was forbidden. Children were taken from their homes and enrolled in the mission schools, where they were beaten for speaking their own language and forced to pray to the white man’s god. Those that accepted Christianity were rewarded with favoritism.

      Many of Louis’s people had come far down the white man’s road, and many embraced his religion. With the white man’s tools they continued to plant large gardens in the Missouri bottoms. They planted grain, raised cattle, hunted and fished, and lived out to a great degree the white man’s goals of turning the Indians into self-sufficient farmers. Of course, Louis’s people had always been farmers, and they fared much better than those starving tribes to whom farming was foreign and who were forced onto land ill suited for any kind of agriculture.

      Once more the Three Tribes had used the same fortitude and the same genius they had for adapting to the harsh northern plains to take the best of the white man’s ways and use them to remain a people. But even as they were adapting to new ways, the government and white ranchers had been carving out huge tracts of their extensive lands, guaranteed to them as a nation by the solemn word of the United States in the Fort Laramie Treaty in 1868. Much land was sold off to white people after the Dawes Act. Most was simply taken without compensation, or with promises that never materialized.

      Finally the government dealt them an almost fatal act of cultural genocide; they dammed their river and flooded their homes. There was no more center, for the river had always provided for them and was the foundation of their lives and their spiritual ways. Close-knit communities and clans were scattered and separated by the waters of Lake Sakakawea. Alcoholism, broken families, and despair, things that had been almost foreign to the Three Tribes, became all too commonplace. Louis Two Ravens Irwin had been born into two very different worlds, and now one of them was suddenly shattered.
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      OLD DAYS AT NISHU

      So many things have changed at my home. I was born into the Prairie Chicken clan in 1933 at Elbowoods, a little community by the Missouri River on the Fort Berthold Reservation that is now under the waters of a man-made lake. My father, Louis Irwin Sr., was three-quarters Mandan and one-quarter Hidatsa; his Indian name was Two Men. My mother, Clara Cora Hopkins, was three-quarters Arickara and one-quarter Hidatsa. Soon after I was born my grandfather gave me the nickname “Funny” because I was born with reddish hair and light eyes. My father had hazel eyes. Ever since the white men first came, they had noticed that many of the Mandan had light skin and eyes, and they had all kinds of theories that we were the Lost Tribes of Israel or had married with the Vikings. That name Funny stuck with me because I was always joking around. I had also been given the name Four Bears. The most famous Mandan leader of the last century was named Four Bears, and because many landmarks at Fort Berthold commemorate the famous Four Bears, I always felt too humble to use that name. Our family name on my father’s side was Flies Away. My grandfather was given his “school name,” Joseph Irwin, at boarding school. He used to say that he didn’t mind Irwin too much because it sounds like it has “wind” in it and kind of relates to Flies Away. Besides me there was my older brother, Dreke, my younger brother, Kenny, and my sister, Donna. I also had a beautiful little sister, Frances, who died of a brain tumor when she was young.

      In those days my people’s communities and farms were all up and down the bottoms of the river, and a beautiful road with big trees all along it connected the communities. Today, places that were just down the river might be a two-hour drive around the lake.

      My mother and father worked hard, sometimes picking beans and other jobs for white farmers, moving frequently, trying to get ahead. A lot of my early raising was with our many relations, and this was a happy time for me. It seemed like wherever I was, I was at home and everyone was my relation. Wherever I wound up at night I would sleep, I would be fed and taken care of, and my parents never worried. I had a grandmother that took care of me, Ella Waters, my Arickara grandpa’s second wife. Many people remember her as a medicine woman. I can remember being very small and while I lay there she would touch my ears and eyes and fingers and say, “Oh, look at these: they are so beautiful, they are miracles; these are gifts from the Creator. These eyes; with these eyes you can see the Creator’s miracles. These ears can here the drum. You must take care of these gifts. How could anyone ever harm them?”

      My people had always been farmers, and I remember the big community gardens where we grew corn, squash, beans, potatoes, turnips, melons, and just about anything else you can think of. We kids helped in the gardens, but we did a lot of running around and playing too. I remember the grown-ups used to turn bull snakes loose in the gardens to eat the rodents and chase the rattlesnakes away; even though they were harmless, it’d scare the heck out of you when you’d come up on one.

      My people were self-sufficient; all we had to trade for was some salt and coffee and flour. North Dakota is a cold place, but the people had lots of timber and firewood that grew along the river bottoms. Many families even had little mines of coal that they would dig by hand out of the hillsides in the Badlands. We hunted deer, rabbits, and prairie chickens and ate fish from the river. Along the Missouri we gathered bushels of plums and chokecherries and bullberries. My people were also successful ranchers and had big herds of horses and cattle, our new buffalo.

      We called the Missouri the “Grandmother River.” The river was clear in those days, and we’d get barrels of water from the river and let it settle. That was our drinking water. I remember that when the men would be returning from riding off in the Badlands, the horses would smell the water first and pick up their heads. Then the men would say, “We’re almost home!”

      There was very little alcohol around when I was growing up. There were just a few drunks; the people made fun of them, but they were still taken care of. Many of my people were already Christians then, and many were going the white man’s way of making money, but the People seemed to get along. We were taught to treat each one as a relative. Anytime there was a feast or a ceremony or a gathering, at the end everyone, young and old, would stand in a line and shake hands. Even if you had just seen someone yesterday, you would shake that person’s hand.

      Many times I would stay with my mother’s father at Nishu, an Arickara community now also under the waters of the lake. My parents wanted me to stay with my grandfather not just because they had to work a lot but also for my education. My grandfather’s name was George Hopkins. His Indian name was Red Star. He was a holy man among his Arickara people. Grandpa farmed grain and had cattle—I remember the tall Stetson hat he always wore—but he was also very traditional. My grandfather’s ways opened a whole new world for me.

      There were always kids around my grandpa, and he was always teaching us, getting us to watch, to listen to nature and the world around us. Grandpa would take us out into the Badlands and show us fossils and the layers of rock. He would tell us about the many ages when these rocks had been laid down, when these ancient animals had lived. He told us that the rocks had seen many things through the centuries while they watched the stars and the sun and the moon. The rocks had many things to teach us about the ancient history of the Earth Mother.

      Grandpa taught us about the ways and habits of the animals. He would say, “We were the last to be created. The animals are our elder relations and have much wisdom to teach. They walk the way of the Earth and the ways they were given by the Creator. Whoever walks the way of the Earth walks a good road.”

      And Grandpa always taught us to walk carefully, to be aware of every little thing. One day we were walking along by the creek that ran behind my grandpa’s place. There was an old, brown, dried-up log in the path that I always had to climb over.

      “How many times have you climbed right over this log?” Grandpa asked. “Let me show you something. There is a whole world right here.”

      Grandpa lifted up the log and told me to get down and look closely. I got down on my knees and peered under the log. Grandpa was right: there was a whole world under there. Bugs were running around in all directions. Some of them were scurrying around gathering up food. Others seemed to be trying to save their little home.

      Grandpa put the log back carefully and told me, “Just as we are looking at their world, there is someone who is looking down on us. This is their little world. They go out from their village to hunt and gather food, and they bring it home to their people. We have no reason to disturb their world. Someone could come along and take this log, and maybe if they’re careful and don’t disturb things too much, these bugs can find another log or someplace to live. If you were starving you might have to eat some of them, but there’s no reason to destroy the whole village.

      “Whenever we see living things we must respect their right to live. They are our relatives. We disturb them or eat them only when we have to, to survive. Whenever we do that we leave a space, a hole in the Creator’s world. Go to your uncles and see what they do. When they kill a deer, they put tobacco there and talk to their brother. When they release the spirit, they put down tobacco to help in a humble way to cover that hole they made in the world. They ask the Creator to accept their small offering and prayer, for it is the best we can do as pitiful human beings.”

      Grandpa’s house was big, but it always seemed
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