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It was my honour recently to meet Tammy Fournier, a clan chief of the
Ojibwa nation. I was intrigued by her dismissal of some traditional
activities as “hokey”. When I asked her what that word meant to her, she
laughed and said, “It's anything that has no sense to it, no balance, yet is
perfect in its imbalance. Unless we use our smarts and our inner feelings
together, we're unbalanced. A lot of our 19% and 20th century communal
activity was — and sometimes still is — hokey. The participants might be
smart about other survival things, but as soon as they joined in a survival
dance supposed to stop bullets from penetrating—that’s hokey to me!”

Global political correctness forbids anyone these days perceived as an
Outsider from making any criticism about those perceived as On the In-
side. Here was an Insider saying something I'd wondered about for a few
decades. I nabbed her and we sat down on a pair of cushions at this dinner
party and ignored everyone else to go deep into her perceptions of “the
contemporary native experience.” Over the course of the next few months
she showed me her research, her stories, and her home, and wants to share
with you what we are both learning.

Tammy, here you are in the middle of the largest city in Canada, not only
living a life that is deeply aware and connected with the organic world, but
reaching and teaching others. Such choices point to a complex past. Can
you take us back to the starting point?
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When I was growing up in Timmins, anyone at school who was a na-
tive was outcast. Since I was eager to belong, I was ashamed and hid
my native blood behind my blonder cast of skin and hair. Perhaps this
is coming back to haunt me, for now that I identify myself as native I
sometimes still encounter suspicion when I first arrive at a clan meet-
ing, for the very same reason — my blonder appearance!

My starting point isn't me, you see. It is my ancestors. My grandpar-
ents passed on to me the traditions, as native grandparents do. These
are basic survival skills for living off the land. But I hated learning
them. Every weekend I had to go hunting and gathering in the bush
around Timmins while my school friends partied or hung around to-
gether. I hid this traditional activity from them because I was uncom-
fortable. But my grandparents knew what they were doing. It is with
them that I begin. Because of their caring I am able now to partake in
this process, of becoming more and more who I am.

Since my grandmother died, our extended family has fallen apart. We
the younger ones moved away from Timmins to follow and fulfill our
dreams. Those who stayed are living mostly in the nuclear “family”
way. This separation for survival brings sadness, as I witness family
members distance from each other in a way which I do not consider
healthy in body or spirit.

So let’s begin with my mother’s family. I grew up with them, not
knowing who my father was or where he came from. I only learned
much later of how he died when I was two. Because my mother’s fam-
ily are all dark, I believed that I was adopted until I was eleven, when I
met my father’s mother for the first time. She gave me a picture of my
father and I saw at once that I closely resemble him in my facial form
and my blondeness.
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I went south to Toronto in my early twenties, but spent every holiday that
I could with my mothert’s family. On one trip I heard an uncle speaking
fluently in Ojibwa. When I asked why he knew it and I didn't, he told me:
“While your grandmother was teaching my sisters to care for the home,
gathering and cooking, your grandfather taught all of us sons the language
and stories — secretly, while we were out hunting and fishing.”

Secretly? Yes. For generations we hid such things in the countries whites
called Canada and the United States of America. Not at that point happy
to learn about his skill — I still wanted to become accepted in white so-
ciety, which yes, means I wanted to join those who forced us to hide — I
thought, “Here we go again!” and dismissed it from my mind.

In December 1995 I learned more about my background when my father’s
mother died and I met my father’s people. Many of my questions — which
for 28 years I'd kept silent for fear of punishment from red or white

— were finally answered.

My paternal grandmother was half German and half Celtic. She was mar-
ried off to a man called Fournier at the age of 14, in exchange for horses

— two facts which shocked and angered me. She left Fournier with their 3
children to live with a British man called Cecil, but when their daughter
Hazel and son James were born they were given her legal husband’s name,
which I still carry to remember her and share her life.

At around the same time, I visited my mother’s father, whod trained his
sons to speak Ojibwa. He told me that HIS father was the son of a Métis
woman and an Ojibwa called William Commanda — son of Semo Com-
manda, instrumental in building the Nipissing First Nation community.
He was very well educated in English ways and lived to be over 110 years.

Somewhere in my grandfather’s past, he adapted to being a dark “Com-
mando from Connaught,” which I suspect probably came from a typo on
an official paper.

On the other hand, my mother’s dark mother who trained me so well was
Ojibwa and Finnish, so is one source of my blondeness.

From four generations, then, I carry the genes of six nations, and the
strongest is native,

Tammy, is there one word that encapsulates the consequences of such a heritage?

I can tell you what has been and in some ways still is one of the basic
elements of my life. Conflict! On the other hand, this has given me many
gifts of multifaceted precious gems, full of abundance to share and care.

My need to find healing from this internal conflict — healing which for me
rests in peace and balance — guided me to where I am how. Part of that
journey I spent taking courses at York University to major in Dance. I was
learning, through participation in many forms of dance, its therapeutic
ability to balance the right and left brain’s hemispheres. This of course
leads to the internal and then external balancing of the person. Two pro-
fessors asked us to study the history of a dance. I chose to go back into the
past of the part of me which is native and selected the Ghost Dance of the
Lakota. My research spanned three years for the two courses.

I want to start talking about the Ghost Dance in comparison and contrast
with European ballet. First, the Ghost Dance was a very powerful dance
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of transcendence, coming as it did out of ‘communication with spirits’,
that is, from an unconscious condition. It was communally inclusive.
Everyone joined in — even women with babies, children, and the old with
canes. Ballet, on the other hand, is not only completely conscious but very
theatrical and exclusive. Only the best dancers perform, and it has a hier-
archical structure from prima donnas down to the chorus.

The movements of both dances are very different. There is the grounded
shuffle of the Ghost Dance opposed to the light springs of ballet. But I
believe that both share an unconscious power, or drive. For instance, le roi
soliel Louis XIV ruled that anyone who did not participate in his dances
could not participate in his court. Was he aware of the therapeutic side
of dance? I highly doubt it, any more than the Ghost dancers knew. But
imagine what the world would be like if dance was a requirement to enter
the political arena! However, I at first assumed that both the French and
our native dancers had kept in touch with the human need for survival

— had kept balanced amid the chaos.

So I sought my balance in the history of what I thought brought balance.
But my research did not bring me peace. Instead, after many days, hours,
minutes and seconds of studying the history of the Ghost Dance, I was
exhausted. I'd had no idea of the degree to which politics had engulfed it
from its inception. Many emotions stirred in me, including anger, fear, joy,
grief and disbelief. Almost all the sources I found were documented by
whites, and therefore came through their perceptions. I had a sense my
research was incomplete without voices directly from the Lakota nation.
Even though I am not a direct descendant of the Lakota, by the time I was
finished the first paper I'd come to believe that there was a reason why I
was directed to choose this dance.

I was beginning to understand that the awareness I was slowly acquiring
went beyond that project into our present and the future generations of
all colours.

One thing I came to understand is that there was no understanding
between the white nation and the red nation. This was clearly mirrored in
the politics around the Ghost Dance. Everything that happened seemed
based on many, many misunderstandings. I am greatly saddened to know
that many of these misunderstandings continue to happen among all
nations of our world. Yet these experiences make history a blessing in
disguise, as our elders teach us that Creator has a reason for everything.

Coming to this conclusion was and still is very difficult. These same
misunderstandings continue to happen inside and outside of me and
cause deep pain. Since I represent many nations and will not ignore any
of them, I find it hard to belong to any of them. I have a status native card
that categorizes me and gives me some freedom of movement at the same
time as it boxes me in and restricts me in other directions.

So let me share my “smarts” with you, the results of my research. I'll first
outline the important events which shaped the life and religion of the
Ghost Dance, which began in 1870 and was stopped in 1891. I'll draw the
required analytical conclusion. Second and as important, I want to share
my feelings of this as a shaping event for myself. Both aspects are difficult
and expose me, so please be patient. Perhaps together we can bridge the
gap between us, and the gaps within my own self.


http://www.northwindpress.ca

We're honoured by your confidence in our reception and your courage in taking
this step, Tammy. So I want to thank you at the beginning for allowing us to
partake in this part of your — and our — healing process.

In 1492 Columbus arrived in the Caribbean to find almost one million
people there whom he honoured by calling “in dios’, Latin for “those of
God.” Listeners mistakenly heard it as “Indians”. By 1820 there were only
200,000 “Indians” left for the young American government to divide up.
Washington turned 600 groups into 266 tribes. As Sitting Bull mourned,
“When I was a boy, the Lakota owned the wortld, the sun rose and set on
their land; they sent one hundred thousand men into a battle. Where are
the warriors today? Who slew them? Where are our lands? Who owns
them?”

Out of the grieving emerged a new form of moving soon known as Ghost
Dancing.

The first recorded dance dates back to 1870 and was formed out of three
visions granted to a Paiute in Nevada called Tavibo White Man. And if

I met a man with such a name it would cause caution in me as it did in
many then — but not all.

Tavibo’s first vision warned him that an earthquake was coming which
would swallow up the whites, but leave their belongings intact. The
second announced that both whites and Aboriginals would be swallowed
up but after five days, the People would come back with game, fish and
pine nuts, never to see whites again. Disbelief greeted Tavibo after he
shared both visions at tribal gatherings, so he prepared for a third — which
declared that the faithful would be resurrected and the unfaithful left with
the whites to be damned.

The elements of these visions were familiar to Utah tribes and fit with

their eschatology, which com-
bined native and Christian
aspects, but extended out of that
to include the terrible whites —
whom the Paiutes believed were
their own dead reborn in white
skins. Gathering from their re-
settlement places to meet and
share strength and watch the
dance which Tavibo had created
from his three visions, many
observers left excited and ready
to perform his dance in anticipa-
tion of his visions’ fulfillment.

But time passed. There was no
major earthquake. Whites not
only didn't vanish from the

Wovoka, Tavibo's son; key instigator of
the Ghost Dance’s popularity after bis
father’s death.

western areas but increased.
The Mining Law of 1872
encouraged exploitation of land
for the resources contained under as well as over the skin of the unpro-
tected earth. A white who wanted land faced no governmental restrictions,
monitoring, reclamation, taxes or royalties. Mining was an essential part
of the new industrial age, and many places were becoming factory urban
centres similar to the Eastern Seaboard. One example is Butte, Montana,
which ran a large copper and silver mine 24 hours a day as well as the bars
and red light establishments which lined its dusty streets. Butte mines
printed their signs in 14 languages because they employed men of 38
different nationalities, of which the Irish were the main strength — but no
“Indians”. All of these workers apparently shared one attitude: to get into
the American West, find and dig out the resources, and leave as quickly as
possible, not caring what was destroyed in the process.


http://www.northwindpress.ca

No trees survived the first decade, since all were used to provide fuel for
the ore furnaces, the smoke from which killed any remaining greenery

and darkened the sky even at noon. So probably many were saying to each
other that it was ten years since the visions and still no swallowing of the
white man, no returning to the way things used to be... could Tavibo be
wrong — or speaking of a future time? I have learned this is the same ques-
tion usually asked after a messianic expectation stretches into time.

In the face of this devastation of their ancestral home, the Aboriginals cre-
ated variations of Tavibo's first Ghost Dance. During the 1880s the Dance
spread among the Apache in Arizona, the Kickapoo and Potawatomi in
Kansas, and later in Oklahoma among the Sak-and-Fox. Since the dance
ceremony prohibited alcohol, gambling and horse racing, the government
Indian agents didn't interfere, but instead reported that their “progressive
Indians” were adapting to European ways.

* x %

A positive shift in attitude toward Aboriginals, lobbied by well-meaning
reformers, enabled the passage of the 1887 Dawes Act. Its author, Con-
gressman Henry Dawes, had such a deep faith in the civilizing power of
private property that he defined civilization as the condition when people
“wear civilized clothes...cultivate the ground, live in houses, ride in Stude-
baker wagons, send children to school, drink whiskey [and] own prop-
erty.

But as Charlotte Black Elk of the Lakota nation later stated: “The Dawes
Act was a way to break up the whole tribal structure of Native American
nations, making us Americans. Instead of saying, ‘you are a group of peo-
ple, all of a sudden we were individual land owners, we were Americans.”

Under the Act, reservation families were allocated either 160 acres of
farmland or 20 acres of grazing land. [A single person received 80 acres.]
The unavoidable consequence was that any remaining tribal land was
declared surplus and open to claim by whites.

Alice Fletcher, a pioneer in the emerging academic field of ethnology, was
one of the architects of this law and heralded it as “the Magna Carta of the
Indians of our country.” The leader of a group called “Friends of the Indi-
ans’, she and Jane Gay arrived at the Nez Percé [Sahaptin] reservation to
assist in the transformation. Gay was an idealistic poet and photographer
eager to assist this effort to “save” the “Indians”. Making them homestead-
ers would accomplish this, Fletcher stated to her supporters back East:
“The Indian may now become a free man, free from the thrall of the tribe,
free from the domination of the reservation system, free to enter the body
of our citizens.”

The meeting was recorded on a wax cylinder. Fletcher explained the “wis-
dom of the great change” to the Nez Percé, instructing them in the mean-
ing of land allotment and citizenship in the United States. An interpreter
read the law to the tribe, who then discussed it. One man rose to say:“We
do not want our land cut up into little pieces. We have not told you to do
it. We are content as we are.” Jane Gay replied to the interpreter: “There

is nothing for them to decide. They have no choice. The law must be
obeyed.”

At this place in my reading I felt deep concern. How did this group the
Friends of the Indians form, and who was involved? Was it a govern-
ment-run or —funded group? What was their mandate? It sounds like

a harmless group with harmless intentions. But I also wonder what it
would have been like if Fletcher was a man instead, traveling from tribe to
tribe. Would “he” have been allowed to do “his” job? Did the government
plan to send a woman? I'm sure there were many men in ethnology and
anthropology in that day... more than women, since most women were
not educated. And more, how did she and Gay view life on the reserve?
What did they observe? How would they feel if they were living as they
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chose and somebody came along and took over, passing laws without their
input? Why did they record the meeting on wax cylinder? I imagine this
was very expensive, Where did the money and technology come from?
I'm curious to know who made the wax cylinders, but I couldn't find any
of the answers to my concerns.

Shortly thereafter Fletcher became known among the Nez Percé as “the
measuring woman” as she marked off the new boundaries for the farms.
Thinking she was being honoured by this title, she continued her task
until 1891, creating 2000 allotments over 175,000 acres. Then she was
awarded a fellowship at the Peabody Museum so she and Gay headed
back to Massachusetts, sure that the Nez Percé were now safe from
greedy cattle ranchers and well on the path from savagery to participation
in civilized elections.

But despite all of Fletcher’s efforts and good intentions, the allotment act
was the disaster which its many opponents — among them most native
leaders — had predicted. On April 22, 1889 the first “land rush” marked
the transfer of almost two billion acres of land to one hundred thousand
whites within one day. Agents who entered family members’ names on
the roll cheated reservation allotments of more than 50% of their acreage.
The cities of Guthrie, Oklahoma, Still Water, King Fisher and Norman
were the result. That first day in Guthrie saw a mayor appointed, lawyers
filing claims for fees and three men opening a bank — with no money. But
within a month Guthrie had one hotel, general stores, three newspapers
and fifty saloons. This was the precursor of more to follow.

The situation was going from bad to worse for the Aboriginals, many of
whom had been forced to adopt white names in order to enrol for land.
But some were finding an answer for their despair. Kicking Bear was
raised an Oglala along Cherry Creek on the Cheyenne River and married
into the Minneconjou nation. Short Bull was his friend, of the Brulé along

Pass Creek on the White River. They both attended the Ghost Dance of
the Paiute shaman Wovoka the Cutter, son of Tavibo. The news which
the two brought back to the Pine Ridge Reserve in 1889 was a message
mixing Christian and ancestral beliefs, for the tribes were split amongst
those whod adopted the whites’ faith and those who held tight to the

traditional shamanic faith.

“My brothers,” announced Kicking Bear, “I bring you word from your
fathers, the ghosts, that they are now marching to join you led by the

Messiah — who came once to live with the white men but was killed by
them. I bring you the promise of a day in which there will be no more
white man to lay his hand on the bridle of horses, when the red men of
the prairie will rule the world. But first we must purify ourselves, fore-
swear alcohol and violence, and then dance in a large circle, sidestepping
to the left, chanting and appealing to the spirits of our ancestors. When
we do, the whites will vanish and the buffalo will cover the earth again.”

Short Bull stayed in his community teaching the Ghost Dance, while
Kicking Bear travelled and taught the dance to anyone wanting to learn.
There were many non-believers, including Sitting Bull. Those who really
embraced the Ghost Dance were the ones called “non-progressive” by the
government agents — those who wanted nothing from the whites and
everything back the way their tradition claimed it had been.

Twenty years later and things had gotten worse, yet the ghost dance con-
tinued and grew stronger. What persistence and strong beliefs people had
at that time! Yet they had no hope except Tavibo White Man'’s vision. I
wonder what wed say about him if he lived among us today? Would he
be respected as a“medicine man” or would he be treated in another way?
There was a lack of consensus then between non-believers and believers,
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seen as progressive versus non-progressive. But why was there a right and
wrong way of approaching the needs of both parties?

I also wonder if the non-native Christians even considered how their
actions were against much of what's in their bible on how to treat one
another. They definitely weren't practicing what they were preaching.
Would they have given up their beliefs without a fight? This is what re-
ally gets to me, because I want to honour both, since I believe that this is
the way Creator has set it up.

It seems as though this right/wrong way of thinking gets us stuck even

now, since it sets up the victim-persecutor-judge triangle, where I see us
playing victim still today in many ways. The government is in persecu-
tor and judge mode, which sets us up to fill the role of being “stuck” in a
victim mentality. Quite a few of us are slowly learning how to step out

of that triangle and accept back our power, but we still have a few more
generations before that really is completed and transformed.

* x %

Before we go further with the Ghost Dance history, let me describe the
Ceremony.

The leaders of the Ghost Dance fasted for 24 hours prior. During this pe-
riod they rehearsed their steps and prepared the ground where the dance
would be performed.

Some leaders were taught to have one central fire, others four fires twenty
feet from the dance ground and placed one at each of the cardinal direc-
tions. Most leaders, however, did not have any fire but rather a cedar tree
as the central point.

At dawn of the dancing day, the men purified themselves in the sweat
lodge, bathed in a creek close by and dried with sweet grass. Then they
went to the shaman’s lodge, where they stood before the holy man and
recited their intentions. “Father, I come to be painted so that I may see my
friends. Have pity on me and paint me.”

Going into a trance, the shaman worked from within his vision of how
each dancer was to be painted. The main colour of red went on the face
and represented the sun, and the rest of the colours decorated their bodies
in symbols portraying the crescent moon, stars, crosses, birds, and again
the sun. Red or yellow went along the hair parting. Eagle feathers were
entwined in their hair. [Once women started to participate, this marked
the first time eagle feathers adorned females.] Some dancers had been
taught to wear two crow feathers at the crown of their heads. Feathers
were believed necessary to lift the believers to safety as new soil rolled over
the desecrated earth to bury unbelievers and whites.

The next part of the preparation was the donning of ghost shirts or robes
made from white cotton. Some dancers had their robes made from hide,
if available. This is where it gets hokey. The robes were claimed to be
protective, especially bullet-proof, because they were painted with various
symbols and feathers to correspond to each dancer’s body. The feathers
were sun rays, wings to carry the spirits of dancers who “died’, that is, went
unconscious or into a trance, during which they were visited by ghosts of
relatives. [No dancer wore beads or metal since these had come with the
whites.]

Regarding the ghost shirt material and design, why was cotton chosen for
the original ghost shirt? Why was this material/buckskin/ghost shirt de-
sign considered to be “bullet proof”? Would Creator send such a message
to someone to share with people of the day? I wonder how long the cotton
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shirt was used until buckskin was adopted? I do not know.

This whole preparation process lasted for a few hours, so they were usu-
ally ready to begin the dance by noon — though sometimes the start was
later in the afternoon or even sundown, again depending upon how the
leaders were trained. Some communities, indeed, danced as long as they
possibly could, starting at sunrise and continuing the whole day, stopping
only to rest for meals and to share their visions.

No drums or instruments were involved in the Ghost Dance unless a
participant was instructed to do so by a vision during that dance. There
was also a strong rule against allowing dogs near the dance, for fear sight
of them would startle the entranced dancers.

When the dancers knew they were ready, they gathered in a circle around
the sacred tree [or fire] and sat down facing inward. The leaders signalled

The Ghost Dance
by the Ogalala
Lakota at Pine
Ridge. Illustra-
tion by Frederic

2 Remington
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the beginning, A woman in a white buckskin dress walked between them
to the tree [or fire], lifted her bow and shot four arrows, one into each of
the cardinal directions. She then extended a ceremonial pipe to the west,
from whence the Messiah was expected to come, and stood there holding
still while the dancers began. She did not move until they were finished.
Sometimes two women took part in this ritual, one shooting and retriev-
ing the arrows to display them on the sacred tree; the other holding the
pipe steady.

After the arrows were shot a prayer was sung. Everyone joined in the
chant and passed around holy food so that each person had a bite. The
leader then raised his arms into the sky and prayed for the old hunting
grounds to be returned, and for the dancers to be taken to see their dead
relatives and returned safely. All the dancers joined in, asking for each shot
arrows to be returned. The pattern of these prayers was similar across the
continent, even though the words sometimes changed. I find it very inter-
esting that the Dance had variations from tribe to tribe, and this causes
me to reflect on the “telephone” exercise where we start with one message
from one person, and by the end of the circle the message changes so
much that the original meaning is completely misunderstood or lost.

Representatives of all ages started the dancing by holding hands with
interlaced fingers and slowly stepping to the left, following the course of
the sun in a side shuffle. Their feet never left the ground, so occasionally
the move was named the “dragging dance”. The pace of the shuffle was
decided by each community — some faster, some slower, while a few went
so fast that the whirling dust made them invisible to onlookers. More
and more people joined in, individually or in groups, until once in a while
there could be more than 500 people circling, all the while singing of the
promise of a new world.
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You shall see your Grandfather

E’yayo You shall see your Grandfather
E'yayo The Father says so
The Father says so

Creator’s reply to this prayer is the content of the following songs. By now
several dancers were starting to enter a trance state. When they regained
consciousness later some were full of bewilderment, while others wailed
inconsolably. The conscious ones continued dancing and singing con-
tented songs of the happy new life and fulfilled prophecy. This went on
for hours with short occasional pauses to rest, smoke, eat a meal and share
with the awakened their trance experiences.

I would like here to question some of the symbols used in the Ghost
Dance, such as crosses. Were these Aboriginal or Christian? Some of my
research suggests that the visions Tavibo White Man had were of Jesus
as leader of the spirits who were going to help with putting things back
the way they were. Such a belief overlaps a few cultures. The Hopi and
Lakota have predicted for a long time that “when the Eagle and the Dove
walk together, there will be peace.” Expanding on this saying, the Eagle
represents our Aboriginal ways and the Dove represents Christian ways.
I can really imagine peace happening, especially because I want to see the
injustices accounted for so we can all move on in peace and joy on Mother
Earth.

* % %

By the fall of 1890, the Ghost Dance was growing. There were concerns
among the Indian agents that the Lakota people were not taking care
of their land and crops, and therefore might not be able to survive the

winter. There was also a growing fear among white settlers, aware that
the “Indians” were gathering weapons, probably to stage an attack in the
near future. Congress decided to cut appropriations and decrease rations,
figuring this would push the “Indians” to harvest their crops and take care
of their land instead of spending time dancing and stockpiling weapons.

But this did not work. In fact, more dances were held and more weapons
collected. But constant interaction on the dance grounds by the various
tribes led to quicker spread of “white” killer diseases such as measles, influ-
enza and whooping cough.

I wonder what it was like for an Indian agent, witnessing the beginning of
the dance for instance, where a woman shot an arrow from the centre. I
can see that behaviour would definitely caused fear in the agents, enough
to call for backup. If I saw an arrow coming, I'd wonder what was happen-
ing. Its message would not be one of peace.

This causes me to reflect on many of our behaviours, which at times
causes me to feel shame for our Aboriginal culture. I wonder when we are
going to stop playing victim roles and take responsibility for our actions
and how they affect all our relatives. I really want to see us in our empow-
erment at all times, fully able to take care of ourselves as we innately did
for centuries before this “government” took over. I'd like to see us freed

of government funding and rules within my lifetime. We have so many
amazing inherited gifts coupled with what we've learned from other na-
tions. This spells out an incredible power we deserve to fulfill. After all,
what is Creator’s wish for us? Is it to continuously depend on the govern-
ment which further causes internal feuding, or is it to take care of our-
selves and each other, native and non-native?
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Back then our tribes, especially the Lakota, were continuing to disin-
tegrate, Former non-believers sought refuge in this religious ceremony
which promised that the past century had all been a bad dream. The most
prominent convert was Sitting Bull, whom rumour had it was finally
rounding up his people to come and join the Ghost Dance. I was sur-
prised that Sitting Bull finally changed his mind. After twenty years of
the Ghost Dance Religion failing in its promise, he decided to support

it. Could this have been a form of giving up? What else could he do? He

tried everything else he could to save us.

So on December 15, 1890 forty-three Lakota police from the Standing
Rock reservation in North Dakota arrived at his camp to investigate. In
the ensuing confusion, one of Sitting Bull's warriors opened fire. A return
shot from the Lakota police killed Sitting Bull himself, and another vol-
ley killed some of his people. The remainder packed up and went to Big
Foot’s camp, and with the intention of negotiating peace between the
tribes, Big Foot led everyone to Pine Ridge.

Learning of these occurrences, the Pine Ridge agent, acting out of fear and
prudence, sent for immediate army reinforcements of cavalry and cannon.
He wrote that the “Indians” were dancing again in the snow, so shouldn’t
the leaders be arrested? The Seventh Cavalry arrived, Custer’s old brigade.
Now under General Miles, he did not know that Big Foot had come to
discuss peace between the tribes. Miles marched Big Foot’s people from
Pine Ridge to Wounded Knee and there they set up camp, the soldiers on
one side and on the other, 120 Lakota men and 230 women and children.
The soldiers confiscated all knives and axes from the women in their tee-
pees, and then asked the men to meet them for a discussion in the area be-
tween the two camps. Big Foot was quite ill by now and needed assistance
to arrive at his allotted place.

Before the talks began the
shaman danced alone, singing
for strong hearts which bullets
could not penetrate. While this
was going on the soldiers went
among the Lakota warriors and
started confiscating their guns.
One refused and struggled
with the soldier for its pos-
session, since he was deaf and
couldn’t follow what was going
on. As the shaman threw sand
up in the air and called for the
Creator and ghosts to scatter
these whites like these grains of

sand, the gun accidentally went
off and wounded the soldier. In
response the rest of the soldiers

Chicf Sitting Bull

immediately opened fire with
guns and cannon. When the smoke and sand cleared, 25 soldiers were
dead and 230 of the Lakota.

The Ghost Dance failed us.

In 1891 four thousand Dancers surrendered their guns and the govern-
ment-labelled “Indian resistance” movement was over. Some of our people
joined travelling shows in order to maintain at least a little freedom and
income, but most went back to sit on what was left of the reservations and
mourn.

Whenever I read of the cannons coming out is when I really get emotion-

ally affected. My heart sinks, wondering, what the heck happened? What


http://www.northwindpress.ca

really happened between the time of kindness imparted by our nations
when Columbus arrived, to the massacre of Wounded Knee? Were can-
nons really necessary?

It causes me to reflect on our bodies and how a disease kills healthy cells
just by taking over. We know that there were all kinds of diseases brought
over from Europe, many of which we were able to cure and share our ways
of doing so. However, the disease of fear and anger really escalated beyond
our ability to handle its misunderstandings.

It seemed that there were so many misunderstandings that killed off so
many possibilities. Such diseases still affect us. Many family relations and
friendships are full of disease in many forms — physical, mental, emotional
and spiritual. Some non-aboriginals are totally ashamed of what they've
seen and learned of us, while others treat us like gold and they “wannabe”
like us. How are we responsible or irresponsible for these outer reflec-
tions of our selves? If these people past or present were our children, what
would we do or say?

What I'd like to share with the “wannabes” is that before they decide that
they want to be us and share all of our wonderful culture, think about
the whole picture and not just the “good stuft”. If you “wannabe” the “good
stuff”, you have to embrace the “ugly stuff” too.

* % %

Now I wish to share with you my analysis of this history.

I interpret colonialism as the white nation acting superior to the red na-
tion for reasons based on the differences, because whites expected and
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assumed others to be inferior. With such an attitude, I understand why
some whites felt somewhat responsible. They wanted to help the red na-
tion, since their own expansion was causing displacement as they claimed
space they did not have back east or in Europe. I see from their writings
that the responsibility they took on was a welcome one, perhaps caused by
unconscious guilt covered over by this attitude of martyrdom — which for
me points to poor self-esteem.

There is another point I think likely. When Alice Fletcher and Jane Gay
took their places among the Nez Percé to discuss their plan, perhaps they
would have had no income and nowhere else to work or live as woman of
the day if they had been fair and listened to the dissatisfaction!

I also ask why, when the mines were exploiting the earth, were there no
“Indians” allowed to work there? If “Indians” were given a choice, it was
obviously not to “follow the leader”!

I have come to see the American colonialists as an unconscious people
consumed by the spirits of alcohol — especially with fifty saloons in one
town and a policy of inflicting long term damage through exploiting the
earth.

As for the red nation’s beliefs and behaviour, while some of the Ghost
Dance is “hokey’, it seems to me that the prophecies which started and
grew out of it may be seen to include past, present and future generations.
Many of the prophesied events are happening now with respect to earth-
quakes and “Indians” being born into white skins. However, the Dance
itself was interfered with since the original and early variations were
claimed to have hindered the whole process of fulfillment.
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So there I was after all this research, handling a lot of information written
about the red nation which I sensed was questionable, since it had been
translated. So I wondered if the ghost shirts and dresses were actually
meant to be “bullet-proof.” Was there another meaning behind the claim?
I was getting the sense that this meaning was about being open to death,
about knowing that the spirit is infinite and therefore “bullet-proof”. The
white colour of the ghost shirt was also notable as the same colour as the
“ghosts”.

After I compiled and considered all the information, a new structure that
would help me integrate the results of my research became necessary.

The Ghost Dance was an attempt to deal with despair for a way of life
that was dying, but the way in which Dance itself was forced to end only
pushed that grieving within. So despair is still part of us, a grief for the
earlier Aboriginal way of life, especially our freedom, dances and ceremo-
nies somewhat disguised and transformed into the “modern” dances we see
at the “Pow Wows” of today.

How and why did that disguise and subsequent transformation happen?

For me, the disguise and subsequent transformation happened as a result
of putting myself back in time as a participant. I imagined being there as
an observer and also bringing the experiences forward into the present,
when I ask: Where had I been taken on this quest, this research, and by

whom?

I often feel shyness at such Pow Wows, and wonder whether it was there
before all the trauma we've endured. I wonder if underneath the shyness is
an unsure, unclear feeling of whether it’s really okay to practice our spiri-
tual beliefs and ways — or are we going to be “shot” for it once again?

In our times there are two aboriginal nations who still celebrate a varia-
tion of the Ghost Dance. The Blackfoot call theirs the Night Peoples’
Dance, because the word “ghost” has not been allowed to be uttered for
generations. This Dance heralds the entrance of a boy into manhood.
He calls for protection from the Night People before going on his vision
quest. Among the Iroquois, there is a Feast of the Dead which honours
those who have passed on and is held once or twice a year, at the fall and
spring solstices.

The record shows that the outlawing of Aboriginal dances and ceremonies
started in BC, Canada with the Potlatch Laws of 1883 and 1884. The
American Congress passed a similar law in 1904. The penalty for dis-
obeying the law was imprisonment. There was only one way around this
law: “Indians” were allowed to dance if they reduced their communal and
ceremonial rituals to entertainment for fairs, statutory holidays and such
entertainments as Bill Hickock's“Wild West Show.” While this gave an
intoxicating taste of fame and fortune for any “Indians” involved, the main
transformation came from oppressive or economic factors. The American
law was lifted in 1934 and the Canadian law in 1951, but by then the
damage was done.

Students and scholars who are interested in recorded materials about
Aboriginal dances, or any part of our life before the C20th for that matter,
will not find many records for or by Aboriginals themselves.

All materials from eras prior to the twentieth century are copyrighted and
published by non-Aboriginals, and therefore from an observer’s point of
view. Certain problems accompanied the making of these records, and
since these problems were ubiquitous, I have made a few deductions.
Firstly, whoever was in charge of the various “research” projects probably
often ran out of funds and/or had deadlines to meet, and therefore did
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not complete the work with respect, especially with regard to pertinent
details. Secondly, the methods of research are questionable, whether

done through direct observation, from hearsay, or interview(s). There are
language barriers to consider with interviews, and I wonder how much
consideration was given this at the time. Some recorders did not include a
bibliography. Such work is not acceptable unless done and read with cau-
tion, which is not usually the case even in as qualified a university as I was
attending.

So what may have been intended as a gift actually became for us a curse
and a blessing in disguise. Non-Aboriginals have always liked to publish
“generic” books about us, which include major concerns about the politics
of land claims, enumeration, and some of the spiritual and social aspects
of “Indian” life — but normally do not include dance. Thus, I'd been very
excited to find two “artistic” impressions of ceremonial dance (Fenton &
Moore, Plate IV, 1977) which may be from the sixteenth century and may
have been danced by the Algonquins, in whom I am most interested since
I am Ojibwa, one of the seven Algonquin allies. But as I read further, the
information intended to date and explain these impressions was unclear.
A fire and a“medicine man” were among the elements discussed but there
is neither a fire nor a“medicine man” in either of the impressions. The
factuality of the art is also in question because the people in both impres-
sions look European, not Aboriginal.

One of these ceremonial dance images had just been discovered and
brought to the fore with the expectation that more information was go-
ing to be uncovered in terms of its source and meaning (Green, 1993). It
turned out to be a very disappointing foray once again because there was
no detailed information to be had, only that it was called A Woodland
Indian religious dance”. The source was set up as the base for a study unit
in the book, but I was not impressed with the clearly noticeable lack of in-
tegrity on the part of the publishers. I suspect that they used this as filler,

so their original high motives were lost along with their purpose. I think it
would have been much better to leave the image out.

This kind of sourcing is very typical and may have been done under the
guise of an Aboriginal, since the name “Green” is a name belonging to
members of the Six Nations. I have personally experienced problems from
working with non-Aboriginals who were supposed to be working “with”
me to publish some “indigenous” material. The false sense of power with
which I was “gifted” vanished, once I saw the material being published
against my will in an incomplete form, usually again due to time and bud-
get restraints.

Mixed feelings continued to churn deeply in me after going through six
books that had been specifically written about various “Indian” games
and dances. Every one of them used choreographic language that is not
indigenous to what I know of my Aboriginal relatives. If I showed them
the notes that fill these books, would they agree? I doubt it, since I don't
and they taught me.

The Christian overtones in some sources are very noticeable, and that
concerns me with respect to the original meaning. In one book, the author
Kurath is shown in a picture standing between an Onondaga couple. I
was not surprised to see on her face a smile of accomplishment and suc-
cess, while the woman on her right frowns and the man on her left wears
an unsure smile. I did not get a sense that the wife was fully honoured,
respected and acknowledged by Kurath. It looked to me as if her energy

is more openly directed toward the husband, while the wife looks void of
her attention and energy. This may be because the husband is a singer and
so “warrants” Kurath's attention. If a traditional Aboriginal woman was

in the same position as Kurath, the interaction shown in such a picture
would have been totally different.
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This is not the first time I've seen something like this, where the outsider
believes s/he is, assisting us and does not realize that in the process, many
generations have been disrupted and forever changed by their behaviour.
They are free to come and go from us as they wish, with no attachment

or any consciousness of what they have created. Their hearts and pocket-
books are full while ours continue to be empty. I wonder how much of the
proceeds for these projects were or are filtered back into Aboriginal sourc-
es. If every institution has three aisles of such books about “us’, where does
the cash flow go? And these books are in their voices, not in ours, and I
hear an ignorant egotistical voice that tells me that we are stupid and need
to be taken care of and are not capable of knowing what we want, that we
are not capable of participating in a reciprocal relationship.

The problem of “commoditisation,” which started with our ceremonies
becoming part of an entertainment industry, continued in a more direct
way in the early twentieth century, by Rush St. Denis in the modern
dance movement in both Europe and North America. Please understand
something. I am very grateful to have been directly involved in researching
and collecting the dances of Ruth St. Denis from the “Dances of Universal
Peace” which she founded. She did reintroduce many back into the com-
munities from which they originally came. The dances were represented
as "Amerindian” (Au, pg. 94) and were “displayed” by her and Ted Shawn
through their Denishawn School. But look at the reality: while North
American “Indian” dancing was illegal and mass oppression was taking
place against our communities, this non-Aboriginal woman was allowed
to interpret and portray our dances through her performances and that of
her prestigious school, making money while my people sat on their reser-
vations in poverty and “disease’.

I wonder if Ruth St. Denis was aware of the law forbidding us from danc-

ing. I also wonder from where she got her inspiration, if no Aboriginals
were allowed to dance. And did she give anything back to our communi-
ties after taking from us? Whether she did or not, her “interpretations”
became “real” because they were presented to the public as such, so our
interpretation remains unbelievable because we intertwine oral tradition
and experiment, the two roots by which our dances have always been
learned.

Can you wonder that I am bothered by this?

These researchers believed that we were going extinct and becoming part
of history, so they capitalized on this under the guise of care. How often
do these extremes go together? Animal rights activists fight to save ani-
mals from going extinct by caging them in zoos until they breed enough
to go back out into the wild. What was done to us? We were caged like
animals, brought from place to place and were allowed to “showcase” our
“talents” and people went crazy snapping pictures, believing that we were
going to be extinct. I find it truly amazing how animals are treated “better”
than humans!

When I did find aboriginal sources, of which there are a few published in
the late C20th, paradoxically the most hilarious information on dancing
was from a story about Sitting Bull's “Dancing Horse” (Erdoes, Ortiz., pg.
267, 1984), which is the best account of Sitting Bull's massacre during the
“Ghost Dance craze.” And it is not so depressing when compared with the
“generic” interpretations. It feels very good to hear the true voice of the
Aboriginal spirit’s ability to transform and shapeshift situations.

But again mixed feelings stirred in me while reading one aboriginal source
that gives a description of the “Sun Dance”. This is one of the dances that



contributed to the USA government decision to declare all ceremonial
dances illegal. The main reason was once again a misunderstanding.
Observers thought that the dance represented “torture” of the body. When
I was ingesting this information from an Aboriginal source, the words
vibrated with the same anger and fear that I associate with a non-Ab-
original. The word “torture” was used in the non-Aboriginal way, one that
creates distance, whereas the oral tradition as well as my own experience
involves a different understanding of “sacrifice” and “pain”.

For example, capitalism and care are so often at odds within our com-
munity. So many of us have a“poor” mentality and don't want anything to
do with money. Yet we live in a world now where we need money. It's very
difficult to survive in the old ways since Mother Earth has changed a lot
in 500+ years since Columbus. So we're in a Catch 22 where we mourn
the old ways and do not fully embrace the new ways. What choice do we
have? I've come to a place inside myself where I've made a commitment to
the new ways at the same time as keeping/living as many of the old ways
as possible. So I sacrifice to capitalism for the purpose of world peace, by
giving back to our nation.

Sadness is the main emotion I feel as a result of researching the rest of
the Aboriginal sources that mention dance, mainly because they are very
brief and do not contain any specific dance “technique” that can be learned
or practiced from these sources. The main points that were mentioned
involve dance as a way to connect with the physical and the spiritual
realms of our existence, and dance as a central part of all kinds of celebra-
tions, including funerals. These aspects of Aboriginal dance are common
knowledge to many of us, whether Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal. The
lack of detail is because dance is a form of cultural tradition that was and
continues to be passed down orally and experientially. I have to say that I
feel very supported by seeing dance under the heading of “Learning from
Experience” (Graveline, ph. 183, 1998) I certainly have learned a great

deal about my body, mind, soul and spirit through dance and will some-
day publish my experiences.

When comparing the published materials of Aboriginal scholars with
those of non-Aboriginal scholars, the results are out of balance. The
non-Aboriginal sources are full of poor scholarship, while the Aboriginal
sources lack scholarship. Also, many Aboriginals have been indoctrinated
by the new regime and thus publish non-Aboriginal beliefs.

It is clear to me that the first route that needs to be travelled to reach a
balance and to remedy the damage that has been done involves controlling
and keeping the copyright of our cultural materials. Another route that
needs to be travelled at the same time is to continue researching materi-
als and collecting dances of Aboriginal content along the way, from both
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal sources. Yet another route is to explore
Kurath's choreography, while creating a contemporary choreography that
is as close as possible to the traditional, yet which is created anew from
our present experience.

Education about North American dance through the eyes of non-Aborig-
inal scholars in contrast to Aboriginal has not acknowledged that North
American dance did not originate with modern or ballet, which are forms
of “immigrant” dances in the land of economic opportunity.

The misunderstandings have to end in this century through education
about the past, so we can begin to really be understood and respected in
the present and so in the future. This and only this will create balance.
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