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1.
Prologues


What Linda Davis-Stephens gives me credit for I essentially learned from Sol Tax at the University of Chicago, one of the great men of American anthropology, who was my adviser and major professor there. One of the things that made him great was his willingness all his life to learn from people of cultures different from ours, and that he worked for using this knowledge for them and for all of us. I passed this conviction and attitude he had named action anthropology on to those students who listened with open minds and were not afraid to step away a little from the trodden paths of what was applauded as the anthropology of the day. Linda was one of these students.


This short text of hers is full of insight, experience, and ideas, reflecting the very best of the original anthropological tradition, now oftentimes lost in the computer clatter of quantification and statistics. It is a straight-forward and precise text that tells whence she came, how she became, what she learned, what she is learning, and what can be done with what is learned. The text is a journey to which readers are invited to participate in. At the conclusion the reader will find where he/she stands, and where he/she could be going.

The text is correct in its descriptions of events, historical and recent, and clean in its scientific underpinnings. It is also sensitive and poetic, always truthful. It shows an anthropology that is thoroughly alive.

Karl H. Schlesier, Professor Emeritus

Corrales, New Mexico
1998

As a previous student of Linda’s class the Great Plains Experience and as someone involved in local history, I find this article speaking to “us”, to me. This deep, thoughtful panorama will allow others an excellent foray into the essence of Linda’s action anthropology. 


Her article gives great insight into the Cheyenne people from a political, historical and social viewpoint. It offers an exchange, a transfer between Linda’s fieldwork with the Cheyenne and her interaction with the High Plains. It will be an excellent tool for individuals interested in the history of the High Plains and Great Plains peoples. 


This is a beginning, a process for all to get involved in and understand which gives us great anticipation for the future.

Sue Ellen Taylor, Director

Prairie Museum of Art and History

Thomas County Historical Society

Colby, Kansas 

1998

1.1.  Introduction


What you will read in this piece you have probably not heard of before, and may never hear much of again. This is a collection of stories telling of recent fieldwork in the discipline of anthropology.


Students are to read and critique not only what is said but what is not included. Each student should look for what questions are answered by this writing and what relevant inquiry remains to be explored.


An outcome of this exercise is expected to be a publication. Students who so choose to participate may have their comments included in the future publication. This process in itself should become a form of action anthropology. The Cheyenne participants will also be reading this booklet and welcome to add their commentaries.


The first draft of this writing was critiqued part by part by Bryce Stephens, my spouse and colleague. His literary criticism and participation in action anthropology has made this a better documentation. His voice and other voices of aboriginal origins have made this a better storytelling.

1.1.1.  On Being and Becoming an Action Anthropologist


I had been wandering the World Wide Web for many months. My search on the Internet with Netscape was using a Yahoo Engine. What I wanted to find was any entry at all about action anthropology. When my query came back with no entries it looked like I may be one of the last action anthropologists on the planet.


A generation ago I was first stepping into anthropology classes at the university. With 500 other students I took notes on professor’s lectures and passed all multiple-choice machine-graded tests. The class structure was so mechanized with factory-style teaching methods that I was discouraged from continued enrollment. I thought that a discipline to study humanity would have emphasized human relationships and worldview from the student-orientation. What I needed in the classroom I did find a year later.


Cultural Anthropology was taught by an action anthropologist--Dr. Karl H. Schlesier. Every class he would begin by asking, “Are there any questions?” Of course I had at least one question ready every time he would begin class. I was looking for basic answers to fundamental questions of the human condition.


When the first Earth Day was celebrated and during the years thereafter I had been anxiously watching the American Dream turn into a nightmare. I wanted change NOW. I saw the city life as a cancerous sore on the surface of the land. The overconsumption from the overdevelopment of strip-mined land without reclamation and filled dump sites with waste that would not renew the earth, nor decompose for unknown years; I was witnessing what is now called ecocide.


I had decided to live out my own life with the least impact on the earth, with utmost respect for my life as a part of the life of the planet. So I decided not to self-destruct. I also decided not to reproduce.


What I needed to know from anthropology--the study of man--was how can the earth survive the apparent disregard of humans as part of the life of the planet? How can humans have lived as long as anthropologist time-lines show and self-destruct so quickly; were they taking all species with them? Did I want to be responsible as a human for watching the last elephants die on earth, the last whales and sharks, the last gorillas--who share the same Primate classification as humans?


Through anthropology could I learn what may have set humans on this course of accelerated degradation of their own homelands? Was there anyone left who had not abandoned their relationship to their homeland as something sacred? Where were they? How have they survived the modern world? Does any part of my lifestyle threaten or contribute to their continued existence?


One way or another I put my fundamental questions to Karl every day of class. He never flinched. He gave my questions a moment of sincere consideration, sometimes longer. But I think we are still trying to understand and listen for many of the answers.


The problems presented by my questions have not gone away. The process of solving problems still dominates the everyday world. But I am an action anthropologist. Solving problems themselves are as much of a goal as the process itself. Some people still say the ends justify the means. What I learned was that the process of getting to the end has a value all its own. Focus on the end can blur options of how to get there. What I thought at the outset was the end to achieve may turn out not to be the end at all. In the process of getting there an open-ended approach could allow options I had not foreseen at the outset.


To become an anthropologist I would have entered an ivory tower of an academic profession that stood aloof from the people who were the objects of study. I saw that generation coming of age in a world of scientific colonialism. The next generation would carry on some of the cultural baggage. A few with vision looked with a perspective on the vanishing point of human existence.


Action anthropology was the discipline most critical of the human condition. It became for me a self-discipline for leading a self-examined life in relation to other people and to the place where I live. I am still becoming an action anthropologist. I have been one all along.


The nature of action anthropology comes from being indigenous. The integrity of an action anthropologist is an essential sovereignty and self-determination. The action anthropologist shows commitment and responsibility to the host population. My work as an action anthropologist belongs to the people. My life belongs to the earth.

1.1.2.  On the Nature of Action Anthropology

Frog does not drink up

the pond in which he lives.


One of the basic tenets of action anthropology is to work oneself out of a job. This is the test of success. The action anthropologist works hard to make her training and experience useful but not indispensable.


She is there to help people help themselves. She is more of a facilitator for what the people themselves want. If they don’t want it then it probably won’t happen. If they determine they want it they must make it happen themselves.


When a need exists options and ideas are considered from a variety of sources. The decision to use an option or idea to meet a need depends on the people. They must internalize how to meet their need and experience how they do it themselves. This is the test of understanding.


Becoming obsolete does not mean an end to commitment and responsibility. When the job at hand is accomplished to a point that the action anthropologist can step aside she still remains accountable for the consequences of action.


Knowing when to step aside is indispensable. Knowing when to practice selflessness is imperative. Through self-discipline and self-examination she will intuit when her obligations have been met.


Much of anthropology is becoming archeology--a relic. Anthropology needs an ecosophical view--the wisdom of habitat. Ways exist to learn from people having the wisdom of habitat.


Some things are gone already. Some plants and animals of the planet have faced irreversible destruction. Some things don’t really go away but transform through a change of setting.


People who are ready for the final curtain to be drawn on this life drama have no right to call for it on us all. We all have rights of survival as individuals and as cultures. Rights are granted by mutual participation in each others lives and by reciprocity with the place we inhibit.


The nature of action anthropology is to see ourselves as a benevolent part of the planet and to work with people to maintain this integrity. Action anthropology is about change and continuity. People in a cultural setting change with life’s cycles of birth, maturation, regeneration, and death. People as a culture are changing and also keeping an identity that makes them a people.

River always changes

and is always the river.


Cheyenne action anthropology is a new element in an ancient and enduring cultural system. It was added upon recommendation by the traditional leaders. One of the reasons was to bring Cheyenne identity into the present, as Tsistsistas, who would still endure as a people with cultural traditions over 3,000 years old. Action anthropology was a tool of resilience.


Although a new element by name, action anthropology was introduced as a resistance to the dominant society. Over one hundred years of coerced assimilation by the dominant society had failed to bring about cultural death. Relocation, incorporation, termination, extermination--all attempts through government policy had so far threatened Tsistsistas existence.


Tsistsistas traditional government remains intact. The old value system, the language, the sacred symbols of cultural identity--all exist.


The decision to use action anthropology came from within the group of traditional leaders, the keepers of the sacred symbols. The presence of the action anthropologist was sanctioned through proper ceremonial procedures. He had to be instructed in the life history of a people. His work would be for the future of Tsistsistas.


Scientific research would be conducted as field work by the action anthropologist and graduate students from the WSU Anthropology Department. The research topic given to each graduate student originated from within the host population.


Action anthropology was not there to do research on the Cheyenne. It was there to provide data and knowledge about the dominant society and to advise on how features of the dominant society could benefit the Cheyenne.


The focus of this scientific study of humans was not on an exotic people whom anthropologists were famous for studying, but was on studying-up. Researchers studied the postmodern world and the behavior and appearance of the people in the dominant society. The Cheyenne have been studying ‘white people’ for a long time. The Cheyenne have developed a scientific body of knowledge with philosophies of law, medicine, and theology. They compare their observations of ‘white people’ and other nations.


Cheyenne watched as the waves of Whites came over the sea of grass across the ocean of air. Their coming was expected as foretold in Cheyenne prophecies. Their leaving is expected as a result of their own self-destruction.


Cheyenne action anthropology is the longest running project of its kind. The success of its duration comes from a long standing tradition. Researchers work as students of the host population. The work is grounded in the cultural identity. Cheyenne existence comes from their ancestral lands and is guided by Cheyenne laws. The Cheyenne way allows for change and the flexibility to adjust to divergence. This is Tsistsistas integrity.

Water flows 

on a path

of least resistance.


Most scientific research designs hypotheses, test the hypotheses, and try to repeat the design in comparative situations. Anthropological research is not done on bugs, rocks, or seeds but is designed on human problem solving.


Academic anthropologists orient their research around grant proposals for funding their work. The granting agency has guidelines and obligations with which the research must comply. Doing the research depends on the approval and sponsorship of the funding institution.


Applied anthropologists who work for government agencies use the same system. The design of research uses a problem solving orientation. The findings are expected to result in some form of publication for both academic and applied research.


Action anthropologists rely on personal funds. Their research is primarily process oriented. Being independent of agency sponsorship allows more flexibility to discover how scientific knowledge is applied from one situation to the next. Publication has input from the host population themselves.


When studying human populations, application of hypotheticals rather than hypotheses can better focus the research on issues. Especially when working with Cheyenne perspectives in research, a primary background in legal systems and ethnological jurisprudence is useful for analysis of information gathered in fieldwork. The basic framework is built by hypothetical and analogical comparisons.


An action anthropologist makes a ripple of some influence just by being amongst the people. This ripple has been called intervention, not a violent implication of a military term, but a domestic involvement. Not to be seen as a meddling, nosey neighbor, the action anthropologist makes himself available by friendly gestures. He gets involved by invitation of the host population. He uses the least intrusive methods of involvement.


Not only must his behavior be unobtrusive but his advise should be non-directive. The power of decision-making remains within the host population. The action anthropologist shares in the power as a non-directive counselor. His ideas and words may be definitive and harsh at times. He must be right, not righteous. He must show an impeccable honesty. After all, he must share in the consequences of action. He also shares in the freedom to make mistakes and learn from them. He must be firm in his own identity and true to himself. He must allow with utmost respect the decisions of others to choose the direction of action, or even to choose inaction.


An action anthropologist must distinguish situations of interaction with the host population and of noninvolvement. An experimental attitude of trial and error allows for innovation, creativity, inventiveness, and circumstantial events.

As long as the grass grows 

and the rivers flow. . .

and there are enough buffalo to 

justify the chase...


Cheyenne communities have lived through many changes. Things are not static. Life is not just one problem after another. As serious as things get there is still a sense of humor and contentment.


The sod grass of the Plains may take another hundred years to rebuild its vast root region when the farm ground lays abandoned and idled. The ladder of rivers need more alluvium and snowmelt to wash their arteries clear of pesticides and pollutant wastes. The nearly vanished buffalo must survive the biological bottleneck forced on their genetic diversity.


Even if all this would come to be the Cheyenne could still be faced with issues that outlast the life of any one action anthropologist. Some problems seem forever resistant to resolution, some issues without remedy.


As holistic and broad as anthropology is, even with its four branches, the Cheyenne condition requires multidisciplinary action. An intimate look at the life of any one Cheyenne individual could turn up a wide array of life’s difficulties tied to being Cheyenne in a non-Cheyenne world. Some Cheyenne are bombarded daily with legal issues that could keep an attorney working full time to address.


Anthropology has strength in the power of observation and data collection. Anthropological research involves an observer by the nature of the approach chosen. The research of an action anthropologist working with the Cheyenne uses the scientific method. Knowledge is gained by participation and application of training and experience. Cross-cultural comparisons show distinctions and replications.


Applying anthropology in field work, the Cheyenne researcher learns the scope and sequence of the effects of the dominant society on the Cheyenne. Among the Cheyenne are instructors in the physical and cultural aspects of the world. There are Cheyenne specialists in healthcare, history, science, philosophy, law, and the arts. The dominant society has had various effects on these specialist areas.


As a hunting population, arrowmakers would have been commonly observed in a Cheyenne community. Although hunting continues, the arrowmakers appear on private occasions. The hunt is as rarely viewed as the hunted.


The action anthropologist becomes instructed in the vitality of Cheyenne life. This instruction is privileged information. The skill and knowledge derived from instruction and training is vital to the transfer of culture from one generation to the next. This education must be lived. Some of the learning will never be in books. By participation in Cheyenne traditional ceremonies, the life and the learning of things is education.

Covenants run with the land 

as long as remembered.


The Cheyenne people continue to have the same problems in 1996 as they did in 1976, when I began graduate studies in action anthropology. Those problems have been there beyond the lifespan of most individuals in the present population.


My work as an action anthropologist has been to learn to identify the broad context in which those perpetual problems exist. This writing is an attempt to communicate present human conditions of Cheyenne survival. I am trying also to understand what is on the cultural horizon coming into our lives.


There is talk of separation. The tribal identity as recognized by the United States government is that the Southern Cheyenne are a business entity, a corporation, together with the Southern Arapaho. They are doing business as the Cheyenne-Arapaho Tribes. Since incorporation in the 1930’s tribal assets and lands have been controlled and lost by the administrative conduct of the C-A Tribes. For a while it was called the tribal council; then it was changed to business committee. Although the 1976 Revised Constitution of the C-A Tribes designated the people--the voting membership--as the tribal council and governing body, the administrative body found loopholes of empowerment. Power is held by a corporate elite. Now that corporation claims to be indigenous. Separation could mean that Cheyenne and Arapaho decide their own constitutions and memberships. They would manage and administer their own businesses, assets, and lands: or they could work out joint-use agreements, like interstate compacts. The loopholes could be closed from the corporate elite.


In 1994 a democratic process took place to vote on the question of separation of Cheyenne and Arapaho tribal memberships. Following procedures from the existing documents of incorporation and governance the majority vote said “yes” to separation.


To the present, the democratic vote has been denied and used for retaliation against the voters. Human and monetary resources are being drained to uphold the law against the war chest of a corporate elite.


Duly-elected district representatives of tribal members have been denied taking their seats on the Business Committee. Tribal court remedies were stalled by maneuvers of civil procedure. These moves were seen as interference meant to keep the separation vote from its legal fruition. The unseated representatives would have called for official recognition of the majority vote to separate.


What became obvious from investigations before the vote was that the Cheyenne and Arapaho had a disparity of population and assets, especially land. Although the Arapaho numbers were markedly less than Cheyenne population, Arapaho interests claimed a controlling half of assets and land.


Before the tribes were incorporated and lands combined by statute, Cheyenne claims to Fort Reno and other lands north of the South Canadian River were historically documented. Clear heirship chronicles could be established from title searches done on Allotment Act lands divided in the late 1800’s. Individual names show private ownership and are traced to tribal affiliation.


Before Allotment Act division of tribal lands into fee simple absolute individual holdings, historical records show designations of tribal lands through treaty boundaries and executive order. In the same decade that the buffalo were nearly exterminated by government policy Congress refused to make any more treaties with American Indians. The United States had identified and selected duly authorized representatives to relinquish title to lands held by the confederated Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes. The misrepresentation and fraudulent contracts exhibited in this era of treaty-making are the theoretical subjects of scholarship in law.


The point is that the United States made a one-sided determination to call the tribes confederated by the terms of the treaties after 1861. According to the Treaty of Fort Laramie with the Sioux, Etc. 1851, Indian Nations including the Cheyennes and Arapahos designated their territories and reserved their rights and claims to other lands.


The earliest treaty recorded in 1825 shows the United States proclaiming friendship with the Cheyenne Tribe of Indians on the Teton River. No boundaries were drawn but Cheyenne fluent in their language and genealogies doubt whether the names of the signatories indicate Cheyenne, but rather are Sioux.


Another one-sided determination by the United States was the treaty with Northern Cheyenne in 1868. The people themselves were not allowed their proper identity. Not only were they falsely identified throughout history but they were lied to and robbed of lands and resources. Those Northerners, speakers of the Suhtaio dialect related to Tsistsistas, have maintained a land base and cultural integrity. They keep open the territorial pathways and markers along with Tsistsistas. Their mutual affiliation is paving the way for a grand alliance to endure in the cultural horizon.


What the Southern Arapaho have at risk by separation is actually more than a controlling half interest in lands and assets. At the time of the vote, Bureau of Indian Affairs policy-makers were reclassifying tribes as historic and non-historic. If separated from Cheyenne-Arapaho Tribes, Arapaho had no historic covenant running with the land the way Cheyenne do. They abandoned their ceremonial alliance long ago.


Their ties with the Northern Arapaho could be the remaining ancestral ties with the land. Even without separating from Cheyenne-Arapaho Tribes the behavior condoned by the corporate elite makes an attractive side-show for international tourism. The performance of a psuedo-Sun Dance by tribal employees makes an appearance of people to land relationship. Varieties of flora and fauna are brought into the arbor. But what is missing is the life-blood of the people. Their connection to their origins as a people, their source of authority for thousands of years. Tsistsistas hold the position and authority of experience.


The Keeper of the Cheyenne Sacred Arrows is the highest political, genuine authority in Cheyenne culture. Through his position the covenant running with the land is remembered. What is done with his sanction is authentic and respected by Tsistsistas. Only by following proper procedures does the risk of contamination diminish. He holds the people in the palm of his hand. He belongs to his people and he belongs to the land.


Separation has been an issue for over a century. The Cheyenne have certain obligations to meet that are part of the covenant. Cheyenne-Arapaho or Arapaho can participate in meeting those obligations. Those who choose otherwise should stop interfering with the fulfillment of those obligations.


Action anthropology made investigations, distributed information, and traveled the winding roads to reveal the truth of the past. Participation in the democratic process was offered when asked. It was the will of the people, the vote of the majority to separate their constitutions. Action anthropology helped in the process. Democracy failed. The hard reality was that voting was not enough to make the separation happen.


The failure is not blamed on the Arapaho. Neither is it blamed on the C-A or Cheyenne who use their position at the BIA Concho Agency for an abuse of power. Ceremonial people have even been employed at the Agency in various positions. Through participation in the traditional ceremonies in relation to the covenant of the Sacred Arrow Tipi, even bureau employees know what is expected of them. Their behavior is each individual’s responsibility. Each one is accountable to the social dynamics of the entire Cheyenne universe.


The failure cannot be blamed on the legal strategies or lack of cultural perspective of the attorneys and legal investigators involved in the separation vote. The result of democratic action has been to reveal the flaws and barriers unknown before or anticipated but still to be resolved.

Nothing lives forever

but the earth and

the mountains.


White Antelope’s Death Song


A change in federal laws has required the repatriation of cultural artifacts to the tribal origin of the artifacts, especially buried cultural items, the skulls of the Sand Creek Massacre victims, should be returned. Buried in the Smithsonian Institution labyrinth for over a hundred years the heads of Cheyenne ancestors were kept from their bodily remains, back in the soil of the draws and gullies of Sand Creek, Colorado.


Like separation of tribal identities and constitutions, the issues of the Sand Creek Massacre of 1864 have neither been resolved nor gone away. Black Kettle was attacked by Chivington’s 100 Day Volunteers, too, but he escaped. White Antelope was killed singing, his Tsistsistas words most often remembered in English translation among the storytellers who recount the atrocities committed in a place of trust and protection flying the American flag.


Even in the transformation from life to death the covenant running with the land is a force of action. The old people, women and children carried this force to their bloody graves.


Sand Creek may have been a mistake. Some current citizens of Colorado justify their statehood on the mistake of Chivington’s missionary, military zeal. At the Treaty of Fort Wise, 1861, Cheyenne old men made a mistake when they put themselves in a circumstance of vulnerability and danger. They became middlemen in a trade war. They were easy targets in the open.


Chivington was a pawn of the progressives. The massacre eliminated a small stray band of middlemen entrepreneurs. Financiers of economic expansion  used Chivington’s fanaticism of spiritual and political control. While the trading band lived in the shadow of the fort the heart of Cheyenne existence policed the hunting lands and lived by the law of the tipi. The massacre failed to eliminate aboriginal land title or the ceremonial leadership. The traditional government remained in force. Territory was patrolled from the Red River of the south to Powder River of the north.


In 1868 the United States sought peace from Sioux and Cheyenne with a treaty in one hand and gold in the other hand behind the back. Expeditions trespassed into the Black Hills. Gold, uranium, and other Black Hills life forms were stolen as resources for an expanding society.


The United States created false representations and unconscionable agreements to justify colonization and extraction of the Black Hills area. Aboriginal land title remains with the true landlords--Lakota, Tsistsistas, and other nations who keep the covenant running with the land.


Through Supreme Court and administrative decisions the United States has almost pushed through another way to justify the trespass. Of the many Sioux councils the Santee may end up the ones to take money for the land. A court awarded settlement awaits tribal acceptance. While it waits, interest accumulates. Once the interest money would be transferred to the Santee business accounts all other claims by the Sioux could be quieted. The court could decide even if the payment were put in trust until future generations accept it, recognized title has been transferred when payment is made. The Santee were not even an original claimant, nor a proper party according to history or treaty.


Tsistsistas have never been party to giving away the Black Hills. They have not filed claims in the U.S. forums. There is no other jurisdiction for binding decisions except in Tsistsistas law. This sovereign authority comes from the tradition. This conflict of laws has found no resolve in U.S. courts. The matter must be heard in an international forum. That is ethnological jurisprudence.


According to Tsistsistas tradition, Bear Butte, a sacred mountain on the northeast perimeter of the Black Hills, was never paid for and was never taken. Private land owners parceled a piece of the surface and tried to sell something that didn’t belong to them.


It was like someone who sees your horses. He says he likes that one bay horse. You won’t sell it. He goes to your neighbor and says he likes your horse. He buys your horse from your neighbor and rides off with it.


In 1979 the Arrow Keeper, Edward Red Hat, opposed the sale of land on the sacred mountain. His obligation is to protect and preserve the integrity of Bear Butte. He returned often to Bear Butte with the Sacred Arrows. His sacred pilgrimages confirmed that the Cheyenne relationship with all the sacred mountain is forever undeniable. Edward Red Hat did not see how a person could buy back sacred land. How it got in private hands in the first place was questionable.


When knowledge of the proposed land sale came up some persons thought the Indians should have the first option to buy. One attorney thought creating an easement would solve things. After extensive investigation the traditional decision stood. There would be no payment for what already belonged to Tsistsistas.


However, a Cheyenne-Arapaho Business Committee person saw the opportunity to use federal funds to purchase the lands in question for the Agency and the Northern Cheyenne Land Owners Association. So the northwest slope was “bought” even without the authority of the Tribal Council referendum vote as required by the C-A Constitution.


When the heads of the ancestors were buried in the Smithsonian there was a scientific purpose in their storage. The study of bones has been one of the typical images of archeologists.


Some enlightened archeologists have recently learned how to study and record burial remains then rebury them. Some bones turn up inadvertently by earthmoving equipment or erosion of soil. Some grave robbers still roam the land and uncover burials for sale to collectors.


What happened when the heads were removed from the Smithsonian brings up the perpetual issue of dealing with a duly authorized representative. From the treaty-making era through the General Allotment Act and on into the business corporation period of Cheyenne history, finding the genuine authority has been a half-hearted pursuit.


Tsistsistas tradition has survived thousands of years by the actions of the ceremonial people. With their knowledge and wisdom Cheyenne culture has been transmitted from one generation to the next. Those who learn from the core of the Cheyenne tradition know by participation and experience the proper procedures for handling the remains of a dead relative.


The ancestors’ heads were handed over to the corporate business people at Concho Agency. Traditional ways were imitated in a quasi-Christian reburial on the land of the BIA Agency. Even a non-Cheyenne would see that something was missing. To most people it was obvious that the bodily remains were in Sand Creek, Colorado. The heads should be returned to the bodies. But a show was made about the heads coming home.


People who learn the ceremonial ways would have known better. There were procedures missing in handling the skulls. There were misinterpretations about the concept of the soul. This is an internal matter.


The point is that for action anthropology, finding the duly authorized representatives and the genuine authority is critical to research for truth and accuracy. Work that deals with superficial, imitation behavior will yield the same quality of results. Instead of bringing home a dozen eggs, you find some missing.


The difficulty of finding the genuine authority also brings up the actual event of keeping the covenant running with the land. When a man is chosen to be the Arrow Keeper his family lives by the sacred traditions; and the people provide for his welfare. In the course of certain circumstances, when the person chosen lacks in qualities or abandons obligations of the covenant, removal and replacement can occur.


On such an occasion, the action anthropologist was asked to provide written documentation to show the cultural foundation for the decision. The document was presented as defense to stolen property charges in the BIA Tribal Court at Concho Agency. The judge was convinced that proper procedure must have been followed based on the outcome. He declined jurisdiction on the matter which was already decided within the cultural context.


This brings back the discussion of identity. What the Arapaho stand to lose by separation is the cultural context which makes the Cheyenne not just an ethnic group. The Chinese-Americans, the Latino-Americans, the Black Americans, the Italian-Americans, and others in the United States have their ethnic roots and heritage. All except maybe the Latino-Americans have no land base from which their identity and heritage derive. But they have distinct recognition and benefits as well as biases and prejudices that come their way from the dominant society. There may not be much difference between membership in a business corporation such as at Concho Agency and a business entity run by Chinese-Americans or others.


What matters is the cultural traditions which are kept alive, and that life must be conscious of the earth as alive. Beyond the business interests the people must take care of their family interests. Their family goes across kinship ties of brothers, cousins, grandparents and adopted kin. Their relatives go across community ties of deer, coyote, eagle, and bear. Even the grasses, trees, and bushes have representation in the life drama of the Cheyenne universe.

Within and around

the mountain,

within and around

the tipi,

within and around the covenant, 

the authority

returns to you.


But someone who comes over here goes back and says he got permission. What is that? Anybody can say that. Who’s going to know the difference?


The spirits. The shuffling in the grass, the snapping of sweetgrass, the spirits working around the tipi.

2.  From Action Anthropology to Action Archeology


I never intended to be an archeologist or do archeology. I spent hours in the WSU archeology laboratory with artifacts taken from the Mesa Verde area. My job was to clean the pottery sherds with hydrochloric acid and a toothbrush, wearing rubber gloves. At times I recreated drawings of what the pottery designs would have looked like if the whole bowl had been found.


Somewhere I read that at burials pottery and personal belongings were left with the dead. Some customs were to break the pottery at the burial. The spirit of the clay would be released with spirit of the person.


Many work-study hours earned were also spent in the WSU Museum of Man and its archives. I learned that museums don’t have to be mausoleums but can have learning exhibits that help people understand other cultures and communities.


As field work gave me more experience in action anthropology and a broadened perspective of Cheyenne culture, I left archeology to the textbooks I had used as a graduate teaching assistant.


There was no interest in digging around human habitation sites and digging up human bones. I preferred to let their remains rest in peace. I was more involved in working with live people.


From where I have been to where I am going, now I see the usefulness of archeology. In the recent years of teaching college classes in the High Plains I have used archeology more and more to involve students in their own local history and culture.


This is the homeland of Tsistsistas. Ever since the 1851 Treaty the United States has recognized the Cheyenne territory from the Arkansas River to the Platte as their favored hunting lands-a white concept. This had been the intensely managed range land and horticultural land of many Plains nations. The Cheyenne had managed the resources and maintained territorial markers throughout the interior grasslands for thousands of years.


I needed archeology to explain the diversity of local cultures who had lived here through time. Karl Schlesier edited a book on Plains Indians that would help me teach the archeological past of historic groups. This would show students that sites arbitrarily named and numbered could be identified with living people of contemporary cultures.


I offered to teach classes in the first place because Karl Schlesier published a book that I could use to teach the archeological past of the Cheyenne. I developed work sheets as study guides to help the students at a primary level get into the scholarly analysis of the Cheyenne traditions and philosophy. The archeological evidence in the book established the Cheyenne in the Plains beyond the historic Minnesota location most typically shown in textbooks. The 3000 year history of Cheyenne geography was new and fascinating to explore in the classroom.


The theme begun on Cheyenne archeology expanded to Plains Indians archeology with the editing of conference papers from expert archeologists in this region. I developed a series of essay questions to help primary level students spur their interest and develop their own questions for archeological inquiry.


Classroom activities include fieldtrips into the open country where we study history on site. A video tape is made to help document oral histories on location and collect data for further study. Historic site inventories are being compiled and compared with official state recorded sites on file.


These western counties have few recorded sites. There is little evidence of thousands of years of human occupation. The state still tells an official story from the scarce information collected so far. Before white historians made records of Indian presence the different peoples basically  had no cultural identity. The story lumps people together as artifact collections. Names given them come from the rivers like the Upper Republican and Smoky Hill or landowners names or the names of archeologists and soil types-Keith. Sites are designated a number system with county abbreviations.


All this classification system is based on scattered findings of stone points and tools, chips of pottery here and there, bone fragments, scats, seeds and grinding tool remains, etc. The process of action anthropology becomes how to get to hear more of the story, including the Indian side from their historical traditions.


Classroom activities and fieldtrips centered on Colby set the stage for opening the storytelling. Only seven sites had officially been recorded from Thomas County in the state files. There was more to the story told by class participants and local collectors.


For many years a group of enthusiasts had traveled from around Colby into the High Plains, catching stories from each other, keeping maps and logs of travel itineraries, researching old newspaper articles and county history files.


Just prior to the year I started classes the local history enthusiasts had been visited by a Cheyenne historian and his family. He was honored in pageantry and given a tour of the countryside. His recent presence helped to enliven the landscape and make the past more visible. John Sipes had been to the historical archives and Cheyenne elders for his research. His wealth of information and dedication to documentation formed the cornerstone for my foundation in teaching about people until now invisible or relegated to the imagery of picture books. Students could relate to our classroom studies better because some people in the community had had a recent encounter of historic significance, and could tell about it.


Some people doubt that there is a prehistoric past of historic groups in the High Plains. There were no horses then. The uplands were too dry. Corn needed water. Houses are missing. Probably it was empty or just plain wild. Only when the nomadic horse-riding hunters wandered through after buffalo was anybody here and only temporarily.


This area has been mined for cultural artifacts for over 100 years. Ever since the homesteaders arrived people have been picking up artifacts, losing them in estate sales, sending them to far away museums, keeping them from public view in coffee cans and cigar boxes. A few caretakers of our prehistoric past share what they have with school children occasionally.


Generally, people believed the Indians were gone forever. Picking up bones and artifacts is one way to destroy the past and remove anything that shows Indians were ever here. The story that gets remembered in one line of communities has become the marker in history for all else that follows.


It was as if through an act of violence a regeneration of people occurred. The county court houses and historical society files show the records of local settlements in the 1870’s. The stories are told through family histories in county history books commemorating the centennial years. Even in public classrooms remnants of the stories are recited.


A few students who enroll in my classes recite the parts of the stories that impressed them the most. The Cheyenne appear as a desperate, angry bunch of killers on horseback coming over the divide of the Sappa Creek-Black River, as some imaginations in the present generation see in a glance on the southern horizon. In the mind’s eye the Indians could almost appear on the ridge and head down the slopes and draws toward the settlers’ descendants. The terror remains.


The story is told as a final scene in the changing of the land--barren to productive, wild to domestic. The new drama unfolds as the buffalo hunters and range riders take on new roles as heads of families and town builders.


Museum exhibits are dedicated to memorabilia that show the last instance of Indians’ visible presence in this area. Imagery comes from oral histories, military records, a local media video production, and publication of claims records. Arrowheads solidify Indian passages in the imagination. One pamphlet authored by an Australian visitor is the only visible attempt to represent an Indian view of their connection to the landscape.


A state historic marker nearby calls it the “Last Indian Raid”. One of my students preferred to call it “The Great Escape”. After a hundred years descendants of the Cheyenne families involved are reconstructing the past. Hearing from them now could help explain some of the discrepancies in the stories.


Even local information is coming together. What seemed like an origin story of a people creating a new political social order has required more than a historical approach for understanding. The judge who compiled the claims records left more than his published pamphlet. He left his notes of inquiry and investigation. A son of a friend of his kept those notes and read them. He remembered the long walks and talks between the judge and his dad on Sunday afternoons, surface hunting along the creeks and draws of the area. His recollections of witness accounts tell the rest of the story beyond the patent period of the local county aristocracy and landed gentry.


To understand more of what happened in 1878 to that line of communities about to emerge, as wheat germinates and breaks the soil surface with its first leaf, more than history was needed. Research took on the scrutiny of a criminal investigation.


All that was needed was a reasonable doubt. Certainly the gravestones and monuments remain as proof that people died then. Some deaths were witnessed as a killing. The witness accounts blame Indians. But Wild Hog in later testimony denied his Cheyenne bunch had anything to do with the murders they were blamed with later.


A holistic look at the social climate and characters living in the area at the time gives a more vivid picture of the setting. A tragedy was building from many directions. Not just Plains Indian wars were going on but so were range wars and county seats fights. An Indian scare was a useful disruption for opportunists to gain territory or other claims in their own interests.


What had happened three years before on the Sappa Creek had almost dealt a fatal blow to the heart of Cheyenne existence. The same local hunter and more joined to destroy Cheyenne presence at last.


Spotted Elk was running on the gravel road near Old Sheridan. He was still about 10 miles south of Shibboleth. He had lost sight of his family. A local farmer saw him out there alone in the open. Spotted Elk told him what was taking place.


Before he caught up with his family in the car caravan he explained to the local farmer why he was running there. His children and the grandchildren of his people need to know their ways and their own history. They need to understand how they came to be who they are and where they live.


Sam Spotted Elk and Andrew Sootkis were part of a long tradition of Cheyenne people who have maintained a close connection with their territorial homelands. Their 700-mile journey was a reconstruction of the way their ancestors traveled in that tragic year 1878. Cheyenne presence continues in many forms.


A Cheyenne team of specialists has been in the area making observations of archeological sites. Joe Big Medicine, Eva Red Hat, and Terry Wilson met with Don Rowlison, Curator at  the Cottonwood Ranch Historic Site. They talked about local and regional histories. Terry Wilson’s research on Sand Creek Massacre descendants was one of the primary sources for John Moore’s anthropological account--The Cheyenne Nation. This team is consulted on matters of preservation, protection and authenticity in various states.


On the same roads, north and south, another couple has been paving the way for settlement and resolve of the issues of the Sand Creek Massacre. Laird and Coleen Cometsevah whose work was also included in The Cheyenne Nation have been on television documentaries concerning Indian history. Laird and Coleen have dedicated their lives to honoring the Treaty on the Little Arkansas, 1865. The U.S. government promise of reparations for the gross and wanton outrages committed by the 100 Day Volunteers is a century old recurring issue.


Some days the Cheyenne cross the Republican River at Benkleman, other days at McCook, NE. They have special interests in places all along the way. When the people are coming to places they know and visit sometimes they need things around here. They may stop for groceries or gas. They may need some plants or colored rocks. There may be a particular place they need to see or take care of personally.


When they come and do these things they would like others to see them as friendly, even as neighbors. They don’t want people to be afraid of them or to hate them. They don’t want to be treated badly for things they didn’t do or know nothing about locally. They should not be blamed or forced to carry the guilt of crimes which their ancestors may or may not have committed.


The Cheyenne of the past and present should be seen as communities of people; as friends and family--mothers, fathers, teens and newborns, grandparents--as human beings. Some Cheyenne still keep a relationship with the land. This should be no threat to the present occupiers of the land. There should be mutual respect for each other and the land--together in coexistence.


We all are actually at an international crossroads. For years, even centuries, people of many nations have made their home here. The United States domination of the land policies here have barely lasted a hundred years and already fail to sustain families on the land. The typical history of a section of land since the Homestead Act has been one of loans and mortgages, tying the land and owner in servitude to the lenders. Rarely is the land held free and clear of encumbrances.


Some of the German and Czech settlers in this area are still visible in family names and likenesses. Most of the people around Jennings are related to each other. A 20-mile range of neighbors along Big Timber and Prairie Dog Creeks kept community ties and cultural identities.


Descendants of the 1870’s settlers have family histories that tell of where were their relatives when the Cheyenne made their Great Escape in 1878. They tell of close calls, homestead abandonment, group hideouts, and property damage or loss. Their homes were not in the path of the killings. 


None tell of seeing the Cheyenne face to face, except the buffalo hunter who pursued the Cheyenne with a militia and kept the scalp of the one he killed. The scalp hung for a time in a drug store of the county seat. When kept in a box on a closet shelf at home it was used on occasion to add thrill and dare to storytelling. But that man was neither Czech nor German. Solomon Rees was an English name. He was American-born, fought in the Civil War, and brought a Delaware wife from a Kansas Reservation to the border of buffalo country.


The book he financed for publication was one reason that I centered my history fieldtrip classes at Jennings one semester. On principle I wanted to let the community of Jennings have input on how the book would be used in college classes. I knew his name stirred controversial reactions so I wanted to do justice to his heritage and that of the Cheyenne. As a class we mapped the local sites tied to his heritage and others. Personal interviews were informal. In a town of 200 surveys and questionnaires were unnecessary. Just about everyone could find out what we were investigating.


When the video camera was running to document oral accounts of local history it was accepted rather casually into the group experiences. After several taped events it became a tool of preservation and adventure to find out later what rare commentary and excitement of the day had been filmed.


By the end of the semester the class had become like a family itself. Since rapport and respect had been well established people trusted each other. There was so much enthusiasm that they planned a public tour in which the whole community was invited to join.


I had begun planning the class with anthropological methodology. Typically an anthropologist would go into a village, map the community, design kinship charts, discover the social and political organization, meet the leadership, and gather data by observation, interview and surveys.


I had already been the 1990 Census Worker for this area of the county. Although all that data was confidential as government information the overall compilation is published and used for policy decisions and other economic pursuits.


I can fairly say I had a sense of the demographic setting of the area from unofficial sources as a census worker and member of the community for many years. What I did not know was the depth of values and attitudes still held by the residents. Especially interesting to me was understanding what brought people back to the community. There seemed to be some sense of place, something draws people back; hopefully an identity with the land as well as with people.


My theme, rather than calling it a scientific hypothesis, was “Finding the Heart of the Plains, Keeping the Heart of the Plains”. Recurrent symbols around town were hearts and flowers. Over 70% of the population was over retirement age. I found the heart of their community was their children and their relationships.


One evening I brought to class my son’s baby moccasins. I used them as a visual aid in communicating a connection I was observing. In Czechoslovakia there was a patented machine for making tiny cut-glass, colored beads. The Cheyenne favored those beads for their work, but had difficulty finding them. I showed the baby moccasins, beautifully beaded by Cheyenne with Czech beads. People passed them around, held them in their own hands, feeling the soft hide.


Especially for mothers, baby shoes usually bring back memories of their own children. When they have those thoughts close in their hearts and hands then I go on to show family photos and genealogy. I bring into the classroom and probably for the first time in their lives Cheyenne history as a family history. This is something missing from the county history books.


Finally, I posed a hypothetical. What if the local German and Czech communities had had the chance to know the Cheyenne as their neighbors? Maybe their children would have played together. Maybe they would have learned from each other. They may have a way of living in the land now that keeps some of them coming back.


A few people knew the essence of the connection we were seeing but describing it remains elusive. The essence is visible in their faces when we are on location telling a historic event. The experiences people had in the landscape are difficult to transfer to others just in words. There was a relationship people developed by interacting with a place. Much of what is remembered is emotion and imagery. Some of it may include a speech or conversation with someone there in the past. But the part of one’s life taken to care for a place, to be responsible, some instances, for hundreds of acres of land, to be there in inclement weather and to change there with the climate and seasons; that belongs to a person. In turn that person belongs to the land afterall, in the end one returns to the land somewhere.

2.2  Learning by Doing

Where a man

makes his home

is sacred.


Edward Red Hat, I


Cheyenne Blue Sky Maker and



Keeper of the Sacred Arrows


The life story of Edward Red Hat is the life story of a people. His boundaries of home were the territorial markers of a vast cultural horizon. In his life time, the layers of the Cheyenne universe still gave the cultural dimension to his homelands. His purpose was to keep the connection of his people to where they came from because that is what made them who they are. Learning where they have been is tied to knowing where they are going.


Edward Red Hat made visits to places where Arrow Keepers had been before him. On some occasions I was with him when he came to northwest Kansas. Eventually, for the grandchildren and others to come a Cheyenne Atlas of the landmarks and sacred geography could help people reconnect to this homeland.


One of the few written accounts I have for classroom example at this time is the autobiography of Edward Red Hat by Renate Schukies. Many of my anthropology field notes were included in her book.


Renate Schukies came to Cheyenne country in the 1970’s to join the action anthropology project Karl Schlesier had at WSU. Several graduate students of the anthropology department did their thesis topics in action anthropology with Karl Schlesier and the Southern Cheyenne. After Dr. Schlesier taught action anthropology seminars in Muenster, Germany, Renate and three other students came here to join the Cheyenne Project.


Stefan Doempke, Dirk Stähler, and Friderike Seithel also came with Renate. While in Wichita they lived with Bryce Stephens and me. All of us had our own skills and specialties of research which we pursued individually and combined in group efforts for the Cheyenne action anthropology project.


Through the years we are all still applying our knowledge and experiences gained from our fieldwork. Karl Schlesier has written extensively on the generations of people engaged in Cheyenne action anthropology. Friderike Seithel’s publications have given an international forum to Cheyenne issues and an educational guide to global consumers through the Institute fur Okologie und Ethnologie.


I have needed something students could read at home in their easy chair. Something that could help give the experience second hand in the privacy of their thoughts, something to help them see through Indian eyes. Their immediate reality and their inner landscape were the extended classroom.


I had used Wolves of Heaven as text and developed worksheets of study guide questions that students would answer from reading the text, then discuss in class. It was advanced work--philosophical, cross-cultural, scholarly--that yielded best contact in a graduate seminar style of classroom.


From there we were applying knowledge to the immediate reality and going into the landscape. Out in the open we viewed the horizon and the layers of the Cheyenne universe--hestanov.


As a bird flies south from Colby on the Prairie Dog Creek it crosses the Solomon River branches, the Saline River, and to the southeast comes to the three branches of Hackberry Creek. At that confluence is the rock shelter verified by archeologists as containing authentic petroglyphs, cultural derivation unknown. At the opening a human leading a horse is carved so high no person of the present could stand that tall to reach it. The entry ledge has eroded away. Even then the artists may have had to stand on a horse to reach and carve.


Other markings on the ceiling of the cave include three lines that merge like the three branches of the Hackberry confluence; also, a snake-like drawing, another horse, a ladder--maybe a shamanic ladder (a pathway from the below world through the middle to the upper world).


The view from the ledge overlooks the watershed from above the trees. This is above the region of the bushes and the region of the trees. It is still in the near sky space. But it is high enough that the rock and soil of the deep earth are exposed at a level where thunderstorms sweep the air.


A thin layer of rock lies below the cave. It is visible as one walks around the protruding ledge. The rock is hard enough for fashioning tools--knife blade, arrow, scraper--whatever hunts require. Along the banks of the watershed people have collected stone tool remnants other people have left.


As a class and as a research team we go into the land for knowledge of cultural geography to find a way that puts together the learning from books with experience. Some is visible on first glance, some is visible from a lay of the land showing a potential for what used to be there. Some is only revealed in the telling--like a story, or songlines of aboriginal origin. When the rhythm is heard it is there once again.


The writing of the learning in place becomes a representation , a work of art in landscape painting that puts the viewer there second hand. Only being there and becoming a participant while the revelation occurs is the presentation of the actual reality, the experience of potential--a sense of place.

3.  Cheyenne Action Anthropology Theses by Topic and Year

1976
Nowah’wus, Bear Butte, Sacred Mountain of the Cheyenne, An 

Ethnohistorical and Ethnographical Account. By Donna Hedburg. MA Thesis. 


Wichita State University. Wichita, KS. 

1976
Notes from the Tipi. By Linda Davis. Honors Thesis. WSU.

1977 The Sand Creek Massacre, 1861-1865, The Beginning War Years. By Gary Howard.


 MA Thesis. WSU.

1977
Alcohol Abuse and the Southern Cheyenne. By Klaus Kollmai. MA Thesis. WSU.

1978
An Analysis of Indian Tribal Cultural Centers: A Prospectus 
for a Southern Cheyenne Tribal Cultural Center. By Gary Buck. MA Thesis. WSU.

1980 The Sand Creek Massacre: Toward a Settlement. By Michael Harnish. 


MA Thesis. WSU.

1980
The Southern Cheyenne Research and Human Development Association, Incorporated, 1972-1980. By Linda Davis. MA Thesis. WSU.

1982
Zur Geschichte der Action Anthropology am Beispiel 
ausgewahlter Projekte aus denU.S.A. und Kanada. By Friderike Seithel. Magisterarbeit. Universitat Hamburg. Hamburg, Germany.

1993
Red Hat, Cheyenne Blue Sky Maker and Keeper of the Sacred Arrows. By Renate Schukies. (Medizinkulturen im Vergleich; Bd. 10). Dissertation. Universitat Hamburg. Hamburg, 
Germany.

1995
Prevention of Non-Insulin-Dependent Diabetes Mellitus (NIDDM) Among the Southern Cheyenne: An Analysis of its 
Prevelance, Risk Factors and Initial Treatment Among Full-Blood Indians. Dissertation. Kansas University. Lawrence. KS.
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