
By JOE DUTTON
Staff Reporter 

The West Nebraska Arts Center is show-
casing local artwork this holiday season. 

On Saturday, the WNAC opened its 
doors for the North Platte Valley Artist 
Guild Holiday Art Sale. Various artists will 
display and sell their artwork throughout 
the month of December. WNAC Executive 
Director Mason Burbach said he loves be-
ing part of the event each year and the art-
work is always changing during the event. 

“It just stays fresh and there is a huge 
variety,” he said. “There are more than 25 
members in the exhibit right now.” 

The holiday sale features many different 
mediums of art including photography, 
paintings, mixed media, bronze work and 
Christmas ornaments. Most of the art 
work reflects the western Nebraska land-
scape and lifestyle with a few one-of-a-kind 
items to choose from, too. 

North Platte Valley Artist Guild mem-
ber and Bayard resident Kirsten Ennis 
has been part of the guild for two years. 
She creates her artwork with pen and ink 
drawings called Zentangle and also does 
some watercolor and chalk, too. Even 

though she claims she’s not an artist, her 
work proves otherwise. 

“It’s just glorified doodling. If you sit on 
the phone and doodle, you can do this,” 
she said. “I never took art in school and 
never drew as much as a stick figure two 
years ago.” 

Ennis has progressed from small draw-
ings to now working with jewelry and also 
teaches art classes to children through 
Healing Heart Art. Ennis said she loves 
being a part of the event every year. 

“The guild has been very supportive,” 
she said. “They taught me how to mar-
ket my artwork and put it into print and 
mattes.” 

At the event, a special Christmas tree 
is on display decorated with ornaments 
that are also for sale. Proceeds from those 
sales will go toward the NPVAG schol-
arship fund. Each year the scholarship 
helps benefit local high school or college 
students who are pursuing an art career. 

Gallery hours are Tuesday through Fri-
day 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. and weekend hours are 
1 to 5 p.m. Every Thursday, the gallery will 
stay open until 8 p.m. for those with busy 
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T ha n ksg iv i ng i n  t he 
L arson home had more 
meaning this year.

“ We have so much to 
be tha nk f u l for,”  Chad 
Larson said. The last four 
months “have been crazy. 
It has not been what we 
expected.”

The f irst par t of July, 
Chad’s wife Kelli went into 
the doctor because she 
was experiencing fatigue, 
nausea ,  double v is ion , 
tingling sensations in her 
ha nds a nd he adaches . 
During an MRI, the doctor 
discovered a large tumor 
on her brain stem.

She was sent to Swedish 
Medical Center in Denver 
and on July 10 she went 
into surgery to have the 
tumor removed.

Kelli came back to Re-
gional West Medical Cen-
ter in Scottsbluff on Aug. 
15. She was able to return 
to her home on Sept. 3.

“ We thought the sur -
gery would be the hardest 
part and it ’s actually the 
easiest,” Chad said. The 
recovery has been harder.

“ I t ’ s  b e e n  s u r r e a l , ” 
Kelli said. “It was so bad 
and took so much to get 
through it . It was horri -
ble.”

With Kelli struggling to 
walk, talk and even swal-
low, she found herself re-
learning things you “take 
for granted.”

L o ok i n g  ba ck ,  C h a d 
said, they didn’t know if 
she would even be able to 
eat the traditional Thanks-
giv ing meal this year i f 
she survived.

T h r o u g h  t h e  b a t t l e 

Chad and Kelli have been 
“amazed” by the commu-
nity support. From a fund-
raiser shortly after Kelli’s 
surgery at Backaracks to 
the Blue and Red Out at 
the annual Gering versus 
Scottsbluff football game, 
the community has been 
there.

“ T h a t  ( t he  b lue  a nd 
red out) was so neat , it 
was both communit ies,” 
Chad said. The Scottsbluff 
che e r le a de r s  s o ld  r e d 
T-shirts with #REDOUT-
FOR K ELLI on the back 
while the Gering DECA 
sold blue T- shir ts w ith 
#BLUEOUTFORKELLI 
on the back. All the pro-
ceeds went to help the 
L a rsons cover medica l 
expenses.

“He was wearing red, 
I  w a s  w e a r i n g  b l u e , ” 
Kelli said. Kelli teaches 
at Ger ing High S chool 
while Chad teaches at the 
Scottbluff Middle School. 
“It was great.”

“ T he communit y has 
been so generous,” Kelli 
said. “It’s amazing. It was 
unexpected and humbling. 
We are so appreciative of it 
and are now always trying 
to pay it forward.”

“It has a lso given me 
st reng t h ,”  she sa id .  “ I 
have always wanted to get 
better, but having so many 
people suppor t ing me I 
also owed it to them to get 
better.”

K e l l i ’s  re c ove r y  h a s 
good will.

“I ’m a lot bet ter,” she 
said. “I made lunch today 
(for the kids) for the first 
t ime. I ’m walking with -
out a wheelchair and I’m 
making major progress 
forward.”

“Things I hate doing, I 
find myself excited to do 
now,” she said. “The other 
day, I was thrilled that I 
was able to load the dish-
washer.”

“There has been a few 
hiccups here and there,” 
Chad said.

The original plan was 
for Kelli to return to the 
c lassroom f u l l - t i me i n 
January, but that is being 
postponed.

“My blood pressure is 
still a little high,” she said. 
“Maybe I will return part-
time.”

“If you keep progress-
ing as you have been that 
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GHS teacher finds new 
perspective this Thanksgiving

By Morgan Wallace/Gering Courier

Chad and Kelli Larson show off their colors at the  
t a i l g a t e  p a r t y  i n  K e l l i ’ s  h o n o r .  C h a d ’ s  
#RedOutforKelli and Kelli’s #BlueOutforKelli was a 
fundraiser held by the Gering and Scottsbluff high 
schools.

WNAC showcases local talent

Faith and hope on the Pine Ridge

Photo by Bobby Caina Calvan/
The Heartland Project

John Two Bulls, a 
pastor at  

Restoration  
Center Church in 

the Pine Ridge  
Indian Reservation, 

runs a youth  
ministry.  He says 
he found his way 

out of his darkness 
by rediscovering 
his faith in God.

By BOBBY CAINA CALVAN 
The Heartland Project

PINE RIDGE, S.D. — The boy 
looked bewildered as his eyes 
roamed the rows of headstone and 
wooden white crosses. 

The Rev. John Two Bulls usually 
musters a small flock of boys and 
girls for his trips to the cemetery. But 
on this overcast November afternoon, 
it was a solitary 12-year-old who 
fidgeted in the cold as the preacher 
recited names etched into the head-
stones.

Two Bulls motioned to his right, 
where an old friend rests in eternity 
after succumbing to cancer just a 
year out of prison. A few feet away, a 

14-year-old killed by a drunken driv-
er lies under a mound of earth, his 
marker adorned with a skateboard.

“One day your name will be on 
one of these crosses, or one of these 
headstones,” Two Bulls told the 
now-frightened boy. “Death does not 
care how old you are.”

The young that Lakota Two Bulls 
assembles for trips to the cemetery 
already know death visits too soon 
and too often on their sprawling 
reservation in the southwest corner 
of South Dakota. They know that 
the hardscrabble Plains they call 
home along the Nebraska border has 
become emblematic of the woes of 
Native America.
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Ellerie Kroese, 4½, tells Santa what she would like for Christmas Friday night 
at Santa’s Village in the Gering Civic Center parking lot. Santa took time out 
of his busy schedule to take part in Gering’s Holiday Parade Friday and visit  
children afterwards. He will return to the Gering Merchants’ Santa’s Village each  
Saturday from 10 a.m. -1 p.m. until Christmas.

A VISIT WITH SANTA

WNAC, page 2A
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perspective this Thanksgiving

By Morgan Wallace/Gering Courier

Chad and Kelli Larson show off their colors at the  
t a i l g a t e  p a r t y  i n  K e l l i ’ s  h o n o r .  C h a d ’ s  
#RedOutforKelli and Kelli’s #BlueOutforKelli was a 
fundraiser held by the Gering and Scottsbluff high 
schools.

WNAC showcases local talent

Faith and hope on the Pine Ridge

Photo by Bobby Caina Calvan/
The Heartland Project

John Two Bulls, a 
pastor at  

Restoration  
Center Church in 

the Pine Ridge  
Indian Reservation, 

runs a youth  
ministry.  He says 
he found his way 

out of his darkness 
by rediscovering 
his faith in God.

By BOBBY CAINA CALVAN 
The Heartland Project

PINE RIDGE, S.D. — The boy 
looked bewildered as his eyes 
roamed the rows of headstone and 
wooden white crosses. 

The Rev. John Two Bulls usually 
musters a small flock of boys and 
girls for his trips to the cemetery. But 
on this overcast November afternoon, 
it was a solitary 12-year-old who 
fidgeted in the cold as the preacher 
recited names etched into the head-
stones.

Two Bulls motioned to his right, 
where an old friend rests in eternity 
after succumbing to cancer just a 
year out of prison. A few feet away, a 

14-year-old killed by a drunken driv-
er lies under a mound of earth, his 
marker adorned with a skateboard.

“One day your name will be on 
one of these crosses, or one of these 
headstones,” Two Bulls told the 
now-frightened boy. “Death does not 
care how old you are.”

The young that Lakota Two Bulls 
assembles for trips to the cemetery 
already know death visits too soon 
and too often on their sprawling 
reservation in the southwest corner 
of South Dakota. They know that 
the hardscrabble Plains they call 
home along the Nebraska border has 
become emblematic of the woes of 
Native America.

RESERVATION, page 3A

LARSON, page 2A

Photo by Brad Staman

Ellerie Kroese, 4½, tells Santa what she would like for Christmas Friday night 
at Santa’s Village in the Gering Civic Center parking lot. Santa took time out 
of his busy schedule to take part in Gering’s Holiday Parade Friday and visit  
children afterwards. He will return to the Gering Merchants’ Santa’s Village each  
Saturday from 10 a.m. -1 p.m. until Christmas.

A VISIT WITH SANTA

WNAC, page 2A

By JOE DUTTON
Staff Reporter 

The West Nebraska Arts Center is show-
casing local artwork this holiday season. 

On Saturday, the WNAC opened its 
doors for the North Platte Valley Artist 
Guild Holiday Art Sale. Various artists will 
display and sell their artwork throughout 
the month of December. WNAC Executive 
Director Mason Burbach said he loves be-
ing part of the event each year and the art-
work is always changing during the event. 

“It just stays fresh and there is a huge 
variety,” he said. “There are more than 25 
members in the exhibit right now.” 

The holiday sale features many different 
mediums of art including photography, 
paintings, mixed media, bronze work and 
Christmas ornaments. Most of the art 
work reflects the western Nebraska land-
scape and lifestyle with a few one-of-a-kind 
items to choose from, too. 

North Platte Valley Artist Guild mem-
ber and Bayard resident Kirsten Ennis 
has been part of the guild for two years. 
She creates her artwork with pen and ink 
drawings called Zentangle and also does 
some watercolor and chalk, too. Even 

though she claims she’s not an artist, her 
work proves otherwise. 

“It’s just glorified doodling. If you sit on 
the phone and doodle, you can do this,” 
she said. “I never took art in school and 
never drew as much as a stick figure two 
years ago.” 

Ennis has progressed from small draw-
ings to now working with jewelry and also 
teaches art classes to children through 
Healing Heart Art. Ennis said she loves 
being a part of the event every year. 

“The guild has been very supportive,” 
she said. “They taught me how to mar-
ket my artwork and put it into print and 
mattes.” 

At the event, a special Christmas tree 
is on display decorated with ornaments 
that are also for sale. Proceeds from those 
sales will go toward the NPVAG schol-
arship fund. Each year the scholarship 
helps benefit local high school or college 
students who are pursuing an art career. 

Gallery hours are Tuesday through Fri-
day 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. and weekend hours are 
1 to 5 p.m. Every Thursday, the gallery will 
stay open until 8 p.m. for those with busy 

By BRAD STAMAN
For the Star-Herald

T ha n ksg iv i ng i n  t he 
L arson home had more 
meaning this year.

“ We have so much to 
be tha nk f u l for,”  Chad 
Larson said. The last four 
months “have been crazy. 
It has not been what we 
expected.”

The f irst par t of July, 
Chad’s wife Kelli went into 
the doctor because she 
was experiencing fatigue, 
nausea ,  double v is ion , 
tingling sensations in her 
ha nds a nd he adache s . 
During an MRI, the doctor 
discovered a large tumor 
on her brain stem.

She was sent to Swedish 
Medical Center in Denver 
and on July 10 she went 
into surgery to have the 
tumor removed.

Kelli came back to Re-
gional West Medical Cen-
ter in Scottsbluff on Aug. 
15. She was able to return 
to her home on Sept. 3.

“ We thought the sur -
gery would be the hardest 
part and it ’s actually the 
easiest,” Chad said. The 
recovery has been harder.

“ I t ’ s  b e e n  s u r r e a l , ” 
Kelli said. “It was so bad 
and took so much to get 
through it . It was horri -
ble.”

With Kelli struggling to 
walk, talk and even swal-
low, she found herself re-
learning things you “take 
for granted.”

L o ok i n g  ba ck ,  C h a d 
said, they didn’t know if 
she would even be able to 
eat the traditional Thanks-
giv ing meal this year i f 
she survived.

T h r o u g h  t h e  b a t t l e 

Chad and Kelli have been 
“amazed” by the commu-
nity support. From a fund-
raiser shortly after Kelli’s 
surgery at Backaracks to 
the Blue and Red Out at 
the annual Gering versus 
Scottsbluff football game, 
the community has been 
there.

“ T h a t  ( t he  b l ue  a nd 
red out) was so neat , it 
was both communit ies,” 
Chad said. The Scottsbluff 
che e r l e a de r s  s o ld  r e d 
T-shirts with #REDOUT-
FOR K ELLI on the back 
while the Gering DECA 
sold blue T- shir ts w ith 
#BLUEOUTFORKELLI 
on the back. All the pro-
ceeds went to help the 
L a rsons cover medica l 
expenses.

“He was wearing red, 
I  w a s  w e a r i n g  b l u e , ” 
Kelli said. Kelli teaches 
at Ger ing High S chool 
while Chad teaches at the 
Scottbluff Middle School. 
“It was great.”

“ T he communit y has 
been so generous,” Kelli 
said. “It’s amazing. It was 
unexpected and humbling. 
We are so appreciative of it 
and are now always trying 
to pay it forward.”

“It has a lso given me 
st reng t h ,”  she sa id .  “ I 
have always wanted to get 
better, but having so many 
people suppor t ing me I 
also owed it to them to get 
better.”

K e l l i ’s  re c ove r y  h a s 
good will.

“I ’m a lot bet ter,” she 
said. “I made lunch today 
(for the kids) for the first 
t ime. I ’m walking with -
out a wheelchair and I’m 
making major progress 
forward.”

“Things I hate doing, I 
find myself excited to do 
now,” she said. “The other 
day, I was thrilled that I 
was able to load the dish-
washer.”

“There has been a few 
hiccups here and there,” 
Chad said.

The original plan was 
for Kelli to return to the 
c lassroom f u l l - t i me i n 
January, but that is being 
postponed.

“My blood pressure is 
still a little high,” she said. 
“Maybe I will return part-
time.”

“If you keep progress-
ing as you have been that 
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PINE RIDGE, S.D. — The boy 
looked bewildered as his eyes 
roamed the rows of headstone and 
wooden white crosses. 

The Rev. John Two Bulls usually 
musters a small flock of boys and 
girls for his trips to the cemetery. But 
on this overcast November afternoon, 
it was a solitary 12-year-old who 
fidgeted in the cold as the preacher 
recited names etched into the head-
stones.

Two Bulls motioned to his right, 
where an old friend rests in eternity 
after succumbing to cancer just a 
year out of prison. A few feet away, a 

14-year-old killed by a drunken driv-
er lies under a mound of earth, his 
marker adorned with a skateboard.

“One day your name will be on 
one of these crosses, or one of these 
headstones,” Two Bulls told the 
now-frightened boy. “Death does not 
care how old you are.”

The young that Lakota Two Bulls 
assembles for trips to the cemetery 
already know death visits too soon 
and too often on their sprawling 
reservation in the southwest corner 
of South Dakota. They know that 
the hardscrabble Plains they call 
home along the Nebraska border has 
become emblematic of the woes of 
Native America.
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at Santa’s Village in the Gering Civic Center parking lot. Santa took time out 
of his busy schedule to take part in Gering’s Holiday Parade Friday and visit  
children afterwards. He will return to the Gering Merchants’ Santa’s Village each  
Saturday from 10 a.m. -1 p.m. until Christmas.
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The West Nebraska Arts Center is show-
casing local artwork this holiday season. 

On Saturday, the WNAC opened its 
doors for the North Platte Valley Artist 
Guild Holiday Art Sale. Various artists will 
display and sell their artwork throughout 
the month of December. WNAC Executive 
Director Mason Burbach said he loves be-
ing part of the event each year and the art-
work is always changing during the event. 

“It just stays fresh and there is a huge 
variety,” he said. “There are more than 25 
members in the exhibit right now.” 

The holiday sale features many different 
mediums of art including photography, 
paintings, mixed media, bronze work and 
Christmas ornaments. Most of the art 
work reflects the western Nebraska land-
scape and lifestyle with a few one-of-a-kind 
items to choose from, too. 

North Platte Valley Artist Guild mem-
ber and Bayard resident Kirsten Ennis 
has been part of the guild for two years. 
She creates her artwork with pen and ink 
drawings called Zentangle and also does 
some watercolor and chalk, too. Even 

though she claims she’s not an artist, her 
work proves otherwise. 

“It’s just glorified doodling. If you sit on 
the phone and doodle, you can do this,” 
she said. “I never took art in school and 
never drew as much as a stick figure two 
years ago.” 

Ennis has progressed from small draw-
ings to now working with jewelry and also 
teaches art classes to children through 
Healing Heart Art. Ennis said she loves 
being a part of the event every year. 

“The guild has been very supportive,” 
she said. “They taught me how to mar-
ket my artwork and put it into print and 
mattes.” 

At the event, a special Christmas tree 
is on display decorated with ornaments 
that are also for sale. Proceeds from those 
sales will go toward the NPVAG schol-
arship fund. Each year the scholarship 
helps benefit local high school or college 
students who are pursuing an art career. 

Gallery hours are Tuesday through Fri-
day 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. and weekend hours are 
1 to 5 p.m. Every Thursday, the gallery will 
stay open until 8 p.m. for those with busy 
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and on July 10 she went 
into surgery to have the 
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part and it ’s actually the 
easiest,” Chad said. The 
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raiser shortly after Kelli’s 
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the Blue and Red Out at 
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Kelli said. Kelli teaches 
at Ger ing High S chool 
while Chad teaches at the 
Scottbluff Middle School. 
“It was great.”

“ T he communit y has 
been so generous,” Kelli 
said. “It’s amazing. It was 
unexpected and humbling. 
We are so appreciative of it 
and are now always trying 
to pay it forward.”

“It has a lso given me 
st reng t h ,”  she sa id .  “ I 
have always wanted to get 
better, but having so many 
people suppor t ing me I 
also owed it to them to get 
better.”

K e l l i ’s  re c ove r y  h a s 
good will.

“I ’m a lot bet ter,” she 
said. “I made lunch today 
(for the kids) for the first 
t ime. I ’m walking with -
out a wheelchair and I’m 
making major progress 
forward.”

“Things I hate doing, I 
find myself excited to do 
now,” she said. “The other 
day, I was thrilled that I 
was able to load the dish-
washer.”

“There has been a few 
hiccups here and there,” 
Chad said.

The original plan was 
for Kelli to return to the 
c lassroom f u l l - t i me i n 
January, but that is being 
postponed.

“My blood pressure is 
still a little high,” she said. 
“Maybe I will return part-
time.”

“If you keep progress-
ing as you have been that 

Star-HeraldStar-Herald
Sunday, November 30, 2014 www.starherald.com | $1.50 

SCOTTSBLUFF/GERING, NEBRASKA PRIDE IN THE PANHANDLE

Our 115th year
NO. 130

$150

INdex

harrIette COle ................... 6e
lOCal ....................2a-3a, 5a
NatION............................... 4e
ClassIfIeds ...................2d-7d
COmICs ...............................8d
lIfestyle ...........1B-4B, 3C-4C
OBItuarIes ......................... 5a
OpINION .............................4a
WOrld ............................... 4e
Weather ............................ 6e

‘14 Chevrolet Camaro 21,343 miles
‘14 Ford Fusion ............. 12,836 miles

’13 Dodge Dart ................ 24,214 miles
 ’12 Toyota Corolla S ........ 21,753 miles
‘11 Toyota Tundra ............ 32,721 miles
‘11 Chevrolet Traverse ...... 32,358 miles
‘11 Honda Pilot ................ 48,103 miles

‘10 Audi A6 ...................... 50,666 miles
‘10 Chevrolet Traverse ...... 57,990 miles
‘10 Mercedes GLK 320 ..... 57,321 miles
‘09 Toyota Avalon ............ 71,757 miles
‘09 Mercedes R350 .......... 50,679 miles
‘08 Chrysler PT Cruiser ..... 69,516 miles
 ‘07 Saturn Outlook .......... 71,800 miles

‘07 Mitsubshi Eclipse GT .... 82,167 miles
‘07 Jeep Wrangler Sahara ...39,009 miles
‘06 Volkswagen Beetle Convertible...55,245 miles
‘06 Mazda Miata .............. 59,628 miles
‘06 Volkswagen Beetle ..... 29,202 miles
‘05 Cadillac Escalade EXT ... 68,331 miles
‘02 Ford Escape ................ 84,940 miles

PA
RTI

AL

LIS
TIN

G

GHS teacher finds new 
perspective this Thanksgiving

By Morgan Wallace/Gering Courier

Chad and Kelli Larson show off their colors at the  
t a i l g a t e  p a r t y  i n  K e l l i ’ s  h o n o r .  C h a d ’ s  
#RedOutforKelli and Kelli’s #BlueOutforKelli was a 
fundraiser held by the Gering and Scottsbluff high 
schools.

WNAC showcases local talent

Faith and hope on the Pine Ridge

Photo by Bobby Caina Calvan/
The Heartland Project

John Two Bulls, a 
pastor at  

Restoration  
Center Church in 

the Pine Ridge  
Indian Reservation, 

runs a youth  
ministry.  He says 
he found his way 

out of his darkness 
by rediscovering 
his faith in God.

By BOBBY CAINA CALVAN 
The Heartland Project

PINE RIDGE, S.D. — The boy 
looked bewildered as his eyes 
roamed the rows of headstone and 
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musters a small flock of boys and 
girls for his trips to the cemetery. But 
on this overcast November afternoon, 
it was a solitary 12-year-old who 
fidgeted in the cold as the preacher 
recited names etched into the head-
stones.

Two Bulls motioned to his right, 
where an old friend rests in eternity 
after succumbing to cancer just a 
year out of prison. A few feet away, a 

14-year-old killed by a drunken driv-
er lies under a mound of earth, his 
marker adorned with a skateboard.

“One day your name will be on 
one of these crosses, or one of these 
headstones,” Two Bulls told the 
now-frightened boy. “Death does not 
care how old you are.”

The young that Lakota Two Bulls 
assembles for trips to the cemetery 
already know death visits too soon 
and too often on their sprawling 
reservation in the southwest corner 
of South Dakota. They know that 
the hardscrabble Plains they call 
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In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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Basil Brave Heart, a Lakota elder, and his wife, Charlotte, pay homage to their  
surroundings at a medicine wheel atop a hill near his home on the Pine Ridge Indian 
reservation. He finds strength in the forces of nature, he says.
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In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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Basil Brave Heart, a Lakota elder, and his wife, Charlotte, pay homage to their  
surroundings at a medicine wheel atop a hill near his home on the Pine Ridge Indian 
reservation. He finds strength in the forces of nature, he says.
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In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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Basil Brave Heart, a Lakota elder, and his wife, Charlotte, pay homage to their  
surroundings at a medicine wheel atop a hill near his home on the Pine Ridge Indian 
reservation. He finds strength in the forces of nature, he says.
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In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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Basil Brave Heart, a Lakota elder, and his wife, Charlotte, pay homage to their  
surroundings at a medicine wheel atop a hill near his home on the Pine Ridge Indian 
reservation. He finds strength in the forces of nature, he says.
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In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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Basil Brave Heart, a Lakota elder, and his wife, Charlotte, pay homage to their  
surroundings at a medicine wheel atop a hill near his home on the Pine Ridge Indian 
reservation. He finds strength in the forces of nature, he says.
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In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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Basil Brave Heart, a Lakota elder, and his wife, Charlotte, pay homage to their  
surroundings at a medicine wheel atop a hill near his home on the Pine Ridge Indian 
reservation. He finds strength in the forces of nature, he says.
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In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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Basil Brave Heart, a Lakota elder, and his wife, Charlotte, pay homage to their  
surroundings at a medicine wheel atop a hill near his home on the Pine Ridge Indian 
reservation. He finds strength in the forces of nature, he says.
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In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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Basil Brave Heart, a Lakota elder, and his wife, Charlotte, pay homage to their  
surroundings at a medicine wheel atop a hill near his home on the Pine Ridge Indian 
reservation. He finds strength in the forces of nature, he says.
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In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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Basil Brave Heart, a Lakota elder, and his wife, Charlotte, pay homage to their  
surroundings at a medicine wheel atop a hill near his home on the Pine Ridge Indian 
reservation. He finds strength in the forces of nature, he says.
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In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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Basil Brave Heart, a Lakota elder, and his wife, Charlotte, pay homage to their  
surroundings at a medicine wheel atop a hill near his home on the Pine Ridge Indian 
reservation. He finds strength in the forces of nature, he says.
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In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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Basil Brave Heart, a Lakota elder, and his wife, Charlotte, pay homage to their  
surroundings at a medicine wheel atop a hill near his home on the Pine Ridge Indian 
reservation. He finds strength in the forces of nature, he says.



Star-Herald Local Sunday, november 30, 2014 3A 

In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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Basil Brave Heart, a Lakota elder, and his wife, Charlotte, pay homage to their  
surroundings at a medicine wheel atop a hill near his home on the Pine Ridge Indian 
reservation. He finds strength in the forces of nature, he says.
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In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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Basil Brave Heart, a Lakota elder, and his wife, Charlotte, pay homage to their  
surroundings at a medicine wheel atop a hill near his home on the Pine Ridge Indian 
reservation. He finds strength in the forces of nature, he says.
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In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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Basil Brave Heart, a Lakota elder, and his wife, Charlotte, pay homage to their  
surroundings at a medicine wheel atop a hill near his home on the Pine Ridge Indian 
reservation. He finds strength in the forces of nature, he says.
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In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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Basil Brave Heart, a Lakota elder, and his wife, Charlotte, pay homage to their  
surroundings at a medicine wheel atop a hill near his home on the Pine Ridge Indian 
reservation. He finds strength in the forces of nature, he says.
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In a place where the circle 
of life is more like a down-
ward spiral, it’s easy to lose 
faith. But for all the despair 
that pervades the Pine Ridge 
— alcoholism and poverty, 
among them — it is also a 
place where believers cling 
to the possibility of miracles. 

Surely a miracle will come 
— at least that is what Two 
Bulls preaches to his boys 
and girls at the gravestones.

He wants them to believe.
“ They have to believe 

they’ve got a future,” he said. 
“That’s the only way our res-
ervation’s going to change 
— if we can get to our young 
people.”

It doesn’t matter from 
where the miracles come, 
whether bestowed by the 
grace of the God who rode 
in with the Cavalry and 
Christian proselytizers or 
by the great wind-blown 
forces that sweep through 
the buttes, cottonwoods and 
bison herds.

For generat ions, fa ith 
has guided how the Lakota 
and other tribes of the Pine 
Ridge have faced adversity 
— when hunts were meager 
or enduring today’s mod-
ern-day struggles.

The Rev. Bil l Graham 
believed; he proclaimed 
four decades ago that Native 
America would awake into a 
new era of spirituality.

Marsha and Bruce Bon-
Fleur believe, too. It was 16 
years ago when they packed 
up their car with their two 
children and their belong-
ings and drove north from 
Daytona, Florida, to the Pine 
Ridge area. It was a call from 
God, they said.

When they arrived, they 
found enclaves of rundown 
homes with broken windows 
and yards with rusting cars. 
There was litter everywhere, 
public drunkenness and chil-
dren wandering through the 
streets unattended.

Yet they stayed.
“We loved the people here, 

and I can only say that God 
put that love in our hearts,” 
Marsha BonFleur said.

“We know beyond a shad-
ow of a doubt that God is 
moving in this place, that 
this place will not be the 
same, that this place will be 
transformed.”

The BonFleurs believe, 
too, that a miracle will arrive 
and transform this seeming-
ly God-forsaken place. 

*******
Father David DeMarco, 

a Roman Catholic priest at 
Sacred Heart Church, sees 
small miracles playing out: 
“the miracle that, given the 
surroundings, given some 
of the social challenges that 
people are faced with — un-
employment and poor hous-
ing and poor transportation, 
and substance abuse — that 
people still have hope in the 
midst of that.”

Hope may be all there 
is for some of the Lakota 
people in the face of soulless 
statistics that seem so dispir-
iting.

Unemployment hovers 
at 90 percent, according to 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Most of the reserva-
tion’s 46,000 people live in 
abject poverty; more than 
half of the dwellings on the 
reservation have no running 
water or electricity.

Across the Nebraska bor-
der in Whiteclay, a handful 
of liquor stores sells 4.5 
million cans of beer every 
year, reinforcing the endur-
ing image of self-inflicted, 
alcohol-driven woes that 
outsiders have of Pine Ridge 
and its people.

Basil Brave Heart, a Lako-
ta elder, believes that some-
thing good will come from 
his people’s struggles.

“The reason my people 
are still here, is because, not 
of the weapons we had — 
bows and arrows — but the 
weapons that were gifted to 
us. The power of the spirit is 
the reason we’re still here,” 
Brave Heart said.

“You have to believe,” he 
said.

“If we look in all directions 
on our reservation, there 
are people living a good life, 
a prayerful life, an honest 
life and a simple life rich in 
spirit,” Brave Heart said as 
he ambled up a slope of shin-
high grass.

He stopped at an array 
of rocks — a sacred medi-
cine wheel — and raised a 
clenched fist to the heavens.

“Our church is the uni-
verse, the sky and the stars, 
the earth, all the animals and 
all the plants,” he said later. 
“Whenever we feel the wind, 
we’re taught that that’s the 
breath of the Creator.”

The horizon was ablaze 
like a prairie fire, as the sun 
descended and ceded the 
sky to the moon and stars.

According to the Lakota, 
a young Indian maiden had 
appeared before two war-
riors long ago, bestowing 
upon them a sacred pipe that 
would reveal the secrets of 
the earth and all creation.

She taught the tr ibes 
about the power of prayer 
and showed them the sacred 
ways — sun dances, vision 
quest, sweat lodges, among 
them — that could lead to 
peace and prosperity. Before 
transforming into a white 
buffalo, she vowed to some-
day return.

And for generations, the 
tribes of the Oglala of the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion have waited.

“You have to believe,” 
Brave Heart said.

He hasn’t always been a 
believer. He remembered 
staring into the barrel of 
a gun, saved from suicide 
when an owl from the realm 
of the spirits made him let go 
of his doubts.

Four decades ago, his 
downward spiral seemed 
complete. Authorities had 
warrants out on him. His 
ch i ldren rejec ted h im. 
His wife divorced him. He 
couldn’t keep a job. And he 
lay withering and wretched 
on the edge of the road, 
clutching a gun and getting 
ready to use it on himself.

“I just felt that there was 
nothing for me, and I felt my 
soul was exiled, and I was 
feeling deeply disconnected, 
a separation from spirit. I 
couldn’t even say a prayer,” 
he said.

“That night I heard an owl, 
and that owl was a gift.” He 
put down his gun. “A light 
came on inside of me, and all 
of the things that my grand-
parents taught me returned 
— about the sacredness of 
who I was and how I am part 
of the whole creation. It was 
really hard to describe the 
feelings I had about being 
once again one with all of 
creation.”

Brave Heart was 5 when 
his grandfather put him 
on a horse-drawn wagon 
and they rode off into the 
wilderness. The old man 
instilled in Brave Heart the 
Lakotas’ reverence for water 
and the great winds that 
sweep through the Plains. 
He taught his grandson the 
magic of fire, of how it can 
ward off the agony of a win-
ter night and bring light to 
darkness.

Brave Heart learned about 
the creatures in the mead-
ows and the forests — the 
snakes, frogs, mule dear and 
bison. And he learned about 
the great hunters in the sky 
— the eagle, the hawk and 
the other great birds.

And for the first time, he 
heard the hoot of an owl.

Someday, his grandfather 
told him, he’d know the dif-
ference between the sound 
of a forest owl and that of an 
owl from the spirit world.

When an owl came to him 
in his moment of despera-

tion, Brave Heart took it as 
divine intervention.  

“When I heard that owl 
when I was going to commit 
suicide, it came back to me. 
What I heard was a spirit 
owl.”

The owl told Brave Heart 
that a greater purpose await-
ed, so Brave Heart put down 
his bottle for good. He’s been 
sober, he said, for 41 years.

As an elder, he now lends 
guidance to those finding 
their way out of darkness 
and misery. Ultimately, the 
battle is a solitary one, he 
said.

“I think each individual 
has a responsibi l i t y to 
change himself or herself,” 
he says. “I don’t think any 
proselytizing, preaching is 
going to change that. Now, 
people will challenge me on 
that — but I’ve got 41 years 
experience. It has to be a 
divine intervention.” 

For a time, the old ways 
were banished by the outsid-
ers who imposed their God 
and culture on the Lakota. 
For nearly 100 years, right 
through the 1970s and be-
yond, children were herded 
into boarding schools, part 
of a campaign for indoctrina-
tion and assimilation.

Little Native boys played 
cowboys and Indians. No 
one wanted to be an Indian. 
Only bad things happened 
to the Indians, Brave Heart 
recalls. “The Cavalry always 
won,” he said. Can you imag-
ine, he asks, Native boys 
and girls clapping for the 
Cavalry? 

The white man’s history 
books might simplify it as 
Manifest Destiny, glossing 
over the details of what some 
on the Pine Ridge liken to 
genocide. But as some here 
like to tell it, the cavalry and 
missionaries robbed the 
Lakota of their land, their 
culture and, perhaps, even 
their spirit.

Given its blood-soaked 
history, it’s understandable 
that Pine Ridge continues 
to seethe with anger and 
resentment. Some like Brave 
Heart say the anger holds 
people back. The traumas 
are now part of his people’s 
DNA, he says, passed on 
from one generation to the 
next.

It ’s the same DNA that 
prompts a 4-year-old Lakota 
boy to shuff le his feet to 
beating drums and raise his 
arms toward the beaming 
sun as his father circles a 
tree during a sacred sun 
dance. 

“It’s always been part of 
his DNA,” Brave Heart said.

Rewriting the DNA of an 
entire race to erase all the 
pain won’t come easy, if at all, 
says Olowan Martinez, who 
lives at a museum devoted 
to Wounded Knee, the site 
of the 1890 massacre of 300 
Native Americans, including 
women and children, by the 
U.S. Cavalry.

She resents the outsiders 
who come by the busloads 
who arrive in the guise of 
spirituality but come for 
nothing more than “poverty 
porn,” she said, at the ex-
pense of her people’s misery. 

When outsiders visit Pine 
R idge, the f irst glimpse 
they might get of its woes is 
Whiteclay, Nebraska, a short 
strip of liquor stores, grocer-
ies and public drunkenness.

They drive through the 
reser vat ion, slowing at 
Whiteclay, in particular, and 
ogle at the misfortunes of 

others like rubberneckers 
passing the scene of an ac-
cident before speeding off 
when there is nothing more 
to see.  

“If you stick around long 
enough, you’ll see a different 
side,” she says.

“Think that we’re down 
and out, that we’re getting 
ready to be extinct? … The 
truth of it is, we’re not dying 
off. Our spirituality is so 
strong.”

Father DeMarco, the 
Catholic priest, understands 
the anger and resentment. 
The U.S. government and 
Christian groups diminished 
and insulted the native cul-
ture, he said.

“There has been a lot 
of pain inflicted from the 
outside. The federal govern-
ment historically, and then 
many faith traditions along 
with the Roman Catholic 
Church … have done things 
that have not been culturally 
sensitive,” DeMarco says.

DeMarco is also a medical 
doctor, and his calling is an 
unusual combination of heal-
ing the body and the soul.

“We might ask ‘What does 
spirituality do?’ Is it a tool for 
fixing things? I don’t think 
so. I think it’s a way of look-
ing at the world. It is a way of 
inviting God into the midst 
of the chaos of our lives,” he 
said.

“Spirituality is not a shield, 
nor is faith.”

********
The human stories that 

populate Pine Ridge aren’t 
always easy to tell. Travis 
Lone Hill wants to tell his 
story, but he doesn’t know 
where to begin.

Does he begin with the 
death of a younger brother? 
Or does he start by recount-
ing his brushes with the law, 
including his time in prison 
for assaulting a police offi-
cer? He drifts from one pain 
to the next.

“Just keep looking at dark-
ness,” he murmured. “And 
sometimes it overwhelms 
you, and you can’t beat it. 
You just can’t beat that dark-
ness.”

But he must.
There is something des-

perate in his voice. At 29, 
he sounds beleaguered, a 
young soul who has already 
lived a lifetime of tumults.

Lone Hill’s face and neck 
are inked with tattoos. He 
calls it war paint . For a 
while, he was at war with 
the outside world. Now he’s 
at war with himself, waking 
every morning to fight the 
urges that lead him astray. 
He’s been sober for several 
months, but even he doesn’t 
know how long that will 
last. “It’s still day by day,” 
he said.

Two Bulls knows of Lone 
Hill’s struggles. “Unless 
you’re from here, you cannot 
comprehend the spiritual 
darkness we fight here. It’s 

spiritual warfare.”
At 50, Two Bulls may have 

already beaten the odds.
The life expectancy here 

is 48 for men and 52 for wom-
en, the lowest in the Western 
Hemisphere outside the im-
poverished Caribbean nation 
of Haiti. About a third of high 
school teens attempt suicide.

“You don’t know when 
death is coming for you,” he 
said. 

Death has come look-
ing for Two Bulls at least 
three times: when he was 
a 10 -year-old who sought 
to quell his anger, pain and 
sorrow with a rifle and again 
when he was a young man 
who nearly squandered 
his life on drugs, alcohol, 
gambling and the sins of 
hard living and yet again two 
years ago when he struggled 
over the anguish of losing 
his mother.

“It really tested my faith in 
Jesus Christ,” he said.

Lone Hill is still working 
to discover the strength of 
his faith. 

He’s had so many setbacks 
— like that day one summer 
when he spent the morning 
in rapture with fellow parish-
ioners at the church atop a 
hill just outside town, the 
same church from which the 
Rev. John Two Bulls runs a 
youth ministry.

Outside church that morn-
ing, Lone Hill spoke of how 
he was finally headed toward 
sobriety, only to stumble 
mere hours later. In his 
hometown of Manderson, 
a half-hour’s drive north of 
Pine Ridge, Lone Hill wan-
dered through town looking 
disheveled and sounding 
incoherent.

The following day, he apol-
ogized for his behavior.

“Lost my way again,” he 
said.

“Went from being a Bill 
Gates scholar to being an 
inmate in less than a year,” 
he sa id. “ I was a good, 
straight-A student. I was a 
good student. I didn’t believe 
in smoking, drinking — 
none of that.”

But it is easy to go astray 
when all you see is darkness 
and you cannot see where 
you are headed. 

Lone Hill’s story is a famil-
iar one, says Joe Donnell, a 
member of the Dakota tribe 
and founder of the Warriors 
Circle Leadership program, 
a Christian ministry to help 
Native American people 
“lead positive change in their 
communities.”

Donnell met Lone Hill 
during services last sum-
mer at Restoration Church 
and invited him to join the 
Warriors Circle, a 90 -day 

commitment to sobriety and 
scripture.

“I just got the sense that 
he’d been through a lot. He’s 
been carrying a lot of pain 
and anger,” Donnell said.

“In many ways, he’s repre-
sentative of so many others 
in Pine Ridge,” Donnell said. 
“I think he’s conflicted.”

Lone Hill has turned to 
Jesus, but he had sought 
salvation in the old ways, too, 
including sweats, powwows 
and other rituals. But he’s 
never taken part in a sun 
dance, a rite of passage in 
courage and sacrifice for 
tribal warriors.

“I always felt I had to be 
clean — alcohol free, drug 
free for a year — before I sun 
danced. That’s why I never 
went to sun dance. I went to 
ceremonies, sweat lodges. 
That was my culture. … I 
still want to go to them, but 
I want to be a Christian. Inte-
grate the two. That’d be cool, 
you know?”

Lone Hill flips through a 
binder filled with drawings, 
poetry and ramblings from 
his time in prison. He spilled 
his pain onto those sheets of 
paper. There are drawings 
of his girlfriend. There are 
sketches of fancy sports 
cars. He’d like to slide into 
one and press hard on the 
gas and drive far, far away 
from his darkness. But he 
knows the darkness will 
follow.

He turns more pages of 
his book and lands on a page 
screaming with expletives 
and anger.

“Sitting here trapped in 
an endless life of crime,” he 
read from a poem, “which 
has only caused me a lot 
more hard time.”

There are so many things 
he must let go. He wants to 
shed his doubts, let go of his 
fears and insecurities. Let go 
of his anger. And he knows 
what else he must do.

“I’ve got to believe in my-
self first.”

The transformation has 
begun, he said. The doubt-
ers who think he will take 
another fall? Well, they’re 
just wrong, he said. His 
God is with him, walking 
with him side by side, as 
he keeps moving toward 
sobriety.

“I never felt so much alive. 
I want to cry sometimes,” 
he said. It sounded like he 
might do just that, right then 
as he spoke into a telephone. 
“I haven’t felt so much hope 
before.”

On Sept. 23, he completed 
his journey with the War-
riors Circle, a testament to 
his resilience. “My faith is 
growing big time.” 
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