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Chapter 4 Section 3
Native Americans

Male Narrator: Even before the Wounded Knee Massacre, Buffalo Bill Cody was parading Indians around the country in his Wild West show. For many of his Indian performers appearing with Cody was the only alternative to hunger and confinement on the reservations. Cody’s fantasy version of the war for the plains thrilled audiences across America, as they watched the mock fights and the cavalcades of war bonneted warriors, they were not only seeing a spectacular show, they were witnessing the birth of a great American tradition, the hijacking of history by show business. As early as 1908, filmmakers were using Indians to act out the archetypal struggle between savagery and civilization. Here members of the Crow Tribe recreate the defeat of Custer by the Sioux and Cheyenne at the Battle of the Little Bighorn. For millions of people in America and throughout the world people who would never see a real Indian, images like these were to overshadow the true history of the Indians. The potent fictions of Hollywood were to become fact. But the routes of these images lie in the time of Columbus when the first European explorers were trying to make sense of the new world. Many people saw the Indians as gentle noble savages living in harmony with nature, but as settlers started to take Indian land, attitudes quickly changed. The Indian became a bloodthirsty brut resisting god’s chosen people. This image justified generations of whites as they pushed across the continent. As the frontier approached, Indians had only three choices, to move out of the way, to become like whites or to die. In 1890, with the Massacre at Wounded Knee, the frontier had finally run its course. From an estimated five million or more in 1492, the American Indian population had fallen to a mere 250,000. Moving out of the way was no longer an option for the survivors. The government decided they must be forcibly civilized. To most whites Indians seemed child like creatures almost without culture. The best of them it was thought would quickly embrace the benefits of a white man’s way. The others were doomed to die off like so many Indians before them. The first step towards being civilized was conversion. Missionaries had been trying to evangelize native people for centuries, now with the Indians virtual prisoners of war; they were given power to impose their beliefs. Under a kind of lottery arrangement, the reservations were divided up amongst the different churches, many native ceremonies were outlawed and Indians caught taking part in them were often brutally punished.

Charlotte Black Elk: Everything that we had that was sacred was ordered to be burned and it was just saying everything you have is bad, everything about you is bad, you women can no longer pierce their ears, they should not wear earrings, the men cannot pierce their ears, because to pierce our ears is a sign that were entitled to hear sacred knowledge. We were told that women will no longer have the role in society that they enjoyed, that they were to become like white men and they were to be chatteled, they were to be owned by men, you had to take your husband’s name, so everything about our culture was systematically to be destroyed.
Male Narrator: Disorientated, grieving and often half starving most Indians were in no position to resist the enormous pressure to convert. The missionaries saw them as blank slates waiting to be written upon. In fact native people had their own very different spiritual traditions. Missionaries were appalled to find that many of their converts saw no contradiction in becoming Christian and at the same time continuing to practice Indian beliefs.
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