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particu larly  original Several th< isand men. »om en, 
and children of various color« and nationalities were 
killed in a startling  number of creative ways, and in 
the end the Indian nations that had ruled the plain« 
and m ountain« for a thousand year« had Iveen deci 
m ated The Ghost Dance War was the laat furious 
struggle uf I he N ative  American against the colonu  
mg white«, and when It was over the tribes were 
only m emonea, S ever to return

l m no« an Ind ian  I'm  a doctor, horn and raised in  
New York C ity  I w rite  th is account of the Ghost 
Dance War because I have a patient who waa in that 
war Ilia  name is Red S h irt lie  s uf indeterm inate  
age. although my prnfeaainnal opinion puts him  
somewhere in hla early  ;*>• He t  as healthy aa he 
ran  hr for a man of such advanced year». h it only 
real medical problem i t  a rth ritis  in the yanta My 
in itia l rsam ination  of h im  revealed a hearty individ  
ual in all respects, w ith the esreption of hla semes 
of touch and taste He's lost hoth. although his hear 
mg. sight, and sense of smell are a ll rem arkably  
keen

I first met Red Shirt when he appeared at mv 
office in the spring of 1 M 2  He rnrnplamed of joint 
pain, especially in his knees and ankles I did a full 
physical w orkup and discovered his unusual sensory 
deprivation, for which he at first provided no n p ls  
nation It wasn't un til later during his series of 
Weekly rherkups th at he esplam ed m atters to me 
and it i t  this story the story of the Ghoat Da nee 
W ar which lead« me to commit the account to 
paper

The Ghoat Dance W ar waa an end w ith many 
beginning«, and m any a la ir  is wrapped up in the 
tum ultuous tu rn  of events which eventually erased 
a whole native people Red Shirt tells me the war 
had no official leaders, no official prophets, none of 
the usual bureaucratic or pnpuhat generation that 
often arc. on pa mew or propels civil unreal Instead  
the war leg an  at a visionary level and spread 
almost wordlessly throughout the western I'm te d  
Slates spreading ‘ like dust on wind, like loneliness 
through widows, like dawn through tree«.* as Red 
S hirt say«

I know lit t le  of the politics of the west I'm  a 
surgeon and a physician, aa I've said, and I've 
always Iveen m ore concerned w ith run flir t at the 
microbial level I have never mastered the m tn  
canes of politic». preferring Instead to .teal w ith  
con flir t on the v«ry personal frontiers of my 
patients Fur year« I avoided even a cursory read 
m g of newspapers, and although certain mem  
tiers of my fam ily  c n tiru e d  me for my civ il apa 
thy. I found more fu lfillm en t in curing gout and 
whooping cough than I did in listening to street 
com er harangue« from blustering charlatans

Red S h irt changed aN that I learned from him  
that the pruress We . sly pu*«l 1 • is s coal f many 
rotors. and some of ll w^egl .rs are hhaid red I 
learned th at tw ing y c il iijj,u i« ld > e a  the awful 
responsibility of m ayirto» • * J ^ p r w  m patruda  
and colleagues adh 9 1  • - ♦  «  tM  strictures of 
our collective gudi
laat and greatest wea 
iri a dream . going throng1 
sleep, work, and love aa i 
fu lly strung from the tw in ’ 
dream , people die I r a n i  
only a fool would try, or wee 
try  Hut ja-rhapa I t • ild have I 
dead, and th e ir  voices i a ll to 
dark nights when I'm  too tired  
visions of the past

lb  » 1 ov 1 i l l  l»g^n as an
eager Imy. grew to manhood. started a fitpuly. was 
cast in to a fifty  year w ar w ith a new W d *  
became a prophet wrapped in rags and skins, and 
now tie's an a rth ritic  old m an working at the local 
library, known locally only for his udd sensory 
deprivation Those are the facts of h it  life what 
do they te ll you'*

Ito they h in t at the red ocean of light he awam  
through as a boy* H e tells me that he was boro in 
a village ra iled  Goat H au nt, which perched at the 
confluence of th ree sm all nver» This m eeting of 
the water« provided a rich hunting and fishing  
grounds for Red S hirt s father and uncles, who 
settled w ith  th e ir fam ilies and eitended fam ilies, 
and a sham an, and built a village on a th ickly  
wouded h ill am id the waters

Facta in and of themselves are prosaic. not 
poetic W hen I say that Red Shirt m arried his 
th ird  cousin once removed, does that h in t at the 
ta ll, terrified hoy who, heart in m outh, went to 
propose m arriage one w in ter m orn in g ’ Dora the 
fact of their m arriage reveal the lender sm ile of 
his 16 year old bride’

Actually, I th ink , it s the moat offhand facta 
that reveal the tru th  'W e had three sons.’  Red 
S hirt tells me in ray office, as he sits there on the 
esam im ng table w ithout hla sh irt ‘ t in e  d ie d 'l le  
looks out the window in to  1952 and area 1MM2. 
the vear h r had to Ash hia lit t le  hoy from the 
nver and carry home hia tin y  sodden body 
Month« la ter I sat in Red S h ir t ’« kitchen and 
touched the tin y  buckskin ah irt that his «on had 
worn th at day. and the shark o f a lost «on aud 
denly twvraine clear to me

*1 hunted, I  fished, I stole horses from my 
rouaina,* aaya Red S hirt "Then we began to fight 
the w hiles * H e never aaya much about these hat 
ties, but I understand there a a whole document 
ed history and lite ra tu re  devoted to the "Indian  
Warn ’  I understand fu rther th a t the history 
lawks are filled  mostly w ith  the courage of the 
w hite soldiers and the savagery of the red

I cannot condone or esplain away that aav 
agery. nor w ill I try  Some of the atones that Red 
S hirt has told me have lite ra lly  terrified me 
revealing as they do the oft unim aginable «stent 
of hum an violence Yet I believe both aides fought 
«equally savagely in those wars, and both «idea 
suffered enormously, and havur waa visited upon 
lh »  Indiana in larger and bloodier doors. it aeema. 
than they brought upon others

The end result, prrhapa. tall« the real story of 
those war» more accurately than any history 
boob w ill The m ute testim ony of vanished races 
that once hunted the plains and forests, the 
silenced cnea o f newborn In d ian  babes the disap 
pearance of the fam ilies and clans that once pop 
ulated the waterw ays, a ll these are things that 
te ll in a tongurless eloquence the final chapter of 
the first Am erican race

Th at race is no more The Ghoat Dance War 
waa th e ir laat flu rry  of sound and fury before 
silence overcame them  Red S hirt tells me that 
the skirm ishes and battles and clashes and 
ambushes and massacre« went on for years and 
years, for hundreds of reason« and for one rea 
«on because the new people aakrd the old to 
leave, and the old refused Perhaps the hundreds
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</ small battles were the fir»< w«rs of a ttritio n . aa
•a rh  Indian lows bri»u<bt the entire  rare ctoarr tn 
eatinctAon

H i the lata l»VW>» the In d ian  tnhea were 
reduced to ra<s and ta tter« Proud brave« ate  
du«t and nettle« (a survive the « in te r  Women 
and children tfrrw th in, aa th in  aa w raitha  
"There »<« no wund to bu m  no anim als to eat 
rw horw a to nde ’ says Red Shirt “Then the 
message r ame and I was rh ta rn  to re«eive it *

The on<in o i that mesaage is unclear to th ia  
day Red Shirt m aintains that he «as aummoned 
to see the Messiah and historical accounts con 
cur th a t one chief from each of the <me or two  
rem aining tribes in the West waa sent to iS ra m id  
l«ahe in N evada to meet the Savior W hatever 
transpired at the I.a k r  and acrounta d iffer 
•nldJy the chiefs returned w ith  a new message 
for th e ir people and that m e s u g r began to 
spread secretly ’,hr<»ugh the fs m jx  and agerx tea 
all over the country

• Pray. I told my people * says Red S h irt "Sing 
and dance the ghost dance. th< most powerful 
dance of all It  « i l l  bring back the buffalo, the 
an trlop r the elk and the deer It w ill bring back 
the trees and nver» to us ft w ill d n * f  the white 
men away never to re tu rn  Wear the ghoat dance 
shirts | told them and the bullets ««f the arddiera 
•  ill bounce harmlessly to the gn*und Hand 
together you tubes and together we w ill w in  
hack our land and *»ur h ie«  The shirts w ill pro  
tert us and *he dance w ill give us the fire to 
defeat the enemy A ll the sick shall he healed and 
will join in the Holy War Poes w ill be friends, 
and the world « ’II I *  restored to us

Red .Shirt •  prophecy spread like w ildfire It 
•lipped through the terrib le  ram p« like wind  
going as far .th a* Mesico where the Yaqui 
Indians sent w*»ed that they would join the la s t  
Hattie and Alaska where the In u it prepared  
themselves for war by fasting and praying It was 
carried by the chiefs Am erican llorae and Past 
Thunder it was in the m outh of the famous chief 
Hating Hull It  spread as far east as Washington.
I)  C . where the War I department issued an edict 
banning the Ghost I dance

Hut it could not he banned The dance raged in 
the western night for a m onth, two months three  
months and the various lobes began to march 
toward sswret meeting point* Pverv night fires 
sprang up and figures danced m adly around 
them, and the pure w hite buckskin gh<«st shirts 
were handed fm m  man to woman to child P-ach 
boy was given a shirt to protect him  from stray 
bullets each g irl was given a short dress <>f the 
•am e m ateria l Red Shirt bt*«srd the ghost shirts 
by the hundreds saving prayers uf battle and for 
giveness over each He painted himself white  
from head to U«e to signify his p u n t« and he n*de 
from camp to camp to o i r r w r  the m idnight 
dances and the shirt blessings

In  early I  MIO the war fina lly  burst f<»rth W hen 
it came it < ame with s fury unm atched in the 
annals of the West The Indians attacked at Pine 
Ridge at Wounded Knee at the R<»*< f»ud Agency 
and at the ta ttle  W hite R i^rr The soldier« h»re 
w arned by the months of buildup slaughtered  
the Indiana by the dotens by the hundreds, by
the thousands A 
Indian was left 
and shot Irc a u  
shirts
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lay in heap« on the battlefields  
After each ble«ain< he put hi« hand to hia mouth  
ao aa to taste the soul of the departed After 
about a week he lost hla sense of taate There  
were too many souls In remember, he aaya and 
hla t.mtfue forgot th e ir names

In the same »«> he lost hia arnae of tuurh  
There were too many dead In  the heaped fields 
the bodies lay »trewn like m a lrh a tirk .
Sometime« the arm y patrol» returned to the field 
and buried the dead Indiana, aumelimea they 
didn't, and after the soldier« took souvenir« the 
budtM were left to the raven«

Red S hirt wandered in the field« for months 
Sometimes be slept among the fallen w am o rs , 
sometimes be slept w ith  his feet in running  
water for purification He touched everyone who 
died Hia finger» bunted and onre he tried to cut 
hi» hands off in despair, but an arm y sergeant 
atoppe.1 him  and for some reason never reported 
him to the authorities

They ail died he aaya, all the men he gave the 
shirts to. and all their women, and all the th il  
dren who stared at him  aa though he were a god 
T h e  bullets went right through the ghost ahirt«.* 
lie said *1 walked among all the fallen and saw 
the hole« from the bullets I remember the red 
holes in the pure white ahirta *

R« il S h irt came into the office thia m orning for 
hla regular weekly checkup He hops on my table 
w ith a startling  spryneaa for a man ao old He alts 
on the tahle and stares out the window as though 
he secs bodies heaped like firewood in the field»
I teat him carefully to are if  he s really lost hla 
arose of taste He has, be can no longer d is tin ­
guish among flavors H r  has some d e ite n ty  in 
his fingers, and he can usr hts bands to g n p  
things but he d o a n l  know what thosr things 
are unless he lia.ks at them  carefully He com 
plains of « cold riumbne«« in hi» hands, and tell«  
me that hia fingers no lunger feel fam iliar

Tests show some arth ritic  degeneration, but 
otherwise be « in aurpnaing health for such an 
old man He's clear eyed and hia memory ia 
intact He tends to s tar* directly at hia question 
ers which ia a little  unnerving hut he has devel 
oped some confidence in me and answer« my 
questions promptly

M ednally, hia only real dangers are burns to 
the mouth area and the Angers I counsel him  to 
slay away from fires and hot liquids We stare at 
each other in silence "What do I do about the 
dead be asks suddenly I mumble a reply and 
stand there ashamed

I don't know what to do about the dead 
Ilie y  ve gone from the earth never to re tu rn , and 
there are more dead every day I don't know  
where they go or what they do I don t know if  
th e ir souls are healed by greater doctors than  I or 
if  they re left, like their bodies, in aw ful piles in 
nameless fields I hope that we re blessed when 
we die. and th at an eternal memory remembers 
us

The men and women and children who died in 
the tiboat Dance War left thia earth  believing in 
Hed Shirt, and he »as wrong How he bear» their  
souls in his heart I I I  never know, nor can I ever 
make it any easier for him A ll I can do is remem- 
ber them, too So I do. and I close thia account 
with a praver for their poor souls, pierced by 
Worldly bullets wrapped in the clean w hite ahirta 
that brought them down Prey for them  IV ay for 
me •
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