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Civilize Them with a Stick
Mary Brave Bird (Crow Dog) with Richard Erdoes

Mary Brave Bird (Crow Dog) (1954–2013) was a Sicangu Lakota writer and activist involved in the

American Indian Movement. Her childhood experiences of poverty, brutality, and cultural

suppression led her to participate in protests against police violence and to activism promoting a

deeper understanding and acceptance of Native American traditions. She wrote extensively about

her experiences as a Sioux woman caught between cultures.

Richard Erdoes (1912–2008) was a photographer, artist, writer, and university lecturer who was

active in the Native American civil rights movements through the twentieth century. As a writer,

he collaborated with many different people to publish and illustrate Native American stories.

Excerpts from Lakota Woman, copyright © 1990 by Mary Crow Dog and Richard Erdoes. Used by

permission of Grove/Atlantic, Inc. Any third party use of this material, outside of this publication,

is prohibited.

Gathered from the cabin, the wickiup, and the tepee,

partly by cajolery and partly by threats,

partly by bribery and partly by force,

they are induced to leave their kindred

to enter these schools and take upon themselves



the outward appearance of civilized life.

—ANNUAL REPORT OF THE DEPARTMENT OF INTERIOR, 1901

It is almost impossible to explain to a sympathetic white person

what a typical old Indian boarding school was like; how it affected

the Indian child suddenly dumped into it like a small creature from

another world, helpless, defenseless, bewildered, trying desperately

and instinctively to survive and sometimes not surviving at all. I

think such children were like the victims of Nazi concentration

camps trying to tell average, middle-class Americans what their

experience had been like. Even now, when these schools are much

improved, when the buildings are new, all gleaming steel and glass,

the food tolerable, the teachers well trained and well-intentioned,

even trained in child psychology—unfortunately the psychology of

white children, which is different from ours—the shock to the child

upon arrival is still tremendous. Some just seem to shrivel up, don’t

speak for days on end, and have an empty look in their eyes. I know

of an eleven-year-old on another reservation who hanged herself,

and in our school, while I was there, a girl jumped out of the

window, trying to kill herself to escape an unbearable situation.

That first shock is always there.

Although the old tiyospaye has been destroyed, in the traditional

Sioux families, especially in those where there is no drinking, the



child is never le� alone. It is always surrounded by relatives, carried

around, enveloped in warmth. It is treated with the respect due to

any human being, even a small one. It is seldom forced to do

anything against its will, seldom screamed at, and never beaten.

That much, at least, is le� of the old family group among full-bloods.

And then suddenly a bus or car arrives, full of strangers, usually

white strangers, who yank the child out of the arms of those who

love it, taking it screaming to the boarding school. The only word I

can think of for what is done to these children is kidnapping.

Even now, in a good school, there is impersonality instead of close

human contact; a sterile, cold atmosphere, an unfamiliar routine,

language problems, and above all the mazaskan-skin, that damn

clock—white man’s time as opposed to Indian time, which is natural

time. Like eating when you are hungry and sleeping when you are

tired, not when that damn clock says you must. But I was not taken

to one of the better, modern schools. I was taken to the old-

fashioned mission school at St. Francis, run by the nuns and

Catholic fathers, built sometime around the turn of the century and

not improved a bit when I arrived, not improved as far as the

buildings, the food, the teachers, or their methods were concerned.

In the old days, nature was our people’s only school and they needed

no other. Girls had their toy tipis and dolls, boys their toy bows and

arrows. Both rode and swam and played the rough Indian games

together. Kids watched their peers and elders and naturally grew

from children into adults. Life in the tipi circle was harmonious—



until the whiskey peddlers arrived with their wagons and barrels of

“Injun whiskey.” I o�en wished I could have grown up in the old,

before-whiskey days.

Oddly enough, we owed our unspeakable boarding schools to the

do-gooders, the white Indian-lovers. The schools were intended as

an alternative to the outright extermination seriously advocated by

Generals Sherman and Sheridan, as well as by most settlers and

prospectors overrunning our land. “You don’t have to kill those poor

benighted heathen,” the do-gooders said, “in order to solve the

Indian Problem. Just give us a chance to turn them into useful

farmhands, laborers, and chambermaids who will break their backs

for you at low wages.” In that way the boarding schools were born.

The kids were taken away from their villages and pueblos, in their

blankets and moccasins, kept completely isolated from their

families—sometimes for as long as ten years—suddenly coming

back, their short hair slick with pomade, their necks raw from stiff,

high collars, their thick jackets always short in the sleeves and

pinching under the arms, their tight patent leather shoes giving

them corns, the girls in starched white blouses and clumsy, high-

buttoned boots—caricatures of white people. When they found out—

and they found out quickly—that they were neither wanted by whites

nor by Indians, they got good and drunk, many of them staying

drunk for the rest of their lives. I still have a poster I found among

my grandfather’s stuff, given to him by the missionaries to tack up

on his wall. It reads:



1. Let Jesus save you.
2. Come out of your blanket, cut your hair, and dress like a white

man.
3. Have a Christian family with one wife for life only.
4. Live in a house like your white brother. Work hard and wash

o�en.
5. Learn the value of a hard-earned dollar. Do not waste your

money on giveaways. Be punctual.
6. Believe that property and wealth are signs of divine approval.
7. Keep away from saloons and strong spirits.
8. Speak the language of your white brother. Send your children to

school to do likewise.
9. Go to church o�en and regularly.

10. Do not go to Indian dances or to the medicine man.

The people who were stuck upon “solving the Indian Problem” by

making us into whites retreated from this position only step by step

in the wake of Indian protests.

The mission school at St. Francis was a curse for our family for

generations. My grandmother went there, then my mother, then my

sisters and I. At one time or other every one of us tried to run away.

Grandma told me once about the bad times she had experienced at

St. Francis. In those days they let students go home only for one

week every year. Two days were used up for transportation, which

meant spending just five days out of three hundred and sixty-five

with her family. And that was an improvement. Before grandma’s



time, on many reservations they did not let the students go home at

all until they had finished school. Anybody who disobeyed the nuns

was severely punished. The building in which my grandmother

stayed had three floors, for girls only. Way up in the attic were little

cells, about five by five by ten feet. One time she was in church and

instead of praying she was playing jacks. As punishment they took

her to one of those little cubicles where she stayed in darkness

because the windows had been boarded up. They le� her there for a

whole week with only bread and water for nourishment. A�er she

came out she promptly ran away, together with three other girls.

They were found and brought back. The nuns stripped them naked

and whipped them. They used a horse buggy whip on my

grandmother. Then she was put back into the attic—for two weeks.

My mother had much the same experiences but never wanted to talk

about them, and then there I was, in the same place. The school is

now run by the BIA—the Bureau of Indian Affairs—but only since

about fi�een years ago. When I was there, during the 1960s, it was

still run by the Church. The Jesuit fathers ran the boys’ wing and the

Sisters of the Sacred Heart ran us—with the help of the strap.

Nothing had changed since my grandmother’s days. I have been told

recently that even in the ’70s they were still beating children at that

school. All I got out of school was being taught how to pray. I

learned quickly that I would be beaten if I failed in my devotions or,

God forbid, prayed the wrong way, especially prayed in Indian to

Wakan Tanka, the Indian Creator.



The girls’ wing was built like an F and was run like a penal

institution. Every morning at five o’clock the sisters would come into

our large dormitory to wake us up, and immediately we had to kneel

down at the sides of our beds and recite the prayers. At six o’clock

we were herded into the church for more of the same. I did not take

kindly to the discipline and to marching by the clock, le�-right, le�-

right. I was never one to like being forced to do something. I do

something because I feel like doing it. I felt this way always, as far as

I can remember, and my sister Barbara felt the same way. An old

medicine man once told me: “Us Lakotas are not like dogs who can

be trained, who can be beaten and keep on wagging their tails,

licking the hand that whipped them. We are like cats, little cats, big

cats, wildcats, bobcats, mountain lions. It doesn’t matter what kind,

but cats who can’t be tamed, who scratch if you step on their tails.”

But I was only a kitten and my claws were still small.

Barbara was still in the school when I arrived and during my first

year or two she could still protect me a little bit. When Barb was a

seventh-grader she ran away together with five other girls, early in

the morning before sunrise. They brought them back in the evening.

The girls had to wait for two hours in front of the mother superior’s

office. They were hungry and cold, frozen through. It was

wintertime and they had been running the whole day without food,

trying to make good their escape. The mother superior asked each

girl, “Would you do this again?” She told them that as punishment

they would not be allowed to visit home for a month and that she’d

keep them busy on work details until the skin on their knees and



elbows had worn off. At the end of her speech she told each girl,

“Get up from this chair and lean over it.” She then li�ed the girls’

skirts and pulled down their underpants. Not little girls either, but

teenagers. She had a leather strap about a foot long and four inches

wide fastened to a stick, and beat the girls, one a�er another, until

they cried. Barb did not give her that satisfaction but just clenched

her teeth. There was one girl, Barb told me, the nun kept on beating

and beating until her arm got tired.

I did not escape my share of the strap. Once, when I was thirteen

years old, I refused to go to Mass. I did not want to go to church

because I did not feel well. A nun grabbed me by the hair, dragged

me upstairs, made me stoop over, pulled my dress up (we were not

allowed at the time to wear jeans), pulled my panties down, and gave

me what they called “swats”—twenty-five swats with a board around

which Scotch tape had been wound. She hurt me badly.

My classroom was right next to the principal’s office and almost

every day I could hear him swatting the boys. Beating was the

common punishment for not doing one’s homework, or for being

late to school. It had such a bad effect upon me that I hated and

mistrusted every white person on sight, because I met only one

kind. It was not until much later that I met sincere white people I

could relate to and be friends with. Racism breeds racism in reverse.


