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Photo by Philip Burnham -- Pat Cuny's family was one of 125 Oglala Lakotas families on the Pine Ridge Reservation who were scattered when they lost their alloted lands in 1943 to the U.S. Department of War for a gunnery range. A year later Cuny enlisted and fought the Germans with the 83rd Infantry Division in World War II.
The taking of Native lands in the name of war 

The Summer of 1942 
Part one

During the World War II era, the federal government condemned and leased hundreds of thousands of Indian acres for military use, much of it never returned to Indian hands. In this series, Indian Country Today spoke with Native people affected by the takings, many who served their country in wartime, lost their land to the government, and still harbor strong feelings on the matter. 

KYLE, S.D. - Pat Cuny went to Europe with the 83rd Infantry Division in 1944 feeling like he'd already been through a scrape. His family had just been run off their land on the Pine Ridge Reservation by the Department of War. 

In 1942, a gunnery range the size of a whole county displaced 125 Lakota families from Oglala treaty land. They had 30 days - or less - to leave homes, farms, schools and cemeteries behind. 

Cuny's parents got $1,200 for an allotted half-section of land, Pat recalled, house, barn and outbuildings thrown in. ''Everything that was left after 30 days, they just came and chain sawed and made little hutches, little A-houses, for machine gunners. We didn't have no money to move the house.'' 

That summer the family scattered. Some went to work at the Black Hills Ordnance Depot; his mother, recently widowed, moved to Denver. ''I was going to get drafted, so I just enlisted,'' Cuny said hoarsely, his voice rasping from a decade-long bout with throat cancer. 

The war found him when the Germans torpedoed his troop transport in the English Channel. Half his company went down, and ''damn few'' were rescued, he said. Cuny ''fought through France, fought through Germany'' and saw Europe on Uncle Sam's nickel - lucky to come home in one piece. ''There was a lot of these Indian boys who gave their lives.'' 

After the war, Congress awarded $3,500 extra per family for the gunnery range takings. ''It never came to $5,000 for a half-section of ground,'' growled Cuny, doggedly bitter during several conversations. ''That's good ground. That's the choicest ground there is in the center of this table. That's that black soil about 6 foot deep - I know because we dug a lot of graves over there by hand.'' 

Stories like Cuny's are as common as prickly pear in Indian country - for the time being. About a thousand World War II veterans die every day, and the memory of the ''good war'' fades with them. But Native veterans still recall what the War Department took from their own backyard while they were off fighting Hideki Tojo and Adolf Hitler. 

With blitzkrieg in the air, some powerful buyers came to Indian country. Some of the least productive land in the American West, much of it reserved for Native people in trust, suddenly had enormous military value. While landowners of all races were affected, Indian land, already in federal control, was the easiest to take. 

Indian acreage was seized for training grounds, bombing ranges, base camps, air strips, and Japanese-American internment centers. A conservative estimate puts Indian land takings in the World War II era at 1 million acres, an area the size of Rhode Island - with millions more taken in ceded traditional lands adjacent to reservations. 

Though never officially named, ''Operation Indian Country,'' to coin a phrase, qualifies as the largest Native land taking in America since allotment. Much of that land has never returned to Indian control. 

Some areas were condemned by eminent domain and ''purchased'' for a deflated, court-determined fee. Others were leased from tribes for extended periods, often at dirt-cheap rates. Some land was returned to Indian owners only after absorbing environmental damage that has compromised development for the past half century. 

Ask the Walker River Paiute, who have long complained about underground ordnance on their Nevada reservation. Paiute land straddles Bravo 19 Bombing Range near Fallon Naval Air Station, established in 1942. Tribal environment director Tad Williams said there are hundreds, if not thousands, of Native acres in need of cleanup, a job the military estimated at $1 million before a private consulting firm dismissed the sum as inadequate. The tribe filed a tort claim against the government, but the case has languished for lack of money. 

Or take the Shoshone-Bannock of southern Idaho, another willing contributor to the war effort. About 1,000 acres of reservation land were condemned by the War Powers Act and taken for use as a landing strip in the 1940s. Though allotment owners were compensated, the tribe was given to understand the land would one day be returned. 

Instead, the strip was sold as excess property to the Pocatello municipal government for a nominal fee. Today, the tribe must deal with a large patch of land in the middle of the reservation - the site of the city airport - that creates jurisdictional headaches and a lot of overhead noise. Sixty years later, said tribal officials, the matter still rankles. 

Farther north, the Sitka Tribe of Alaska lost prime waterfront land in Sitka village that was never returned by the War Department and is now owned by a private fish processor. Said tribal attorney Jessica Perkins when asked about a paper trail: ''The War Department didn't take notes about those kinds of things.'' 

Al Duncan Sr., Sitka tribe, a member of the city assembly, can vouch for that. Duncan was an infant in 1942 when the Army asked his father to vacate land on Excursion Inlet, about 50 miles west of Juneau. Peter Duncan, a prospector, boat builder, and former Northwest mounted policeman, was hopping mad. After three warnings, he placed two American flags on his door - one for each of the sons he had in the military. ''You're going to have to kill me to take my land,'' Al Duncan recounted his father saying. 

The Army resettled Peter Duncan but never issued a deed. When Haines Borough later claimed ownership of the relocated tract, he didn't have any paperwork. ''If it was up to us to give ourselves a deed, we'd own all southeast Alaska,'' Al Duncan said. He fought to have his father's 60 acres returned and was ready to go to trial when the state gave 19 of them back, a settlement arranged out of court. ''No one even knew what a deed was,'' Duncan said, ''but we sure as hell do now.'' 

Deeds didn't mean much in wartime, as the Cuny family found out. Those with no paper at all - like the Navajo of Fort Wingate - were in even bigger trouble. 



(Continued in part two) 
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Photo by Philip BurnhamFormer Navajo Vice Chairman Wilson Skeet was run off government land with his family before serving as a code talker in World War II.
Preparing for war 

Part two

GALLUP, N.M. - Wilson Skeet doesn't have a shred of evidence he was born in 1922. Nobody was passing out birth certificates when his Navajo mother bore him under a summer shade shack in Breadspring. 

The Skeets didn't have any papers for the land they ran sheep on, either. So when the Army came to the eastern edge of Navajo country in the late 1920s and ''told us to move out,'' Skeet said, they didn't know which way to turn. 

''I remember they burned two hogans,'' he said of the government men, driving Navajo families off their summer pastures and back up the mountain. 

The Skeet family never got anything for the land. They had no schooling. They didn't even know how to ask for money. They moved out their 1,800 sheep and watched the occupation unfold from afar. 

That's how the Army put down roots in the red rock country of western New Mexico, turning a slice of land used by the Navajo into part of the largest munitions depot in the world. By the time of World War II, the Fort Wingate depot would be the repository for 15 million pounds of TNT. 

When the war came later, young Skeet was drafted out of Wingate High School and went into the 5th Marine Division. In 1945 he served as a code talker at Iwo Jima. ''They told us it's just a small rock, we should be able to run over that thing within three, four days,'' he chuckled. But it took more than a month and bucketfuls of blood. He was on his way to Japan when the atomic bombs were dropped. 

Today he sits propped in a recliner in his one-story stucco near Gallup, his medicine bottles laid out on the couch like a small brigade. He looks back over three generations, a retired rancher who has served as a councilman and vice chairman of the Navajo Nation. 

''The Army did us wrong,'' Skeet grumbled. ''They took advantage of us because we didn't read or write. Until such time we went to school and found out what it's all about, and now they tell us it's a little too late.'' The memory is as raw as the swollen ankle he has propped up on a nearby chair. 

Like many Navajo, Skeet found work at the Wingate depot, serving as a heavy equipment supervisor in the 1950s. He would pass the family land on his way to work and has been back to visit many times since. 

''Every time I go there I get an anger feeling - hate and everything towards what they did to us. Chase us out of there. Always wondered if that was the right thing for them to do.'' In all, about a dozen families in the depot area were moved. 

In 1993, the Army declared virtually the entire depot excess property. Archaeological digs at Wingate have yielded hundreds of Ancestral Pueblo and more recent Navajo ruins, as well as a Zuni presence in the area long preceding the arrival of the Navajo. The Navajo and Zuni are currently negotiating the distribution of depot lands between them. 

''I'd like to lease that land, but it's kind of rough, and I'm too old and my kids say no.'' The land is contaminated by munitions testing anyway, added Skeet. But the Army claims it doesn't have the money to clean it up, he said: ''I told them, 'You had the money to mess it up.''' 

Over the years, Native people in the area witnessed a prolonged case of ''federal land creep.'' Established in the 1860s, Fort Wingate was only the first toehold. In 1918, the depot began expanding the military area to 22,000 acres, much of it used by the Interior Department as a sheep breeding laboratory. 

Then the National Forest Service moved in from the south. Through the '30s and '40s the government fenced land, promising the Navajo they would maintain access to water. When the fence line cut off the local springs, the herders were forced off the mountain. 

Delfred Begay, a local rancher, said the Navajo used to set their clocks by the depot explosions. ''Back then we didn't have TV, so that's what we waited for.'' Early in the morning and again in the afternoon, the demolitions would shake the houses - and the women knew it was time to start cooking. 

The explosions were so loud, local elders recalled, it was hard to put down a house foundation that wouldn't crack. 

''We used to say, 'We can look out every day and see where our ancestors lived,''' said Mary Begay, Delfred's mother, who lives across the road from the depot. Now they walk up to the fence on the other side of Interstate 40 and can't cross the line without an escort. Their relatives are buried on depot land. 

Many Navajo associate the depot with illnesses ranging from asthma to heart failure. Annie Yazzie's father, who worked with depot munitions, used to come home every night covered in yellow powder ''like corn pollen,'' she said. He quit because of severe vision problems but never knew if it was work-related. Her husband, John, built concrete igloos to house munitions without ever being informed it was hazardous work. 

During the war, 90 percent of depot laborers were Navajo. 

Yazzie, of Sundance community, herded sheep on depot land as a girl. Though her parents never mentioned being compensated, she said, two of her displaced cousins were given allotments. 

The land ''wasn't a private possession'' in those days, explained Albert Smith, a Navajo veteran from Gallup. His family got nothing for depot land on which they ran 400 head of sheep. The natural spring where they watered the flock is now considered a hazardous area. 

Smith was also a Marine code talker. By the time he got back from the Pacific, the tribe had adopted new ideas about land ownership. ''They learned the white man's way and left it at that,'' he said glumly. The old commons, like the Wingate pastures, were gone. 

''Someone wanted our land,'' Smith said of the Japanese. ''Our freedom. Our way of life. It was my responsibility to be part of the protective force.'' 

Sixty years later, the feeling lingers that something was never given back in return. 



(Continued in part three) 
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Photos by Philip Burnham -- (Top) Gerald Summerlin, Cherokee, has found military ordnance on the 160-acre tract the government seized from his family in 1942 to build Camp Gruber. (Bottom) The Battenfield family refused to cash the $400 check the government gave them for their farm when it condemned and bulldozed their barn, home and orchard near Tahlequah, Okla., said Olen (seated) and Tom Battenfield (second from right).
Another Cherokee Removal

Part three 


TAHLEQUAH, Okla. - When spring came to eastern Oklahoma this year, the trees were dry as tinder matchsticks. Old folks were saying they hadn't seen anything so dry since the Dust Bowl. 

Gerald Summerlin, who grew up during the Depression, has a long memory, too. Rather than wear it on his sleeve, he's had it printed in bold letters on a big red feed cap: ''The U.S. Took Our Land Three Times.'' 

Summerlin was 10 years old in 1942 when an infantry training camp was carved out of 66,000 acres in the Cookson Hills, about half of it Cherokee allotments. 

His grandmother, Armine Summerlin, took allotment No. 17722 at the turn of the century. Forty years later, the government condemned it and appraised the 160-acre tract at about $900. 

''We had two houses, two barns, two ponds, a 20-acre orchard and a garden,'' said Sheila Ratliff, Summerlin's sister, rifling through a stack of photos on her kitchen table. ''We grew peaches, apples, plums, grapes for canning. You basically grew everything you ate.'' 

It was late summer when the family had to go. Gerald's older brother sneaked back in and toted some corn out of the field in an old wagon. The family moved into a dilapidated house with a caved-in roof just beyond the new Camp Gruber. A few years later they were moved off another plot for a federal dam project. 

''The rumor was that after the war was over they'd get their land back,'' Summerlin said. His own parents ''left there believing that this was going to happen. But it was never to be.'' 

The Summerlins, enrolled Cherokee, see the Gruber seizure as the back end of a double taking. Their great-great-grandparents were herded west on the Trail of Tears - and it was their granddaughter, Armine, who took out the allotment. 

''Why did the government, with all the land that was available in Oklahoma, why did they choose that down there where it was all Indian?'' Ratliff asked. ''And they'd take it again.'' At least 45 Cherokee families were moved, their property valued one-third lower by government appraisers than by the BIA. 

''These people are patriotic,'' Gerald explained. ''The government says 'we need your land,' [and they say] 'I'll be out tomorrow.' It's the government that handled this,'' he added quickly. ''I don't have no grudge at all against the military.'' A Korean-era and Vietnam War veteran, Gerald is part of a family with more than 100 years of military service. 

The family has written to presidents, governors, senators, even tribal officials to recover their land. They get a form letter back if they're lucky. The Gruber taking has not been a tribal priority since the late 1940s. 

The old Summerlin homestead is now part of a state wildlife refuge, separate from the camp and deeded to the state of Oklahoma. A visit takes an hour and a half on 10 miles of bad road, and the gate is open only twice a year. 

The camp was temporarily deactivated after the war. Some of the unused Gruber land was leased out to cattlemen over the years, a sore point with many displaced families. 

Today, Gruber is a National Guard operations center with training facilities for urban guerilla fighting. What sounds like a flock of ivory-billed woodpeckers along Highway 10 turns out to be the rat-tat-tat-tat of small-arms fire. 

''They told my dad that the people that lived there, the people that moved out, they was just going to use the land for so many years for a camp until the war was over,'' said Tom Battenfield, a boy when the family plot was condemned. ''Then it would be given back to the people that own the land. We had 40 acres and had a livable house and a pretty good-size barn and orchard. 

''We just got out maybe a day before they were supposed to bring the bulldozers in there and run through the house. They came in there and told my mother. She said, 'We still live here.''' 

They got about $400 from the government, Battenfield said. 

Though not enrolled, the family is proud of their Cherokee descent. The Dawes Commission rolls that established tribal membership are still disputed. Two of the Battenfield brothers look Scandinavian; another is darker-skinned than most Cherokee. 

''Mom and dad didn't ever cash the check,'' added Tom's brother, Olen, the best way to protest the meager offer. ''They said if she didn't cash it, they was going to void it. And she said she wasn't ever going to cash it.'' The family kept all the paper on the land, even the money. But it never did any good. 

A great-uncle helped the government dig up graves on the condemned land - a shovelful of dirt to a box - and move them to Greenleaf Cemetery near Tahlequah, where they rest today with the dead of the Summerlins and other displaced families. 

The Birdtails, in-laws of the Battenfields, are also part of the Gruber web. Dave Birdtail, Cherokee, had 60 acres in cultivation, 30 in orchard within the camp. He protested the taking and got a little extra money for his trouble. But he didn't fight too hard, afraid he wouldn't get a penny in the end. The government gave him $300 and the promise the land would come back. 

His son, Raymond, enlisted in the 45th Infantry Division and was injured in Korea. His health had been bad earlier this year, but his memory was still sharp. The day they moved off their property, ''my dad stood between two pear trees and cried,'' he said. ''So did I.'' Raymond Birdtail passed away this summer. 

Recently, Gerald Summerlin, a neighbor of the Birdtails on the Gruber property, went back to pay a sentimental visit. He saw a familiar stand of flowers and transplanted them to Sheila's place. ''After 60 years, those irises are still there,'' he said proudly - and a burning bush, more than just a memory, that now blooms in her yard. 

(Continued in part four) 
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Photo by Philip Burnham 
Bombs over the Badlands 

Part four 


PINE RIDGE, S.D. - Johnson Holy Rock remembers when the undersecretary of War came to Pine Ridge in 1942 waving a fistful of cash. There were smiles all around and easy money for the Oglala. 

It's what the other hand did that many people haven't forgotten 60 years later. 

On a mission to lease tribal land for a gunnery range, the undersecretary was happy to get the Oglala's blessings. ''Everybody was amiable about it,'' said Holy Rock. ''Everybody was concerned about the war. Nobody asked questions.'' 

Pine Ridge was a good place to practice dumping the steel-cased eggs of a B-17. The land was already under federal control, was sparsely populated, and showed little in the way of economic development. 

But the deal was slippery from the start. Individual allotments were negotiated through leases, then later condemned outright. Tribal lands were leased at 3 cents an acre, far below the going rate. And the military promised the Oglala that tribal lands would be returned at war's end. 

Twenty-five years later, the Oglala Sioux Tribe was still waiting. 

Rex Herman was living with his family north of Potato Creek in 1942 when the Army officer paid them a visit. They were one of about 100 families given 10 - 30 days to pack up and leave the range. The Hermans had horses, cattle and 20 acres of corn on a quarter-section allotment. Uncle Sam paid about $800 for the farm. 

On moving day, they left the corn in the field. ''My dad, mother, and my sister rode on the hayrack, and us three boys rode what few horses and cows we had,'' Herman recalled. His father, Jake, an amateur historian and well-known rodeo clown, gave him the prize mount for the journey. ''I rode my dad's trick mule out of there.'' 

Since the government didn't give them a tent, the family pitched their own. They moved on to No Flesh Creek, where they ''lived in that tent, bathed in that creek, got our water from the creek from August until October'' until his father could build a new house from the logs of the old one. 

The removal didn't dampen local patriotism. ''A lot of them got kicked out of their land but still joined the military and fought for the country,'' Herman said of his fellow Oglala. ''Everybody was patriotic - that's why they call it the best generation.'' 

Herman lost a brother in Europe during World War II. He later served in the 1st Marine Division in Korea, made corporal, and took pieces of shrapnel in his leg and stomach. 

Years later, the family bought the allotment back at the original price plus interest. ''By then, there was nothing left but the land,'' Herman explained. ''Ranchers had come in and leased it for practically nothing.'' Most people who moved off the range ''never did recover from it.'' 

The Army and National Guard used the land through the '50s. When they realized the range was too small for a crop of fast, new bombers, the Air Force declared it surplus in 1963. Holy Rock, who served two terms as tribal president during the era, remembers what happened when the Oglala began lobbying to raise the lease rate from 3 cents to more than 10. 

The Air Force sent a colonel to negotiate with the tribal council, Holy Rock recalled. ''Nobody let out a peep. Those medals and ribbons ... they were blinded. Everybody was afraid to speak to a colonel with those two eagles sittin' on his shoulders.'' The officer said he wasn't authorized to negotiate and dismissed the Oglala offer out of hand. 

In 1968, the range was returned to the tribe by federal legislation. Instead of giving it back wholesale to the Oglala, however, Washington gave the National Park Service management control of nearly half of it - today known as the south unit of Badlands National Park. 

The original gunnery range was 43 miles long by 12.5 miles wide, or about 340,000 acres. For 25 years, Washington leased 90,000 acres of that land, tribally owned, and turned a profit on the gunnery range - subleasing to ranchers for more money than the entire compensation paid out to landowners and leaseholders alike. 

For the last 10 years, the tribe has worked to make the range safe for habitation by people and livestock. Ordnance cleanup has proceeded under grants from the Department of Defense, employing dozens of tribal employees - until this year. A dispute between the Army Corps of Engineers and the OST over tribal employment fees has brought the project to a halt. 

Paul Herman, Rex's older brother, said his parents ''really felt deep injustice'' about the gunnery range. The government ''took the prime land, the cattle land. People used to say, 'Why didn't they cross the river and get those badlands out there, nobody lived out there but prairie dogs.''' But there was water on the Hermans' ground, he said. ''That's the kind of land they took. They took the best.'' 

But the dry land further on wasn't part of the reservation, he noted. ''Maybe it was easier to deal with Indian people than white people.'' 

It took 25 years before legislation returned part of the range. Another 40 have passed, and more than 100,000 acres remain outside tribal control. 

In Washington, at least, no matter how quickly the right hand borrows something, it can be a long time before the left one gives it back. 

(Continued in part five) 
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Photo by Philip Burnham -- Pilots train in live fire and simulated battlefield scenarios at the Barry M. Goldwater Range in Arizona. Tohono O'odham Chairman Vivian Juan-Saunders said outstanding issues with the range include unexploded ordnance, crash landings and sonic booms from over-flights that damage windows and adobe walls.
Government time 

Part Five 


WASHINGTON - Indian time is slow. But in Washington they have a well-kept secret: the father of Indian time is ''government time.'' 

Today, much of the Indian estate taken when World War II veterans were still in their teens remains unsafe, unusable, unreturned or simply unremembered. 

Some of these lands have been retained for emergency reasons - World War II drifted into the Cold War and Korea, which became Vietnam, which later morphed into the war against terrorism. At places like Camp Gruber in Oklahoma, the emergency that began in the early 1940s has never ended. 

The costs to Indian country have been high. Landowners were paid late, in increments, or unfairly; had a hard time repurchasing property in an inflated market; and, if given back an original tract, have struggled to make the best with ''dirty land.'' Still worse, tribal lands leased to Washington have represented a huge opportunity cost in areas that were already economically depressed. 

Even when military land has gone into surplus, Indian interests have been quashed in the federal bureaucracy. The Cherokee were trumped by the state of Oklahoma when part of Gruber reverted to civilian use. The Oglala were outmuscled by the National Park Service in the backyard of their own badlands. In neither case was the BIA a useful ally. 

The Navajo have fared better with lands at Fort Wingate depot, albeit 70 years down the road. Soon to be divided between the Navajo and Zuni, some 20,000 acres are at stake. 

''We're not going backwards, so there's no need for opening these areas for range land use,'' said Charlie Davis, a Navajo rancher in the Wingate area. He'd like to see a veterans' hospital and nursing home on depot land. ''It shouldn't be something we fight on,'' he urged. ''It's something we should all have access to,'' including veterans of all colors and creeds. ''It's about more than who owns what.'' 

Annie Yazzie, who herded sheep on Wingate land long ago, agreed. ''Who am I to say I want that land returned to me where we're a growing community here, and we're crowded? How is that going to help the larger population by stating, 'This is where I was born. This is where I lived?''' 

Uranium mining north of Church Rock has contaminated land with high radon levels, including a flat where the Navajo wanted to build a large housing project. As a result, the Church Rock chapter covets former depot land for housing, provided it can be fully decontaminated. 

Yazzie is worried by relatives who want portions of her family's old land once the depot is handed over, a sentiment echoed by other families concerned that the rush for land may sabotage larger tribal efforts. 

The Wingate property must be decontaminated before the BIA can administer it, a process projected, under current funding, to finish in 2012. Eventually, the Navajo hope to put their Wingate lands into trust. 

In Oklahoma, no return of land is even imminent. ''[Gruber] was the land they could consolidate easiest because Indians were there and it had some logistics value,'' said Cherokee Principal Chief Chad Smith. ''The surprise with the Camp Gruber episode is that we didn't have much land left to be taken.'' 

Repatriation of Gruber land, he admitted, would be messy. ''You're talking two or three generations now. When you start dividing 110-acre parcels among 10 or 15 heirs, it really becomes a practical nightmare. So maybe one of the ways to resolve the moral dilemma is to have the tribe become title holder and put it to some community purpose, Cherokee national purpose.'' 

Any return of Gruber land to the Cherokee is hypothetical at present. 

The Tohono O'odham feel the presence of military neighbors more sharply. By 1943, more than 2 million acres - an area twice the size of Delaware - had been taken for a tactical aviation range, part of it adjacent to their Arizona reservation. The Barry M. Goldwater Range, as it's known today, trains pilots from around the world in live fire training and simulated battlefield scenarios. 

''The nation has expressed an interest in that property,'' said Tohono O'odham Chairman Vivien Juan-Saunders. ''That property lies within the aboriginal lands of the T.O. Nation. And we've not been considered a priority at this point.'' 

Juan-Saunders did note the military ''does make an effort to consult with the nation, there are still outstanding issues with their operations'' from several nearby bases, including unexploded ordnance on tribal land, crash landings, sonic booms from over-flights that damage windows and adobe walls, and flight paths that may limit tribal development. 

Henry Ramon has been hearing those flights for 60 years. When tribal members demanded compensation for over-flight damage in the 1970s, Ramon, former O'odham vice chairman, said, they settled out of court because ''the people just got scared they'd have to pay millions of dollars if they lost the case.'' The flights continue over his own village, he said, contrary to negotiated agreement. 

But no one has lost more than the Oglala of Pine Ridge. While the tribe negotiates with the park service for return of gunnery range lands out of its control for 60 years, a debate persists about the future. Some would like to see the land developed for cultural tourism. Others want to manage it with a strong conservation ethic. 

Once the land is in tribal hands, it may be ''like investing in a white elephant,'' cautioned Johnson Holy Rock, Oglala elder and former tribal president who has seen many commercial ventures go belly up on Pine Ridge. 

Pat Cuny, a rancher whose family was moved off the range in 1942 - and was able to buy the land back later - doesn't trust the tribal government any more than Washington. ''They don't want to ruin Mother Earth,'' he said with a scowl. ''Everything's Mother Earth to them. They'll ruin it with beer cans, but they don't want nothing else on it.'' 

Philip Burnham is the recipient of a grant from the Fund for Investigative Journalism. 


