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EDITOR’S NOTE 

In the beginning of each narrative you will find key details about 
the interviews and the narrators, including the designations they 
prefer as Indigenous community members. Self-identity for an In-
digenous person is a very personal choice: some narrators use their 
tribe names, others their nations or bands, and these are sometimes 
used interchangeably. In some cases, we use more than one entity.
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JASILYN CHARGER

CHEYENNE RIVER SIOUX
ACTIVIST

 : 1996, Rapid City, South Dakota
 : Cheyenne River Indian Reservation

I met Jasilyn at the Dairy Queen in Eagle Butte, the largest town on 
the Cheyenne River Indian Reservation. Cheyenne River’s population of 
approximately twelve thousand live on 1.6 million acres of vast, rolling 
prairie, the fourth largest land area of Indian reservations in the United 
States, about the size of Connecticut. 

!e Cheyenne River Sioux were originally part of the Great Sioux 
Nation, whose boundaries at the time of their "rst treaty—the Fort 
Laramie Treaty of 1851—extended from the Big Horn Mountains in 
the west, Wisconsin in the east, Canada in the north, and Kansas’s Re-
publican River in the south. !e Treaty of Fort Laramie signi"cantly 
reduced those boundaries and in 1889, when the Sioux refused to sell an 
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additional 9 million acres, the government claimed the land through an 
act of Congress and parceled what remained to create a group of Indian 
reservations, including Cheyenne River.1

Jasilyn arrived at the DQ with her "ancé, Kalen, who spent the "rst 
several minutes of our interview sitting close by. Jasilyn later shared that 
she has become wary of the press since becoming something of a public 
"gure during the movement at Standing Rock.2 We spoke about a New 
York Times article in particular, which was striking for the absence of 
Jasilyn’s voice in a sketch of her life story. She told me it was written that 
way because the journalist pieced it together by asking others in the com-
munity about her, instead of interviewing her directly.

In our conversation, Jasilyn spoke about her early life with her mom 
and siblings, the years she spent in a series of foster care homes, and how 
her life was interrupted when she was moved at the age of thirteen to a 
mental health facility, where she lived until she was eighteen. Jasilyn was 
released and returned home just as the local movement in opposition to 
the Keystone XL pipeline was growing, in 2015. She landed on her feet 
through organizing work in that "ght and went on to become a founding 
leader in the movement at Standing Rock. 

WHEN WE WERE ALL DANCING

My very first memory is of being really tiny and dancing the Rabbit 
Dance, named for what the dance was inspired by—the movements re-
semble those of rabbits. I’d always dance it with my twin sister. Mama 
always told me to listen to the beat, move my feet with the beat. And 
then, my older brother would join us, and he’d hold both of our hands 
and dance with us. It was probably the last time all of my siblings, my 
mother’s children, were together, when we were all dancing. When I 

1. To learn more about how treaties with Indian tribes have shaped North Ameri-
can history, see appendix essay 1.

2. See Saul Elbein, “+e Youth Group +at Launched a Movement at Standing 
Rock,” New York Times Magazine, January 31, 2017.
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think about that, it makes me happy because we did it as a family. It 
gave us all joy, and it still does for me now. Sixty years ago, we would 
never have been able to dance.3 Now we have that right, that freedom, 
to experience something that our elders would’ve been beaten for.

I’m from Cheyenne River Indian Reservation. My grandfather, 
Harry Charger, was chief of the Itazipco band. When he was young-
er, he was a pipe maker. He learned it from his grandfather at a very 
young age. And he couldn’t tell anybody about it, he couldn’t tell his 
friends or his family members. He had to keep it secret. He always 
told me he felt like he had to hide who he was.4 He told me to go to 
powwows, go to Sun Dance, take advantage of those opportunities 
because there are so many who never got the chance to go. He told 
me, “You’re never too young to learn, never too young to understand 
what your people have been through.” 

A lot of adults think that young people don’t understand or don’t 
listen. And we may not understand in that moment, but as we grow 
up, we carry that knowledge with us, and we begin to understand. 
And we won’t have to go on living in ignorance. I think that’s what 
I was spared. My grandfather talked to me like I was an adult, like I 
was old enough to hear these things. 

I’M PRACTICALLY RELATED  
TO THIS WHOLE RESERVATION

On my mother’s side, I have five siblings, and on my father’s, I have 
ten siblings, but I only have one full sister, and she is my twin, Jasilea. 

3. Until 1935, Native American traditional religious practices were banned on res-
ervations and people could be fined or imprisoned for practicing them. As a result, 
many spiritual practices were driven underground. +e American Indian Religious 
Freedom Act of 1978 (AIRFA) was intended to affirm religious freedom. For more 
on AIRFA, see the timeline.

4. Pipe making is a sacred, often inherited tradition that was one of the banned 
religious practices noted above. 
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+e siblings I have from my father, I’ve only met one. My moth-
er’s kids were split up among family members because my moth-
er couldn’t take care of us all. We got to play with each other, but 
we rotated through family members and foster homes until I was 
thirteen. I’m practically related to this whole reservation, so it’s like 
everybody’s my cousin. +e community helped a lot. People would 
come by and say to my mom, “Hey, you need someone to watch your 
twins?” Or, “Do you want me to take them to the park?” 

+e foster homes were located on my reservation because the 
tribal court is really strict with trying to keep tribal members, chil-
dren, on the reservation with Native American families, close to 
their parents. So I was placed in some rural communities, all with-
in a sixty-five-mile radius of here. Some of them were my father’s 
family. +ey’d tell me stories about my father, what he used to do 
when he was my age. And they’d have old pictures. Or some of his 
friends would come over and babysit us. +ey’d talk about our dad. 
We didn’t get to know him because he died two months before we 
were born.

Oh, my mother! She’s a very strong, independent, stubborn 
woman. She’s like a bear. She takes care of her children with the 
sheer force of will, and she lays down the law. She and I didn’t really 
see eye to eye as I was growing up, but as a young adult now, I try to 
be around her as much as I can, because I want to have her strength. 

No matter what happened to her, she kept going, raising five 
kids. +eir fathers weren’t around to help, and she still did it. We 
could’ve gone to the adoption agency, or she could’ve aborted us, but 
she chose to keep us, and she toughed it out, and she raised us the 
best that she could. Someday I want to be half the woman that she is. 

THEY SAID I WAS A DANGER TO MYSELF

When I was thirteen, my aunt died of diabetes in her sleep. And one 
of our traditions is bloodletting for healing. We cut ourselves and we 
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let the blood return to the earth. It’s a way for us to get all of our bad 
emotions, all of our bad thoughts, out. Staff at school saw my cuts. 
But they didn’t understand them. +ey thought I was trying to kill 
myself. And so they called the Department of Social Services and 
got me taken away. Instead of trying to understand my tradition, 
they instantly thought there was something wrong with me. +ey 
said I was a danger to myself and other people. 

Social Services took me to Regional Health Behavioral Health Cen-
ter, the highest-security facility that you can go to that isn’t correctional, 
and I was there for two weeks.5 At Regional Health you don’t get to have 
your shoes, no personal clothing, and you don’t get to talk to people or 
go outside. +ere are no windows. Everything was controlled. 

From there, I got sent off to Canyon Hills, a mental health fa-
cility for kids in Spearfish, and I didn’t see my family again until 
I turned eighteen.6 We went to school, ate, and slept in the same 
building. It was a Christian facility, so they took us to church every 
Sunday. But I appreciated that there was also a cultural adviser for 
Native American kids, and there was a sweat lodge nearby. So I still 
got to be connected with that. 

I thought they were going to take just me away. But they took 
my sister too.7 Separated at thirteen. +at was our first time being 
away from each other. In our culture, you’re not supposed to sepa-
rate twins because they have a bond, a connection, and when they 
took us away from each other, we both got sick. She got walking 
pneumonia, and I was just really, really depressed. Like, it detached 
something. I felt a part of me was getting torn away. It physically 

5. Regional Health, now called Monument Health, is in Rapid City, South Dakota, 
about 166 miles southwest of Cheyenne River. 

6. Spearfish is 155 miles away from Cheyenne River. Many state and federal facili-
ties are hundreds of miles from tribal communities. Lack of income and transpor-
tation pose major barriers for family members to visit.

7. +e South Dakota Division of Child Protection Services took both girls, sending 
them to group homes on opposite sides of the state.
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hurt me. Because I’d always had her there; I’d always had someone to 
talk to. And that traumatized me.

Low-income Native Americans receive the majority of their behavioral 
health care through the Indian Health Service, tribally operated pro-
grams, and o#-reservation facilities, "nanced by a combination of local, 
federal, and tribal funds. In treating a “special minority population,” 
these o#-reservation institutions receive more federal funding to treat 
Native patients than they do for non-Native residents.

+e facility wanted Native Americans to be admitted, to make mon-
ey for the facility. +at’s what I felt I was to them: just more funding. 
+ey didn’t care about my physical or spiritual needs. +ey didn’t 
prepare me to be successful outside the facility. +ey don’t prepare 
you for life; they can’t teach you anything about life in there. But 
when you turn eighteen, the system just kind of loops you out. 

My family didn’t really know me. +ey knew me when I was a 
child, but they didn’t know me as a young adult, and so they had a 
hard time trusting me or welcoming me back into their homes. When 
I came back, for example, I knew nothing about sex. +ere were sex-ed 
classes, but they didn’t prepare you for what actually happens. I was 
trusting. I came back like, Oh, I’m with my people. People who actually 
care about me. People just like me. I was completely wrong. I trusted 
some people I knew when I was younger, and they got me drunk, and 
I ended up getting raped. It was on my eighteenth birthday. And that 
was my first harsh experience—that’s what life really is. It’s not what 
they teach you in sex-ed classes. It’s not what they teach you in a text-
book. I felt like I was robbed, that the system let me down. 

“I KNOW WHO YOU ARE”

I wandered around the community for a while, homeless, couch- 
hopping with some friends. And then one day, my friend Kalen’s 
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cousin, Wotila Bald Eagle—we knew each other a little bit—he 
asked, “Do you have a place to stay tonight?” and I was like, “No, 
I don’t.” And he said, “Well, you can come home with me.” It was 
kind of sketchy. I thought he lived in town, but he lived on the west 
end, which is sixty-five miles west of here.8 He was driving me out, 
and I was just thinking, Oh my God. It freaked me out. Where is he 
taking me? What’s gonna happen to me? And then I fell asleep. I woke 
up, and we’re at his grandfather Dave Bald Eagle’s ranch house. It 
was raining when we arrived, and Wotila brought me to his grand-
father and he let me introduce myself, saying, “She needs a place to 
stay tonight.” And without even really asking where I’d come from 
or what my situation was, his grandfather Dave said, “+ere’s a room 
right there, there’s clean towels for you to shower, there’s food in the 
fridge. You can go take a rest.” And that really caught me off guard, 
like, Whoa, he wants to help me.

I was only supposed to stay there for the night, but Dave was 
like, “You can stay ’til the end of the week.” And I ended up stay-
ing there for four months. He didn’t ask, “Where’d you come from? 
Where are your parents? How come they aren’t helping you?” He let 
me tell him when I was ready. And he was really open. He said, “You 
could live here if you want to, my house is open to you.” 

Dave was in his late nineties, and he was the Mnicoujou chief 
in the west end.9 +e west and east ends each have two chiefs, and 
Dave was one of them. My grandfather was one of them. Dave told 
me once he’d heard my name, he knew he had to help me. He was 
like, “I know who you are, I know your family.” 

He always sat at the end of the dining room table. He just sat 
there and had his coffee. One day, I grabbed a cup of coffee too, and 
I sat right next to him. We were both just sitting there with our cups 

8. Jasilyn is referring to the west end of the reservation, along Highway 212.

9. +e Cheyenne River Indian Reservation is home to four bands: the Mnicoujou 
(Planters by the Water), Oohenumpa (Two Kettles), Itazipco (Without Bows), and 
Siha Sapa (Black Foot). Each band has its own chief.
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of coffee for the longest moment. I just started talking, and he didn’t 
say anything, he just glanced up at me. And when he looked at me, 
I felt calm. I didn’t feel so nervous.

 When I got to the points where I thought I’d cry, he’d just look at 
me, and I’d get my composure, and I would keep telling him who I am, 
where I came from, what I experienced. And he didn’t judge. I told him 
I came from a psychiatric facility. He didn’t think I was crazy; he didn’t 
mistrust me; he didn’t think I was going to steal anything. He just felt 
compassion for me. And that was the greatest feeling, not being judged. 

Dave knew a lot of people who went through the boarding schools, 
a lot of people who went into insane asylums because they were spiritu-
al people. Colonialists felt that people who “had medicine” were crazy, 
and they locked them up.10 And he was telling me stories about some 
of his friends who went through that. He was like, “You’re not crazy, 
they’re just trying to silence you, doing the exact same thing to you that 
they did back then. Kill the Indian, save the man.11 But you survived. 
And you found your way to me, and I was meant to help you.” And 
when he told me that, it made a lot of sense to me. 

Growing up, I felt like there was something wrong with me. +e 
staff at the institution always told me, “If you were okay, you wouldn’t 
need to be in here. If you were normal, you wouldn’t be here, people 
wouldn’t have sent you here.” And hearing that from age thirteen to 
eighteen, all those adolescent years—they drilled it into my head that 
I have to take substances in order to be okay. For a long time, I felt 
that—I’m a danger. I needed alcohol, different kinds of pills for what 
they diagnosed me with. +ey brainwashed me to think, I’ve got to take 

10. +e Westernized term medicine men (or medicine women) is used to refer to 
traditional healers, communicators, educators, and mystics. +ey are believed to 
“have” or “possess” knowledge, gifts, or medicine.

11. “Kill the Indian, and Save the Man” was the famous mandate of Richard H. 
Pratt, founder of the Carlisle Indian Industrial School, for the education of Native 
Americans through the US boarding school system. For more on Indian boarding 
schools, see appendix essay 2.
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this, I’ve got to not be me. And Dave told me, “You don’t have to take 
those anymore. If you don’t want to, I’m not going to make you.” I 
threw them all away, and he helped me! He was just like, “Go outside.” 
I finally had somebody in my life again to really support me, who had 
my back. 

I HAD TO STAND UP FOR MYSELF

In the summer of 2015, when I was nineteen, one of my best friends 
killed herself. Her name was Candi. She was three years younger than 
me and really outgoing, spontaneous, always ready to have fun, laugh-
ing. I came back for her funeral and then a couple days later there was 
another funeral. We had a suicide epidemic here, and we had a couple 
murders, and it took a lot of my friends. A couple of our women went 
missing. We were losing our youth at a very alarming rate. I was wor-
ried about how many of us would be left and what would happen to 
the ones that were left bearing the tragedy of their classmates or their 
relatives not being here. It was heartbreaking, and it was suffocating. 
We felt like we were drowning in drug addiction, violence, murder.12

No one was listening to us, no one was teaching us. We didn’t 
have a voice, so some of us decided to silence ourselves. And I got the 
feeling that I had to stand up for myself. A couple of my friends start-
ed One Mind Youth Movement. It started out with a couple kids 
meeting every Wednesday, talking about what happened that week.13 

Our reservation looks at drug addicts as the enemy. If you get 

12. See, for example, Eliza Racine, “Native Americans Facing Highest Suicide 
Rates,” Lakota People’s Law Project, May 12, 2016, and Jenni Monet, “A Native 
American Woman’s Brutal Murder Could Lead to a Life-Saving Law,” Guardian, 
May 2, 2019. And for more on the outcomes of intergenerational trauma in Native 
communities, see appendix essay 2.

13. One Mind Youth Movement (OMYM) is a group of youth leaders organizing 
out of the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe in South Dakota. OMYM aspires to be 
“the change that we wish to see in the world, and the salvation that our ancestors 
fought for.”
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caught, it’s like, “We don’t want you here no more.” We were like, 
“It’s not their fault. +ey’re sick, they need help.” And we were de-
vising ways to support them. If we can’t make them stop, how can 
we support them so they don’t endanger themselves, or overdose, 
or pass out somewhere, or get raped? We were trying to find the 
best ways to look out for one another. And we made an agreement 
that if we see a kid drunk or a little girl walking with five dudes, we 
would do something. We had each other’s phone numbers; we knew 
where each other lived. And we had mentors who were willing to 
support us, open up their homes, who’d even come to pick us up at 
two o’clock in the morning. I was always worried about my friends 
because they’d get drunk and beat each other up. Or they wouldn’t 
have anything to eat. Or their parents would kick them out. I always 
told them, “Hey, if you ever need a place to stay, or if you’re in jail, or 
if there’s something going on, call me. I’ll help you.” 

WE JUST HELD THAT SPACE

+at summer, I started seeing a lot of things in my community 
through a different lens. It was eye-opening to see what we were go-
ing through. And that’s when the KXL protests started happening. 

In July 2008, TransCanada Corp and ConocoPhillips, co-owners of the 
Keystone Pipeline (which runs through North Dakota, South Dakota, 
Nebraska, Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas) proposed a major extension 
to the network. Dubbed “Keystone XL,” the addition was designed 
to help the pipeline move hundreds of thousands of barrels of crude 
oil from Alberta to Texas. Because Keystone XL would cross the US 
border, the State Department was tasked with determining whether the 
development was in the country’s best interest.

While TransCanada claimed that the Keystone XL pipeline wouldn’t 
cross any reservation or tribal trust lands, the pipeline’s proposed route 
did intersect original Lakota reservation territory established by the 1868 
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Treaty of Fort Laramie. Cheyenne River Indian Reservation is just down-
stream from where the Keystone XL pipeline was set to cross the Cheyenne 
River, and the tribe feared that a spill could contaminate its waters.

My cousin, Joseph White Eyes, was at the Keystone XL pipeline 
camp in Rosebud.14 Joseph always asked me to come, though I was 
still in that “I don’t listen to nobody” phase. But I started getting 
more involved. He wanted to teach us community organizing. 

We did an Indigenous Rising march from this area. +e march 
was about uplifting the youth and giving them power to voice what 
they had to say about KXL. We made banners, we got our own per-
mits, we organized with each other. We videotaped and document-
ed the whole thing. We held this on Highway 212. For about two 
hours, we were singing songs, doing rain dances. And we just held 
that space. No one bothered us or told us to move. +ey just waited, 
took a different route. Some of them starting walking with us. Even 
the homeless people stood with us. +at was our first taste that we 
can do things, that people will listen to us if we organize and com-
municate and work together. And it taught us unity, that if we put 
aside our differences, we can come together for a common goal. It 
was a small thing, but we got it done, and that really kicked us off. 
And we celebrated when the KXL pipeline was denied.15 

Just a month after Obama rejected Keystone XL, the US Army Corps of 
Engineers for the Omaha District published a draft of its plan to approve 
the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) route under the Missouri River, which 
would travel nearly 1,200 miles from North Dakota’s Bakken oil "elds 

14. +e Rosebud Lakota Tribe also had concerns about Keystone XL because part 
of its designated path was set to cut through an area containing the tribe’s historical 
and cultural artifacts.

15. For more on President Obama’s rejection of the Keystone XL pipeline, see 
“President Rejects Keystone Pipeline, Invoking Climate,” New York Times, No-
vember 7, 2015.
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through South Dakota and Iowa to reach a terminal in Illinois. One sec-
tion of the pipeline, set to cross the river just north of the Standing Rock 
Sioux Reservation, became the center of a "ght over how the pipeline’s 
route was evaluated and approved by the federal government. Members 
of the Standing Rock Sioux said that they were not adequately consulted 
about the route and argued that the pipeline’s proposed path, under a river 
reservoir called Lake Oahe, would jeopardize their primary water source 
and compromise tribal "shing and hunting rights. In addition, the tribe 
argued that the pipeline construction would extend damage to their sacred 
sites near the lake, further violating their tribal treaty rights.16 

Just a few weeks after that march, there was a broadcast on multiple 
radio stations here from Standing Rock.17 It was like, “Hey, there’s 
a call out.” +e people at Standing Rock want people that fought 
KXL to come and share their experiences. We were like, “Alright!” 
We brought our youth movement. And, surprisingly, we were the 
only ones there—the people who organized the call and a bunch 
of kids from Cheyenne River Reservation. We sat there, and we 
waited for a whole hour. Nobody else came. Not our chairmen, not 
akichitas, who are the men we send to defend us, not medicine men, 
just us. +e organizers didn’t take us seriously and said, “You’re just 
kids.” But we showed them how to target youth to be more active, 
because there’s a lot more of them, they’re more agile, they can do 
a lot, they can get things done fast. +ey’ve got a fresh outlook on 
things, are more creative, intuitive. We tried to tell them, “You need 

16. +e timeline of events at Standing Rock outlined in this narrative’s interstitials draw 
largely upon Rebecca Hersher, “Key Moments in the Dakota Access Pipeline Fight,” 
NPR, February 22, 2017, www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/02/22/514988040 
/key-moments-in-the-dakota-access-pipeline-fight, and Carla Javier, “A Timeline 
of the Year of Resistance at Standing Rock,” Splinter, December 14, 2016, https:// 
splinternews.com/a-timeline-of-the-year-of-resistance-at-standing-rock-1794269727.

17. Like Cheyenne River, the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe was once a part of the Great 
Sioux Nation. Standing Rock is about seventy-four miles north of Cheyenne River.
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to get the youth here.” And they’re looking around, “Well, where are 
our youth? +ey didn’t come to the meeting.” 

Chase Iron Eyes was there.18 At the end of the meeting, Ladonna 
Brave-Bull Allard stood up and told her story.19 Her son was buried on 
her land. A lot of her medicine was on her land. She just started crying 
and said, “I need help. My land is right next to the river, and my son 
is buried there. My land is open to you; you can come camp.” So we 
helped create a plan. We shared how to better communicate with their 
youth. You know, not just to say, “You have to be here,” but, “Can 
you help out? If you’re an artist, can you make our banner? If you’re a 
cook, can you do bake sales?” Older people, it’s hard for them to really 
connect and talk with the younger generation. Because we’re so tech 
savvy, we want to make memes, do Snapchat. Social media is one of 
the tools that we told them is most useful. We helped with different 
programs, different apps that work well for making posters, or doing 
podcasts, videos. +ose are the things that we shared. 

THE PEOPLE OF STANDING ROCK

On April 1, 2016, Standing Rock’s "rst camp, the Sacred Stone Camp, 
was created to educate the world about the abuse of fossil fuels, the his-
tory of the cultural sites along the path of the pipeline, and to provide 
education on nonviolent direct action and civil disobedience against a 
billion-dollar oil company. Jasilyn, her mentor Joye Braun, of the In-
digenous Environmental Network, her cousin Joseph White Eyes, and 

18. Lawyer and activist Chase Iron Eyes is a member of the Standing Rock Sioux 
Tribe and the Lakota People’s Law Project.

19. Ladonna Brave-Bull Allard is a Lakota historian and activist from Standing 
Rock who was a leader in the 2016 Dakota Access Pipeline protests. She founded 
the Sacred Stone Camp, the first camp of the #NoDAPL movement. In addition 
to raising her general concerns for the tribe’s environment and water safety, she 
argued that an oil spill in the river would putrefy her son’s burial site and that of 
many other ancestors. 
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friend Wiyaka Eagleman were the "rst people to camp on Brave-Bull’s 
allotment (piece of tribal land) to stand in prayer and ceremony.

+e very first camp was called Sacred Stone Camp. All the chiefs, 
all the men, pipe-carriers, they came out and set up like twenty tee-
pees. But nobody stayed. +e only person who was up there camp-
ing was our mentor, Joye Braun. She has a lot of medical problems; 
she can hardly walk. And we were like, “She’s up there by herself? 
What the hell?!” So we asked our chairman for some money for gas 
and food. We bought some cold cut meats, some sandwiches, chips, 
some Gatorade. 

Our plan was just to stay up there for a couple days. But once we 
saw Joye up there alone, we ended up staying for a whole week. No-
body really believed in us. +ey were like, “+e pipeline’s still gonna go 
through, what are you five people gonna do? You can’t stop it.” But there 
were people who supported us. +ey’d bring us food, water. A couple of 
men broke apart their old corral and gave it to us for firewood. 

We didn’t have a GoFundMe, we didn’t have anything like that.20 
+e people who supported us, who came out to check on us—to 
make sure we had blankets, that we were okay, that we had water—
were the people of Standing Rock. And I think that’s really what 
motivated me to keep camping there. It was a calling. I thought, No 
one else is going to do it, so we’ve got to. 

It was mentally challenging. We had no cell phone service, no 
TV, no YouTube, no nothing. We didn’t know anybody there. We 
didn’t know the community. But then we turned a spiritual corner. 
We thought, We’re here, this is like a prayer. And it kind of reconnected 
all of us to our heritage because that’s how we used to live. We were 
nomadic. We went without a lot of things—salt and sugar, Kool-Aid, 
pop. It taught us self-discipline, a lot of patience. We started gradually 
gaining people. Four months into it, we had twenty people living with 

20. GoFundMe is an online fundraising and crowdfunding platform. 
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us, all from different places. But we had to learn how to work together, 
how to live with each other, how to listen to each other. Kalen, Jo-
seph, and I, every night, would come together after a meal and discuss 
what happened that day. We would just be doing our chores—hauling 
wood, going to get groceries, helping trap fish, going swimming, tak-
ing care of the little babies—doing what the old people couldn’t. 

In July 2016, the Army Corps formally approved the pipeline plan, claim-
ing its construction would create local jobs and cause only minimal en-
vironmental impact. On July 27, Standing Rock "led an injunction to 
stop the construction and sued the Army Corps of Engineers with the hope 
that the court would retract the Corps’ permit. Two weeks later, Energy 
Transfer Partners, DAPL’s parent company, countersued Standing Rock’s 
chairman, David Archambault, and other tribal members for their at-
tempts at blocking construction. Organized activity against the pipeline 
expanded after the tribe was sued; public knowledge and interest swelled, 
and by August, nearly three thousand people had joined the camp.  

Eventually, we had a lot of non–Native American visitors. Some of 
the traditional camp leaders didn’t want white people around at all. 
But we told them, “We need our non-Native allies.” Because we can’t 
just shut off the whole world. We need to show them that this affects 
all of us. We’re here for the water. We’re here to stop this pipeline. It 
always came back to that. 

We also ran up against questions, like: How should the camp be 
run? What are the protocols? During ceremonies, the traditionalists 
would try to say women should always wear dresses in the camp and 
shouldn’t talk to any of the men. Joseph and I were like, “So that 
means I can’t talk to you. +at’s a barrier for communication.” We’re 
in the twenty-first century, and I’m two-spirited.21 +ere’s proof in 

21. Two-spirit is a pan-Indian term used to refer to someone whose body houses 
both a masculine and a feminine spirit. It can also mean that they fulfill both 
gender roles. 
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our culture, pictures, stories about two-spirit women doing things 
that men did. Going to war and taking their place. 

Today our culture is very masculine. We have a lot of male leaders. 
And I really wanted to encourage the younger women. You don’t gotta 
sit in silence. You don’t gotta hush when a man tells you to hush. You’re 
an individual. And you can live your own life, because we have that 
freedom now. A lot of women fought for that freedom. And I wanted 
to honor that. Kalen had my back, Joseph had my back. +ey all sup-
ported me. We were like, “We’re the young generation. We’re going to 
lead ourselves.” And we held fast to the Seventh Generation Prophecy 
that we are going to be our own leaders.22 +at we’re going to break the 
chains of oppression, of racism, of the colonialism that has chained us 
to this reservation, and break the feeling we can’t do anything, and we 
don’t matter, and that no one’s going to listen to us. I wanted to show 
the youth that they have a voice. Use that voice, because you have a lot of 
power. I tried to show them that by doing it myself. 

THEY JUST ATTACKED  
AND SURROUNDED THE WHOLE CAMP

On September 9, 2016, US District Court judge James Boasberg reversed 
a temporary stoppage in construction of a section of the pipeline that the 
Standing Rock tribe said intersected with a sacred burial ground. Boas-
berg ruled that “the tribe has not demonstrated an injunction was war-
ranted here.” !e same day, the Department of Justice, the army, and the 
Department of the Interior issued a joint statement requesting that Ener-
gy Transfer Partners halt construction until a review of possible damage 
to tribal sites was completed. During this period, tensions between pro-
testers and security workers had intensi"ed and turned violent. Protesters 
reported that security workers had used dogs and pepper spray on them 

22. +e Seventh Generation Prophecy portended a time seven generations after first 
contact when Indigenous youth and allies would come together to give rise to an 
age of healing and rebirth for Native people and the continent.
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during confrontations around the historical sites they were attempting to 
protect. And on October 27, the Morton County Sheri# ’s Department 
arrested dozens of protesters, deeming that they were “setting up illegal 
roadblocks, trespassing onto private property, and establishing an en-
campment.” Later reports claimed that some of the 141 activists arrested 
that night had identi"cation numbers written on their arms and were 
detained in enclosures that resembled dog kennels. Tensions remained 
high throughout November, during which police used water cannons and 
tear gas on protesters in sub-zero temperatures.

I never got arrested up there because people saw me as a spokes-
person, someone to tell their stories. A lot of my friends, they put 
themselves on the front line and got arrested. And they told me, “No 
one’s going to tell our story if we’re all arrested. Get out there; get 
invited to marches, protests in Washington, DC, New York.” Tell 
people what we do and what we did—that was my role. It was hard 
to watch my friends go through that much suffering. 

One of my friends, Trenton—he’s like a brother to me, we started 
on this road of protesting together. I watched him get dragged out of 
Inipi, a sweat lodge, a sacred ceremony for us. Women go in with a 
shirt and skirt, men just in trunks. And he didn’t have trunks, so he 
went in with just his boxers. +e Morton County police and a private 
security company called TigerSwan tore down the whole sweat lodge 
and dragged him out, and they had him sit on the side of the road 
wearing nothing but his boxers. And it was freezing cold that day. +ey 
said that we were trespassing on government property. We told them, 
“Just let us finish our ceremony, and we’ll leave peacefully.” But they 
didn’t wait for us to clear out. +ey just attacked and surrounded the 
whole camp. +e people who were on the outside made sure the wom-
en and children got out safely. And I watched them get taken down. 

It was horrible. My sister-friend Malia—she’s Hawaiian, a protec-
tor of Molokai—Lauren, who’s Jicarilla Apache, a protector of Bears 
Ears and their sacred mountains, Tashina, three other women, and I 
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were standing in front of the agitators who were throwing rocks at 
the police.23 We were worried people around them might get hurt, so 
we took it upon ourselves to make a barrier between the cops and the 
agitators and everybody else. We mentally prepared ourselves. +ey’re 
gonna throw racial slurs. +ey’re gonna beat us. +ey’re gonna yell. 
+ey’re gonna mace us. We chose to put women on the front line, 
saying, “Are you going to beat women? I’m probably the same age as 
your daughter. Would you do this to your daughter? Would you let 
somebody do this to your daughter?” We’d shout at them, “You’re 
supposed to protect us, you’re the police! Why are you doing this?” 
And a lot of them would stop; a lot of them would have to switch out 
with other cops. +ey couldn’t do it. But there were those who had no 
remorse. +ey would shoot rubber bullets at us. One woman, three 
down from me, got shot in the face with a rubber bullet. We were all 
women, mothers, daughters.

Seeing all that happen and seeing men doing it to us? It was hard 
to put myself in that position of abuse and take it with no retaliation. It 
was very degrading. I always tell younger women, “Never let a man lay 
hands on you.” But we were there in prayer and we just took the hits, 
we took the beatings, we took the mace. We held together. I got maced 
like five times. My face was burning. And later that day all that mace ate 
at my skin and there were just big old red rashes all over my face. Kalen 
got shot with rubber bullets twice in the back. We had no weapons.

At the end of November, the Army Corps of Engineers declared that 
protesters who had not moved out of the camps by December 5 would 
risk arrest. And on November 29, North Dakota governor Jack Dalry-
mple issued a mandatory evacuation order of the camps.

23. Molokai is the fifth largest of Hawaii’s eight major islands. Bears Ears is a US 
national monument established by President Obama to protect public lands con-
taining historic and cultural resources of five local tribes: the Navajo Nation, Hopi, 
Ute Mountain Ute, Ute Indian, and Zuni Pueblo.  
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On the last day of the camp, Kalen, I, and another one of our friends 
stayed—we wanted to get arrested. But our friend’s mom and some 
of the elders we hung out with were like, “No. If you want to stay, just 
witness what’s happening to people. Videotape it. Remember it. And 
go home and tell people what happened.” I was like, “I don’t want to 
do that, I want to go with you guys. Let’s go down with it.” But they 
said, “No, no, no. We’re old. +is is our moment. We’ll go down for 
you, but you need to go home and tell them what happened here.”

We saw the last fire keepers get arrested.24 And our friend’s mom 
got arrested. None of us had weapons. But Morton County and oth-
er county police, border patrol were there too, and they were coming 
up on us like we were armed. +ey came up with full body armor, 
with SWAT gear and a bunch of guns. I felt like they were going to 
literally kill us all. +ey had helicopters with the guns on the side. We 
were like, “Why do you need those?” I was really scared, thinking, 
What are they going to do to us? 

A lot of people were trying to get their stuff and go. And we 
tried to help as many as we could and observe as much as we could. 
+en, the police finally pushed us all to the river. We were all on the 
frozen river—it was basically a peninsula off the Missouri River that 
ran next to the camp. We had this rope stretched across it for peo-
ple to hold onto in case the ice broke. And the police were cutting 
that rope. It was heartbreaking, that moment of getting pushed away 
from our home, where we’d lived for almost a year. We worked hard 
to make it a home. We gave up everything to be there. And then we 
got pushed out. It felt like I was being robbed. 

+e night before, a lot of people burned their camps because 
they would rather have seen them burn than be taken by the ranch-
ers.25 When the police cleared everybody out, they let all the ranch-

24. A sacred fire, first lit when the camp was established in April 2016, was kept 
burning by fire keepers who tended to it day and night until the camp was evacuated. 

25. Ranchers and farmers in Morton and Sioux Counties own much of the land in 
rural areas surrounding the protest site. 
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ers come in and take whatever they wanted. We had sheep and pigs 
there; they just took them. We were like, “We worked hard for this. 
We aren’t gonna let anybody just take it.” So a lot of people just 
burned their camps, burned the kitchens. Everything was on fire 
and the snow was coming down. Some of the snow was actually 
ash. It was like Armageddon, like the world had ended, and every-
thing was in chaos. 

“I FOUGHT HARD FOR YOU”

Today, when I hear airplanes, I get flashbacks. Or when I hear shout-
ing or police sirens—I know I’m not doing anything wrong, but I 
still get scared. Like someone’s going to shoot me or something. It’s 
hard to trust these people with badges. You come home, and you 
see the police. And it’s just like, How can I trust them to protect me? I 
can’t say I’ve come out of it perfect, but I have come out of it stron-
ger. What worse could I go through? 

We spent so much time birthing the movement, seeing it grow 
into something that impacted millions of people, that echoed across 
the world.26 And to see it taken away, with just one swipe of a pen. 
When Donald Trump came into office, he signed the bill for KXL 
and DAPL access.27 How can we be dismissed so easily? To be swept 
aside like we mean nothing, when we worked so hard to be heard. 
How could they do that to us?

After camp at Standing Rock, we came back here, to Cheyenne 
River. I found out I was two months pregnant. I was just . . . mind 
blown. And I didn’t have that much support. +e baby’s dad left 

26. For more on the global impact of the movement at Standing Rock, see Chief 
Arvol Looking Horse, “Standing Rock Is Everywhere: One Year Later,” Guardian, 
February 22, 2018. 

27. On January 24, 2017, President Trump signed executive memos to facilitate 
the construction of the Keystone XL pipeline and the completion of the Dakota 
Access Pipeline.

HowWeGoHome_text_12.indd   52HowWeGoHome_text_12.indd   52 8/7/20   1:02 PM8/7/20   1:02 PM



  53

me for some other woman. He didn’t want anything to do with me. 
And dealing with the fact that we lost the camp was heartbreaking 
for me. It was a lot to deal with. I fell into a depression. I didn’t 
want to go anywhere. I just stayed in my room for like two months. 
I wasn’t happy—at all. 

I didn’t really know much about being pregnant then. I didn’t 
know that your emotions affect your child, and I ended up losing 
my son. +e miscarriage was probably worse than getting maced, the 
pain that I went through. It was really hard. I buried him at his dad’s 
grandfather’s place out in the west end, right next to the creek. When 
I lost him, it kind of snapped me out of my depression. He became 
my motivation. I have something to protect. Now my son’s buried by 
the river. Now it’s my turn to fight for him. I attended ceremonies 
and I laid him to rest. I vowed to him that he’s going to be safe, that 
no oil was going to touch him. He’s in the ground now, so it’s my 
duty to protect the earth. 

I know I’ll see him again. When I went to ceremony, he said he’ll 
come back to me when I’m ready and when it’s safe for him, when his 
future is secure. I don’t want to have a kid knowing I can’t give him 
fresh water. I want to make sure that my children have a good future. 
And when they do get here, I want to be able to tell them, “I fought 
hard for you. I fought for your water. I fought to make sure you have a 
good life.” I want them to be proud of their mom. So that’s something 
that really got me out of blaming myself for the miscarriage. I didn’t 
get over it. But the pain I still feel from it fuels my passion to keep 
going. He has become my inspiration. Sometimes I wonder what life 
would be like if he was still here. He would’ve been one year old. 

It’s still hard for me to adjust. I never asked to be a leader, or to be 
a mentor. But I’ve come to understand that even if I don’t want to be, 
I can’t walk away from it. While I was going into a depression when 
I came back from Standing Rock, Joye Brown sat me down. She was 
like, “A lot of young women, a lot of young men saw you speak. What 
would they do if they’d got inspired by you and then one day looked 
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on Facebook, or on the news, and they see that you’re gone, that you 
killed yourself? You’re just giving that choice more power, telling them 
that suicide is okay. +at person who did that amazing thing gave up, 
so I can give up.” She said it would plant a seed of hopelessness inside 
of them. I heard that, and I was like, Dang. !at’s kind of right. When 
you’re in grief, you don’t think about who it’s going to affect. But it 
has a domino effect. Your grief doesn’t go away when you die. It just 
transfers into someone else, someone else carries it. I didn’t want to do 
that. So I started trying to help my friends with suicide prevention. I’d 
say, “Whenever you feel sad, come talk to me. Talk to someone. Go for 
a walk. Ask me to go for a walk. I’ll listen to you.” 

We met a lot of people at Standing Rock who became family. 
And when we call upon them, they’re going to come. +ey’re just 
waiting. I hope it doesn’t come to that, but I fear it will because 
we now have anti-protesting laws in South Dakota. You can’t wear 
masks. No more than twenty people can gather at a federal property 
at once. And if you do, you’ll go in for a felony.28 +at’s because 
South Dakota doesn’t want what happened at Standing Rock to hap-
pen here. KXL keeps sending letters to our tribal chairman, Harold 
Frazier, like, “What can we do to make sure that this doesn’t turn 
hostile?” I loved what our tribal chairman said: “Just don’t build it. 
It won’t get hostile as long as you don’t build it.” And then they sent 
him another letter: “+is is when we’re going to start construction.” 
He sent them a letter back saying, “We’ll be waiting.” To have a 
chairman who supports the youth, I just love it. It gives me hope that 
we can become the bridge that links the young and old, the past and 
the future, because both are essential for us to live.

28. For more on these new laws, see Zoë Carpenter and Tracie Williams, “Since 
Standing Rock, 56 Bills Have Been Introduced in 30 States to Restrict Protests,” 
Nation, February 16, 2018. 
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How We Go Home Lesson Plan: Resources and Resistance 
 
 
Time Needed: 2 class periods. 
 
Materials: 

● Handouts and worksheets: 
○ 3-2-1 Graphic Organizer 
○ (optional) Feedback to Teacher - Gallery Walk handout 
○ (optional) Butcher paper 

● Full narratives or suggested excerpts from How We Go Home: 
○ Jasilyn Charger 
○ Ashley Hemmers 

 “Ward Valley” (pp. 118-121) 
○ Marian Naranjo 

 “Opening the Mouth of the Firing Dragon” (pp. 183-185) 
 “Honor Our Pueblo Existence” (pp. 188-190) 

○ Blaine Wilson 
 “It’s Now Contaminated” (pp. 199-201) 
 “Everybody Wanted to Fish for a Million” (pp. 201-203) 

 
Objective: 

● Students will be able to explain the connections among colonialism, capitalism, and resource 
extraction on Indigenous lands. 

● Students will be able to analyze the impacts of resource extraction on Indigenous territories. 
● Students will be able to identify the positive and negative impacts of industry in their own 

communities or neighborhoods. 
 
Related Core Curriculum Standards: RI.9-10.1, 6; W.9-10.4, 10; SL.9-10.1, 4, 6; L.9-10.2, 6; RH.9-10.2, 6, 9, 10. 
 
Essential Question(s): 

1. How does capitalism connect to colonialism? How do both of these things relate to Indigenous 
territories? 

2. What effect do resource extraction industries have on Indigenous people and communities? 
3. How might resource extraction companies create better relationships with Indigenous peoples? 

What needs to change? Who else should be involved? 
 
 
  

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1OraWFZ8g_EtsMEXKXmWPQwtjkUf35mGYNqieIF2hfXo/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1f1RTL6SzG6dHe_0pNz1JO0xcs7CPVWDnRp9Vtjd5ZJQ/edit?usp=sharing
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Day One 
Indigenous Resistance to Resource Extraction Industries 

 

Narrative Reading (10+ minutes) 

Have students read Jasilyn Charger’s narrative and/or Ashley Hemmer’s narrative excerpt “Ward Valley.” 
Jasilyn’s narrative can be used for confident readers or students who enjoy a challenge. Ashley’s narrative 
excerpt can be used for language learners or students who need more support. If possible, assign the 
readings as homework before this class period so students can jump into the activities. 

Resistance and Resilience (30 minutes) 

Step 1: Pair students up for a Think-Pair-Share using the following prompts: 
1. What is resistance? 
2. What does it mean when someone is resilient? 

 
Step 2: Have each pair create a table with three columns and seven rows on a large sheet of paper. The 
first column should be labeled “Terms,” the second column “Our Definitions,” and the third column “Official 
Definitions.” Ask students to fill in the first column with the following terms: 

1. Capitalism 
2. Dispossession 
3. Environmental racism 
4. Settler colonialism 
5. Treaty 
6. Sovereignty 

 
Step 3: In the second column, each group should define every term using words or drawings as best they 
can. They can also write and draw connections to the term if they cannot think of an exact definition. 
 
Step 4: Ask students to conduct online research or a dictionary search to find the official definitions for 
each term and summarize these definitions in their third column. 
 
Step 5: Each group should spend 5 minutes discussing the similarities and differences between their 
definitions and the official definitions. Ask a volunteer from each group to report back to the class using 
the following prompts: 

o How many connections did you identify? Were they accurate? Did they help you define or 
understand the term? 

o What differences did you find between your own definitions and the official definitions? Did 
anything surprise you? 

 
Step 6: To close the activity, ask students to think about the following statement: If I disagree with 
something happening in the world or in my community, I can do something about it. 
 
Step 7: Assign each corner of the classroom with “Strongly Agree,” “Agree,” “Disagree,” or “Strongly 
Disagree.” Ask students to move to the corner based on their response to the above statement. 
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Step 8: Ask a few volunteers from each corner to explain why they went there, and the reasoning behind 
their response. Remind students that there are no wrong answers! 

Exit Ticket (5 minutes) 

Using a sticky note, have students fill out an exit ticket by responding to the following prompt: How is 
resistance connected to resilience? Collect the sticky notes to display them on a classroom wall or 
posterboard for the next class. 

 
 
 

Day Two 
Colonialism, Capitalism, and Land 

 

Narrative Reading (20 minutes) 

Step 1: Hand out one of the following narrative excerpts to each student, making sure that equal numbers 
of each excerpt are distributed around the class: 

o Marian Naranjo: “Opening the Mouth of the Firing Dragon” (pp. 183-185) 
o Marian Naranjo: “Honor Our Pueblo Existence” (pp. 188-190) 
o Blaine Wilson: “It’s Now Contaminated” (pp. 199-201) 
o Blaine Wilson: “Everybody Wanted to Fish for a Million” (pp. 201-203) 

 
Step 2: Hand out the 3-2-1 Graphic Organizer and ask students to fill it out after reading their excerpt. 
 
Step 3: Arrange students into small groups and ask them to discuss their graphic organizers. 

Visual Research (35 minutes) 

Step 1: Using the exact phrases below in a Google search, find a color image of the following situations. 
Hand out or display these images with their corresponding location and/or Indigenous nation name: 

o “pipeline construction on the Standing Rock Indian Reservation” or “tar sands operations in Treaty 
8 territory” (Fort McMurray, Alberta, Canada) 

o “Standing Rock Indian Reservation” or “Unist’ot’en Camp” 
o “police presence at Standing Rock Reservation” or “police presence at Unist’ot’en Camp” 
o “oil spill on the Lubicon Cree Nation” or “uranium pollution on the Navajo reservation” 
o “resource extraction industry man camps” 

 
Step 2: Hand out a copy of the following sentences to the same small groups from the graphic organizer 
activity. Ask the groups to match each sentence to the most appropriate image and explain why they 
paired them up: 

o The dominant global economic system is based on continuous growth. This system needs a 
constant supply of natural resources. 

o These resources are often located on Indigenous territories; this land is seen as “empty” or 
“unused” even though Indigenous peoples are living on them. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1OraWFZ8g_EtsMEXKXmWPQwtjkUf35mGYNqieIF2hfXo/edit?usp=sharing
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o When Indigenous peoples refuse to allow entry to resource extraction on their lands, they are 
criminalized. 

o Resource extraction industries often create pollution and toxins that threaten the health, 
cultures, and lifeways of Indigenous peoples. 

o The “man camps” that accompany resource extraction industries are associated with higher crime 
rates and violence against Indigenous women and girls. 

 
Step 3: Ask each group to partner with another group to share their answers. Some of their pairings may 
be different, and that’s okay! 
 
Step 4: Ask a volunteer from each group to share one thing they learned from these activities. 
 
Step 5: Have students return to their 3-2-1 Graphic Organizer and the 1 question they listed. Did the visual 
activity answer their 1 question? If not, encourage them to use their research skills to answer the question. 

 
 
 
 

Extension Activity 1: Intergenerational Dialogue (60 minutes) 

For more in-depth materials on creating an oral history project, including practice activities to prepare 
students for the interview process, check out The Power of the Story: The Voice of Witness Teacher's Guide 
to Oral History or any of our other free oral history resources. 
 
Step 1: Ask students to identify someone who has lived in their neighborhood for at least a decade, ideally 
longer, to interview about the changes in their community. Alternatively, bring in a guest speaker for the 
whole class who can talk about their experience. 
 
Step 2: Use the following questions to guide the interview: 

o Do you remember when a new industry first came to this community? 
o Did you ever work in this industry? Do you know someone who did or still does? 
o Did this industry create good things for the community? 
o Does this industry have any negative impacts on the community? 
o Does this industry have any negative impacts on the environment? 

 
Step 3: Using answers from the interview and other research as needed, ask students to create a timeline 
map of the industry and its impact from the time it first arrived to the current day. Their map should 
include the following information: 

o Celebrations and other milestones related to the industry 
o Controversial issues or concerns about the industry (historical or ongoing) 
o Impacts on human health, both positive (employment) and negative (workplace accidents) 
o Impacts on the natural world (environment) 

 
Step 4: Display the student timelines in the classroom or along a hallway. Engage in a Gallery Walk 
exercise so small groups of students can look at, respond to, and discuss each timeline. 

https://voiceofwitness.org/lesson-plans/the-power-of-the-story/
https://voiceofwitness.org/lesson-plans/the-power-of-the-story/
https://voiceofwitness.org/education/lesson-plans/
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Step 5: To close the activity, invite students to evaluate the task using the Feedback to Teacher - Gallery 
Walk handout. 

Extension Activity 2: Learn Global, Act Local (60 minutes) 

Step 1: With their cell phone cameras or any other photography equipment, have students take a selfie in 
front of an industry that currently operates within their neighborhood or community. If the industry is too 
far away, or there are safety concerns, have students print out a color photo of the industry and paste a 
selfie next to it. They can also select a location related to the industry (for example, going to a Chevron 
refinery may be difficult, but students could take photos in front of Chevron gas stations). 
 
Step 2: Ask students to make connections between that industry and any impact on their community, 
both positive and negative. These should relate to: 

o Human health 
o The health of the natural world (environment) 
o Human rights 
o Social justice issues 

 
Step 3: Have students summarize the connections/impact for each item in one or two sentences. If 
possible, ask them to post their selfie and these connections on their favorite social media platform to 
raise awareness about the issues surrounding different industries. 
 
Step 4: Students create a one-page report on the reaction to their social media post, or the scope of the 
impact of industry on their community. This report can take the form of writing, drawings, a graphic 
organizer, or data and charts. 

 
 
  

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1f1RTL6SzG6dHe_0pNz1JO0xcs7CPVWDnRp9Vtjd5ZJQ/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1f1RTL6SzG6dHe_0pNz1JO0xcs7CPVWDnRp9Vtjd5ZJQ/edit?usp=sharing

