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In the territory of legendary Sioux warrior
Sitting Bull, women on an isolated
reservation straddling the states of North
and South Dakota are slowly raising their
voices. The women of Standing Rock
have chosen to speak out against rape
and domestic abuse, hoping to break the
tragic cycle of violence, alcoholism and
misery their children face. In a land of big
skies and endless horizons, the challenge
seems immense. But for these women,
helplessness is not an option.
“Treat your partner as you would a pipe,”
reads a poster on the wall of Pretty Bird
Woman House, a shelter for victims of
domestic violence in the small town of
McLaughlin, at the center of 2.3 million
acre Standing Rock reservation. If
outsiders find this wisdom a bit odd, to
the Lakota Sioux people who live here,
the descendants of Sitting Bull, it makes
perfect sense. According to legend, the
chununpa, or sacred pipe, was bestowed
on the Lakota by the White Buffalo Calf
Woman, a supernatural figure central to
their spiritual belief. It is the holiest of all
symbols, something you would never
harm.

STANDING ROCK RESERVATION, NORTH/SOUTH DAKOTA, USA - JANURAY 2009: Tinnekkia Williams, a domestic violence activist, prays in front of the Sitting Bull Monument, near Mobridge, South Dakota. In 1953 Sitting Bull's
remains were moved from his original burial site in Fort Yates, North Dakota, to this site. Famed sculptor Korczak Ziolkowski carved the stone monument. Part African-American, Puerto Rican and Native-American, she lived in
Minneapolis, Minnesota before marrying a man from Standing Rock. A victim of domestic violence, she has just filed for divorce. She wants to develop a sexual assault response team on the reservation to better assist the victims and
establish a zero-tolerance policy.
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At first, nothing distinguishes this town
of 758 people from other isolated
communities in America’s wilderness.
A main road, a rundown railroad stop,
a gas station that also serves decent
pizza, a high school, a liquor store and the
inevitable bar where locals play pool and
trade gossip. But the town’s population
is an interesting mix: two-thirds Native
American, one-third white.
A couple of blocks from the main road,
on a nondescript street corner, stands
an ordinary white ranch house, its
only distinctive feature a wheelchair
ramp in front. The occupants of the
three bedroom shelter are young
mothers whose tragic stories sum up
the challenges faced by teenagers on
reservations all across the country,
where the prevailing realities are poverty,
alcoholism and high unemployment 79% in the case of Standing Rock, where
the main employers are its two casinos
and the tribal government.

Christina Red Lakes and Casey DeCoteau, the current residents of Pretty Bird Woman House, taking Christina's daughters for a walk in the city of McLaughlin, where the shelter is located. Both had difficult childhood and dream of
leaving the reservation.
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Christina Red Lakes, 21, and her two
daughters, 2-year-old Sophia and 1year-old Chloe, took refuge at the shelter
after her children’s father started getting
violent. It’s Christina’s second stay in the
past six months. “Once he choked me
and I lost consciousness,” she recalls.
Finally, “I got tired of feeling someone
other than me was controlling my life.”
She has no positive memories of her own
childhood. Her white father walked away
when she was born; her Native American
mother was murdered by her boyfriend
when Christina was 5 months old. She
was raised on the reservation by her
grandma, uncles and aunts, surrounded
by drugs and alcohol. She had joined the
army after high school and was slated to
be shipped to Iraq when she learned she
was pregnant. “My uncles kept telling me
that I will end up like my mom. For me the
army was a way to stay out of trouble.
I still want to leave the reservation. I’m
scared of getting in another abusive
relationship.”
Casey DeCoteau, another occupant of
the shelter, is 19. She started drinking with
her mom when she was 8. “Mom didn’t
care that I drank as long as we drank
together,” she recalls. Her dad was in jail,
her mom suicidal. Like Christina, she was
molested as a child, got into an abusive
relationship and became pregnant. When
she left the boy, she made a deal with
his family: Casey was free to go but had
to leave her 6-month-old son, Zamiah,
behind. “I cry a lot because my son is not
with me. I know I can go and get him back
with some police officers, but it will cause
so much drama, I am not ready for that.
But when I have my own place I will,” she
says.
Christina Red Lakes, a resident of Pretty Bird Woman House, with Sophia, her 2-year-old daughter. She hopes to
leave the reservation so that her daughters can have a safer future.

Casey DeCoteau took refuge at Pretty Bird Woman House after breaking up with her abusive boyfriend. She had
to leave her 5-month-old baby with the boy's family. She cries for her son and sleeps with the baby's clothes.
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With 6,170 enrolled Lakotas (tribal
membership is based on a blood
quantum requirement), Standing Rock
has a young population with a median age
of 19. In the words of Ladonna Brave Bull,
director of tourism for the reservation,
“Abuse is something every family sees
here. I am married to a good man, but I
remember my mom. I remember things
that no child should remember.” She says
the prevalence of domestic violence in
Indian country is a legacy of the federal
government’s assimilation policy that
sent children to boarding schools off the
reservation, leading to a breakdown of
culture, tradition and families.
“A long time ago it was a crime to hit a
woman. The whole camp would come
and the family would take their women
back. When they sent our parents and
grandparents to boarding schools, they
taught us about hierarchy, they beat us,
they prevented us from speaking our
language. In our Lakota culture, women
had a very important place in society.
There were women’s role and men’s role.
There was a balance, not a hierarchy. The
men were no greater than the women
and the women were no greater than the
men,” she says.

This 18-year-old man was arrested for breaking a window and entering the house of his ex-girlfriend. He also assaulted the police officers who tried to arrest him. The boy, who was on drugs, was taken to jail in Fort Yates, North Dakota,
where the tribal detention center is located.
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What Nicole Many Horses, the tribe’s
court administrator, finds worrisome is
the normalcy of domestic violence on
the reservation. “We call it Indian love:
a black eye and a hickey,” she jokes.
According to statistics provided by
Michael Swallow, Standing Rock’s chief
prosecutor, in 2008 about 250 cases of
domestic violence were filed at the court.
“At Standing Rock we are just starting to
begin assisting the victims. Ten years ago,
we had a domestic violence program, but
due to our internal problems it went out
of business. Now with Pretty Bird Woman
House we finally have a resource available
to us,” he says.
The shelter is the brainchild of 46-yearold Jackie Brown Otter, who got the idea
after her sister Avi (whose Lakota name,
Zintkala Waste Win Oti, means pretty bird)
was kidnapped, raped and murdered
in 2001. Jackie had a car accident in
2004 that left her paralyzed (hence the
shelter’s wheelchair ramp), but two years
later the shelter became a reality. “While
building the first shelter on the reservation
seemed like a good idea, considering the
number of women victims of domestic
violence, it was very hard at first because
they weren’t too many people who were
willing to help. All the tribe did was to
write resolutions allowing us to get federal
funds,” she says. Asked why the tribe
wasn’t more supportive, she replies: “A
lot of it is denial and not knowing how
to approach the subject without hurting
someone’s feelings.”

Jackie Brown Otter founded Pretty Bird Woman House, the only shelter for victims of domestic violence on the reservation, in memory of her sister who was kidnapped, raped and murdered.

www.reportage-bygettyimages.com

When the shelter finally found a home, an apartment in a shady part of town, it was vandalized and
burned. Then it ran out of money. Pretty Bird Woman House was saved by an Internet fundraising
campaign that kicked into high gear when it was discovered by Betsy Campisi, an anthropologist from
New York who became passionately committed to these “invisible” women. The drive raised USD
$80,000, enough to buy a house and set up a much needed security system. Running a shelter is not
cheap. According to Georgia Little Shield, its director, although the house is run mostly by volunteers,
its budget is about USD $12,000 a month (including salaries for three employees).
The tribal council eventually started to get involved, working with the McLaughlin town government to
change the zoning code so the shelter could operate in a residential area. But for Tinnekkia Williams,
an advocate for the shelter who is also a victim of domestic violence, the unsung heroes are the
women who are daring to break the silence. “We are losing our children in violent ways and we are
tired of being punching bags,” she says. Her next project is to work with the tribal council to develop
a sexual assault response team on the reservation to better assist the victims and establish a zerotolerance policy.

law enforcement and services for these areas.” In Indian country, the maximum prison sentence that
tribal court can impose for any crime is one year. The majority of rape cases referred to the federal
courts under the Major Crimes Act (which cedes authority over certain crimes committed on tribal land,
such as rape and murder, to the federal government) are never brought to trial. For domestic violence,
the sentence is 10 to 90 days, depending on how many times it has happened and the gravity of the
assault.
Before the report came out, Standing Rock only had one or two officers patrolling a reservation
that stretches 70 miles north to south and the same distance east to west. On average the police
department receives 1,500 to 2,500 calls a month (2,500 to 3,000 during the summer) mostly alcoholrelated and nearly all unanswered. In the words of Georgia Little Shield, director of Pretty Bird Woman
House, “The reservation was lawless.” Says Mary Kelly, who runs Bridges Against Domestic Violence,
a shelter located in the quiet little town of Mobridge just outside the reservation, a safe haven for
women who don’t want to stay within Standing Rock’s borders. “The women have been sort of
conditioned not to call, and the men have felt that they could get away with it.”

Amnesty International also played a major role in saving Pretty Bird Woman House from oblivion. In
2007, the human rights organization published a study denouncing the federal government’s failure
to protect indigenous women from sexual violence. Titled “Maze of Injustice,” the well-documented
100-page report points out that Native American and Alaska Native women are much more likely to be
raped or sexually assaulted than any other category of women in the United States. “The Department
of Justice had put out numbers stating that incidents were 2.5 times more likely, but our own
research seems to suggest it’s much higher. In Standing Rock, for instance, numbers are significantly
underreported,” says Trine Christensen, a researcher for Amnesty.
While non-Native crime is not so frequent at Standing Rock, according to Michael Swallow, the report
indicates that across the country 86 percent of sexual assaults on indigenous women were committed
by non-Natives. For Yvette Cameron, 32, a mother of four who is now addicted to sleeping pills and
antidepressants, the women of Standing Rock are easy targets because of the judicial system. Yvette
was raped by the white owner of the McLaughlin bar where she worked, and it took weeks for her
rapist to be jailed. “He lied during the investigation and said it was someone else. It was only when the
forensic examination results came back that the man was finally sent to jail,” she recalls. Since tribal
prosecutors cannot prosecute crimes committed by non-Natives, he was charged at federal court
in the town of Aberdeen, South Dakota. To the shock of Yvette’s advocates, the mayor of the man’s
hometown testified that the bar owner was an outstanding family man and that the community would
welcome him with open arms should he be given probation. The rapist was sentenced to three years
and has recently been released from jail.
The Amnesty report also exposed significant barriers to justice. “Basically we found that Native
American women would never get a police response if they tried to call the police, would never
have access to sexual assault forensic examination at the hospital and would never see their case
prosecuted. And even if they did, they would most likely face discrimination and stereotypical
assumptions, which means that they never see justice,” says Christensen. Why? In part, due to “a very
complicated jurisdiction maze created by the federal government and a chronic lack of resources for
There are just four or five police who patrol thes large Standing Rock reservation, so it can take an hour before being rescued.
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For Lee B, a 34-year-old woman from
Bullhead, one of the most destitute towns
on the reservation, life took a tragic turn
last Thanksgiving day. She stabbed her
boyfriend to death with a knife when
he assaulted her as she was peeling
potatoes. She claimed self defense and
may escape jail, since he had seven
previous write-ups for assaulting her.
Violet Sally Taken Alive, her 62-yearold mother, said she had warned her
daughter repeatedly that he was going
to bury her. “When it happened I cried.
I don’t know if I cried out of relief or
sadness, because I cared about him
when he was sober.” Lee found out she
was pregnant by him a month after his
death.
Under the leadership of Standing Rock’s
new police chief, Michael Hayes, and
pressure from congressional delegates
and the tribal council, Operation
Peacekeeper was launched in the
summer of 2008. The Bureau of Indian
Affairs (the U.S. Department of the Interior
agency that oversees federal relations
with Native Americans) supplemented
the tribal police force with 20 additional
officers to cut down the response time.
But the operation, also known as “the
surge,” ended last February. “There is a lot
of fear within the community about what’s
going to happen now that the surge has
ended,” Hayes acknowledges, adding
that there will be one or two officers
patrolling the reservation at night during
the week, and four to six on weekends,
when most crime occurs.

Last Thanksgiving, Lee B stabbed her boyfriend to death with a knife when he assaulted her as she was peeling
potatoes. She claimed self defence, and may escape jail.

William Zuger, the chief judge of the Standing Rock Sioux tribal court, says that very few people on the reservation
have the resources to hire a lawyer. As a white judge he has to remain culturally responsive to his constituents.
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With Operation Peacekeeper, chief
prosecutor Michael Swallow saw a 25%
increase in his workload. “Everyone
in that room,” he says, pointing to the
15 men and 13 women of disparate
ages who fill the courtroom, all wearing
orange prison suits, “is here because of
alcoholism. If we were a sober people,
that room would be empty.” According
to him, “Domestic violence is one of the
most serious crimes we can commit on
our women and children. The numbers
are unacceptable.” He handled 200 cases
of domestic violence in 2007, then 250 a
year later when Operation Peacekeeper
was in place - not because men were
more violent, but because crimes were
more often reported. “The disturbing part
of those statistics is that over half of those
domestic violence cases were dismissed.
Why? Because the victim doesn’t want to
come forward. I hear ‘I need him at home
to take care of the kids.’ ‘He’s the only one
that works.’ Or ‘We were both drunk and
it was partly my fault.’ It’s a concern for
me and it’s a concern for the tribal council,
because it makes it appear as if these
cases are not being prosecuted,” he says.

The majority of the crimes committed on the Standing Rock reservation are alcohol-related. William Zuger, the white chief judge of the Standing Rock tribal court, says that the result is an overloaded court system with very limited
financial resources.
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While some people on the reservation
were not happy about the attention
generated by the Amnesty report, others
saw it as a wake-up call. At the tribal
headquarters in the town of Fort Yates,
Avis Little Eagle, the tribe’s vice chair,
praises the report for bringing the issue
of domestic violence out in the open.
“It did a lot of good and made people
aware that it’s an issue that needs to be
tackled… Abuses and sexual assaults are
not traditional to our people. It is a societal
ill that stems from substance abuse and
the boarding school policy that broke our
family structure,” she says.

Helmina Makes Him First, whose niece, Lakota Rose
Madison, was savagely murdered in 2001, is hoping that the
Lakota people will go back to traditions of being taught how
to behave like their ancestors. She has been instrumental
in pressuring the community to build a safehouse for the
children in Little Eagle, her hometown, to honor Lakota
Rose's memory.
Marles and Josephine Madison are visiting their daughter's grave in the small community of Little Eagle on the Standing Rock reservation. Lakota Rose's life ended in tragically in 2001. She was tied to a tree, tortured, raped and
murdered at the age of 17.
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But for Sarah Lee, a tribal law specialist
who teaches law in Saint Paul, Minnesota,
it’s time to get past the boarding school
syndrome. “I don’t think that we should
mitigate a person’s violent behavior by
explaining that he was a product of a
boarding school or the son of a product
of a boarding school, because when you
use that to excuse behavior you simply
perpetuate the problem. There needs
to be an end point. It’s a valid cause,
but we can’t turn that into a reason why
we shouldn’t hold our people to strong
standards.”

Diane Kills Crow, one of Pretty Bird Woman House's three employees, poses with her teenage daughters Tanya, 18, Jessica, 17, and two of her granddaughters Tylayna, 10, and Kailee, 4. Diane Kills Crow has been beaten nearly to
death repeatedly by her former husband and suffererd permanent injuries. She says it is important for her daughters to be aware of what she had to go through.
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A bra hanging on a street sign in Little Eagle, a small community on the Standing Rock
reservation, where domestic violence is a fact of life and rape a frequent occurrence.

Diane Kills Crow, who lives in McLaughlin a couple of blocks away from Pretty Bird Woman
House, now works as a domestic violence activist for the reservation's first shelter.

Alcohol and drug abuse is widespread on the reservation. Empty bottles of hard liquor littering
the ground are a common sight.

Georgia Little Shield, the director of Pretty Bird Woman House, with Norman, her third husband.
"At the beginning of our marriage I had to throw Norman in jail for domestic violence but he has
been good ever since," she says.

In Indian country, the maximum prison sentence that tribal court can impose for any crime is 1
year. For domestic violence, the sentence varies from 10-90 days.

Mary Kelly, who runs Bridges against Domestic Violence, talks to Jessica, a resident at the
shelter. "In order to be a good advocate you have to feel the woman's pain and remember
how scared you were," says Mary, a former victim of domestic violence. Located in the town
of Mobridge, just outside the reservation, the shelter has become a safe haven for women who
don't want to stay within Standing Rock's borders.
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Jill Lawrence, a women's activist, and son DJ, 3, take a walk in Mobridge, a town that Jill now calls her home. A Native American and a victim of rape and domestic violence, she feels safer living outside the reservation's boundaries. "Here in Mobridge, you
have to work to be able to pay your bills. On the reservation they give you food, fuel in the winter, and you don't have to pay for water or electricity. I would rather live in the real world and have a real life," she says.
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