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A Collaborative Effort          September 2006 

         
 

  Medicine Rocks State Park Indian Education For All Lesson Plan 
 
Title    
Places of Power   
 
Grade level   
4th 
 
Duration   
45 minutes to 1 hour  

Goals (Montana Standards/Essential Understandings) 
 
ESSENTIAL UNDERSTANDING 1: There is great diversity among the 12 tribal Nations of 
Montana in their languages, cultures, histories and governments. Each Nation has a distinct and unique 
cultural heritage that contributes to modern Montana. 
 
ESSENTIAL UNDERSTANDING 3: The ideologies of Native traditional beliefs and spirituality 
persists into modern day as tribal cultures, traditions and languages are still practiced by many 
American Indian people and are incorporated into how tribes govern and manage their affairs.  
Additionally, each tribe has its own oral history beginning with their origins that are as valid as written 
histories.  These histories pre-date the “discovery” of North America. 
 
ESSENTIAL UNDERSTANDING 6: History is a story and most often related through the subjective 
experience of the teller.  Histories are being rediscovered and revised.  History told from an Indian 
perspective conflicts with what most of mainstream history tells us. 
 
Social Studies Content Standard 4: Students demonstrate an understanding of the effects of 
time, continuity, and change on historical and future perspectives and relationships. 
 
Speaking and Listening Content Standard 4: Students identify, analyze, and evaluate the 
impacts of effective speaking and evaluative listening. 
 
Reading Content Standard 5: Students gather, analyze, synthesize, and evaluate information from 
a variety of sources, and communicate their findings in ways appropriate for their purposes and 
audiences. 
 
Overview 
 
To help the students understand the concept of Sacred Landscapes from the Native American perspective,  
Medicine Rocks State Park, with its unique landforms and its identification as “sacred ground,” provides an 
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ideal opportunity for this study.  The area is culturally affiliated with a number of northern Plains tribes, 
including the Northern Cheyenne tribe of southeastern Montana.  
 
 
Objectives 

 To learn about Sacred Landscapes;  
 To understand the Native American perspective regarding cultural resources including 

Sacred Landscapes; and 
 To provide some insights into the Northern Cheyenne perspective regarding sacred 

landscapes. 
 
Materials or Resources Needed 
 

• French, Brett – Rock of Ages , Montana Outdoors July-August, 2005 
• Taliman, V.- Sacred Landscapes: To Developers They're Just Piles of Rocks. to 

Native Americans, They're Places of Worship. : Sierra. Volume: 87. Issue: 6. 
November-December 2002. Page 36 

• Computers, Internet, Word Processing program 
• Internet access to the following websites for background information on Medicine 

Rocks State Park  
 http://www.mt.blm.gov/mcfo/cbm/eis/NCheyenneNarrativeReport/Chap7.pdf  
 http://fwp.mt.gov/lands/site_283951.aspx  
 http://www.indiancountry.de/english/frame.html?mrocks.html~frame2  

Teacher Preparation 

 Teacher should become familiar with the following resource(s): 
o French, Brett – Rock of Ages , Montana Outdoors July-August, 2005 
o www.mt.blm.gov/mcfo/cbm/eis/ NCheyenneNarrativeReport/Chap7.pdf  
o Taliman, V.- Sacred Landscapes: To Developers They're Just Piles of Rocks. to 

Native Americans, They're Places of Worship. : Sierra. Volume: 87. Issue: 6. 
November-December 2002. Page 36 

 
Activities and Procedures 
 
Students should read the Montana Outdoors article, “Rock of Ages” by Brett French.  
 
The author speaks about the importance of the site to Native people.  It was a place of reverence and 
power to a number of native tribes.   

 Ask the students to share a place in their lives that is important or holds powerful 
memories.  Is there a story related to this place? 

 The article describes the Medicine Rocks as a “sacred ground.”  What does that mean?  Is 
the site still “sacred” to the Northern Cheyenne and Sioux today?  Why are sites like 
Medicine Rocks and the Black Hill, endangered and worth protecting? 

 Medicine Rocks State Park is managed and protected by the State of Montana and visited 
by thousands of people every year.  What steps do you think the state should take to ensure 
its protection for future generation of native and non-native people alike? (This could be a 
group activity. Ask the students to devise a “management plan” for the park, taking 
into consideration the cultural resources of the park.  The management plan could 
address trails access, graffiti, use of the park by native people for traditional activities, 
etc.) 

http://www.mt.blm.gov/mcfo/cbm/eis/NCheyenneNarrativeReport/Chap7.pdf
http://fwp.mt.gov/lands/site_283951.aspx
http://www.indiancountry.de/english/frame.html?mrocks.html~frame2
http://www.mt.blm.gov/mcfo/cbm/eis
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o http://www.mt.blm.gov/mcfo/cbm/eis/NCheyenneNarrativeReport/Chap7.pdf – 
provides an insight into the Northern Cheyenne perspective related to sacred 
landscapes and sites like Medicine Rocks.  Taliman, V.- Sacred Landscapes: To 
Developers They're Just Piles of Rocks. to Native Americans, They're Places of 
Worship also provides information related to site protection. Teachers could 
highlight parts of these documents to share with the students as they work on their 
“management plan”. 

 
Extensions 

 A visit to Medicine Rocks State Park with an elder from the Northern Cheyenne 
Tribe would provide students an unprecedented opportunity to understand the 
native perspective regarding sacred landscapes.   

 
EVALUATION 
 Discussion/observation 
 Participation 
Management Plan, presented as a paper or as a classroom presentation 

 

http://www.mt.blm.gov/mcfo/cbm/eis/NCheyenneNarrativeReport/Chap7.pdf
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Rock of Ages - by Brett French  

For hundreds of years, the ancient sandstone pillars at Medicine Rocks State Park have 
conjured feelings of inspiration, awe, and spiritual 
wonder 

It’s a place where “the spirits stayed and the medicine 
men prayed,” this site of unusual formations of 
sandstone jutting 50 feet above the surrounding sage- 
and pine-spackled prairie.  
It’s a place where visitors can imagine other-worldly 
voices in the sound of wind sighing through pine boughs 
and floating among cathedral-like rocks. In an 
increasingly noisy and jarring world of car alarms, diesel 
engines, and blaring TVs, Medicine Rocks State Park in 
eastern Montana’s Carter County still speaks in the 
hushed tones of ancient times. 

Millions of years ago, a gentle freshwater river flowed through this country, cutting a path from 
today’s Miles City southeast into an estuary of a prehistoric sea near what is now Camp Crook, 
in northwestern South Dakota. The river may have looked much like a larger version of today’s 
Missouri as it moved across the landscape, depositing sandbars over a 5-mile-wide swath. 

Slowly the sand built up in underwater dunes roughly 50 feet thick. Under the pressure of their 
own weight, the dunes compacted into stone, which thousands of years later were shaped by 
wind and rain into the unique pillars, arches, and other shapes of Medicine Rocks State Park. 
Eventually, the river’s flow slowed, allowing salt water to creep upstream from the estuary. 
Geologists know this because atop the Medicine Rocks sandstone is a layer of crusty, gray sand 
riddled with burrows made by marine worms. By dating pinhead-sized teeth of early mammals 
from the Torrejonian Age, they also know Medicine Rocks was formed 61 million years ago. 

Ed Belt, a retired geology professor from Amherst College in Massachusetts, spent several 
summers studying the geology of Medicine Rocks. He considers it one of the most remarkable 
deposits in North America. “You have to go a long way to find a sand deposit of a similar age,” 
he says. “And even then, you won’t find thick sand and such a large concentration like you have 
at Medicine Rocks.” 

Indian holy site 
American Indians didn’t need geologists to tell them Medicine Rocks was extraordinary. The 
Arikara, Assiniboine, Mandan, Gros Ventre, Sioux, and Cheyenne all camped near Medicine 
Rocks at one time or another. The Sioux Indian name for the unusual stone columns is Inyan-
oka-la-ka, or “Rock with a Hole in It.” Many of the sandstone structures are perforated with 
holes of various sizes carved out by relentless winds that sweep across the prairie. In one local 
account, Walter H. Peck wrote that he talked to Charging Bear, a Sioux Indian who said 
Medicine Rocks was a place “where the spirits stayed and the medicine men prayed.” Though 
Indians no longer camp in the area, the site still contains old tepee rings, stone and bone 
artifacts, and baked clay cookware. 

Warren White, 72, grew up in Ekalaka, 14 miles south of the park, and is curator of the town’s 
Carter County Museum. Old photographs adorning the walls of the museum show Ekalaka 
picnickers dressed in their Sunday best posed in wagons, buggies, and Model Ts next to the 
fantastic rock formations nearby. 

 

 
This story is featured in  

Montana Outdoors  
July-August 2005  
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White recalls an old-time rancher who lived in the area in the late 1800s who told him stories of 
the Sioux and Northern Cheyenne tribes using Medicine Rocks as a sacred site. “I’ve heard the 
stories ever since I was a kid,” he says. “Medicine Rocks is considered sacred ground.” 

There are many such “medicine rock” sites across the West, says Renee Sansom Flood, an 
American Indian writer living in Billings. Flood says most sites were used for vision quests, but 
the rocks also would have provided shelter from storms and lookout posts for spotting enemies 
and buffalo. 

According to Conrad Fisher of the Cheyenne Tribal Historic Preservation Office in Lame Deer, 
Medicine Rocks was also a place where tribal members stopped on the way from the 
Yellowstone River Valley to the Black Hills in summer and early fall. Among the attractions 
were medicinal plants, and seashells used for decorations.  

“The story I grew up with is that Medicine Rocks was the site of an annual religious gathering,” 
says Brice Lambert, who publishes the Ekalaka Eagle. Lambert, who remembers childhood 
visits to tepee rings now within the park boundaries, says one of the area’s biggest attractions to 
those traveling the semiarid country was its year-round springs. A pump now taps the springs to 
bring fresh water to the park’s entrance, where locals fill jugs and bottles. 

Theodore Roosevelt was one of the first to write about Medicine Rocks when he visited the area 
during a hunting trip in 1883. He described the formations in Hunting Trips of a Ranch Man: 
“Altogether it was as fantastically beautiful a place as I have ever seen; it seemed impossible 
that the hand of man should not have had something to do with its formation.” 

Settlers first arrived in the region in the early 1880s, following Texas cattle drives into the free 
rangelands of eastern Montana. The names and dates of cowpunchers moving through the area 
can still be seen carved into the rock formations’ soft sandstone. One artist attracted to the area, 
a shepherd who may have lived in a rock cave around 1905, carved in the sandstone a profile of 
a woman’s head that is still visible. 

It’s now illegal to autograph or otherwise deface the rocks. However, as Lambert notes, “That’s 
not to say it’s not still done.” Fortunately, most visitors now are either deterred by the law or 
understand why it’s wrong to disfigure these historic—and for some Indians, religious—rock 
structures. 

The first white person to settle the region was Claude Carter. In 1884, his wagonload of logs 
bogged down near Russell Creek. Carter unloaded the logs and decided the site would be as 
good a place as any to build a saloon. From these modest beginnings grew the small town of 
Ekalaka, known mostly today to deer and turkey hunters who stop on the way to nearby Custer 
National Forest.  

Public ownership 
For decades Medicine Rocks was privately owned. The county took ownership during the 1930s 
after the owners forfeited tax payments. In 1957, the Carter County Commission transferred 
ownership of 320 acres to the state of Montana. Originally, the land was managed by the state 
Highway Department, which graveled the roads and built picnic tables and fireplaces. The state 
Parks Division began to manage Medicine Rocks in 1965 when the site became a natural 
reserve. 

Strapped for adequate funds to maintain out-of-the-way parks such as Medicine Rocks, 
Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks began charging a $3 entrance fee in 1991 to cover some of the 
roughly $20,000 a year it cost to maintain the park. Local park users weren’t happy with the 
new fee. In a 1992 Billings Gazette article, Ekalaka Eagle editor Lois Lambert was quoted as 
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saying, “We gave it to the state, and now they’re charging us to use it.” So mad were members 
of the Carter County Museum that, for the first time in its 40-year history, they held the 
museum’s annual summer picnic in Ekalaka rather than at Medicine Rocks State Park. 

After meeting with local residents, FWP officials proposed an alternative to the entrance fee, 
and in 1993 the Montana legislature eliminated the access fee by creating a new park category. 
Medicine Rocks became one of 15 “primitive” parks—no fees but also no garbage pick-up, 
requiring visitors to pack out refuse they bring in.  

Though all Montana state parks are popular with local residents, Medicine Rocks is especially 
so. Many locals consider the park part of their heritage, and it’s one of the few amenities in 
Ekalaka, population 410. What’s more, nonresident tourists rarely find their way to Medicine 
Rocks. “We’re not on a major road to anywhere,” says Brice Lambert, “so you don’t necessarily 
stumble onto it.” 

Marvelous shapes 
Those who do, however, are in for a treat. Foremost are the rocks themselves. For thousands of 
years, wind and rain have carved the soft stone structures into hundreds of shapes, both fantastic 
and strangely recognizable. Kids delight in seeing “hidden” shapes. There’s an elephant’s head, 
an enormous skull, gigantic mushrooms, and spires resembling an ancient church. If you didn’t 
know better, you’d swear one lone sandstone pillar was the chimney left standing after a house 
burned down.  

In addition, the rocks form natural stone bridges, overhangs, and caves, making parts of the area 
resemble a smaller version of southeastern Utah’s arches region. 

In addition to the stone “animals,” real wildlife abound in and around the park. Tiny rodent 
tracks crisscross the sand at the base of stone pillars. Turkey vultures and golden eagles soar on 
thermals overhead. In nearby pine-covered ridges, wild Merriam’s turkeys move warily into 
openings to peck at insects and seeds. Mule deer, pronghorn, sharp-tailed grouse, and more than 
a dozen species of grassland songbirds are common. 

The park landscape also attracts climbers and explorers such as Sue Cook and her family, of 
Ekalaka, who are attracted to the rock holes, ledges, and other hidden spots.  

“It’s really neat to crawl around in those caves,” says Cook. “You always find something new. I 
almost hate to take my boys there because I can’t get them to leave.” 

Who can blame kids for wanting to hang around the rocks a bit longer, especially late in the 
day, when the temperatures start to cool? On a late summer evening, the lowering sun leaks 
light between the clouds on the western horizon. A steady wind blows a haunting, ragged tune 
through flutelike holes in the rock formations. 

As the sun sets, a dark royal purple rims the bright orange horizon. With nightfall pushing 
nearer, a half moon slowly appears through a notch in the rocks to the east. An owl hoots. Then 
all is quiet but for the sound of the Medicine Rocks formations themselves, still speaking as 
they have for thousands of years in their ancient, otherworldly voice. - Brett French, of 
Billings, is a freelance writer and a reporter with the Billings Gazette 



 7 

 
Sacred landscapes: to developers they're just piles of rocks. To Native Americans, they're places of 
worship.  
 
by Valerie Taliman  
LAST SUMMER, MORE THAN 10,000 SHEEP, horses, and cattle perished in the Navajo Nation as one 
of the most severe droughts in the last century seared the American Southwest. It was a time of great 
hardship, and many families prayed every day for rain--to water their livestock and crops, to fill dry 
lakebeds and dams, and to nourish remaining foliage and forests.  
Water is sacred to the Dine, or Navajo people. Water is life. We are taught that if we honor our spiritual 
responsibilities to Ni'hima Nahasdzaan (Mother Earth) as instructed by our ancestors, we ensure there will 
be adequate blessings of water for survival. If not, there will be hardship.  
The Dine holy people long ago warned against destruction of the natural world. Certain sacred places, they 
told us, must never be disturbed. These places, and certain elements, are interconnected and interdependent 
through reciprocal relationships that are a model for humans to follow. Life, they said, cannot exist out of 
balance.  
"Our ancestors taught us that if we lose respect for the gods, our clan relationships, and the sacred, we may 
face starvation, drought, disease, and other catastrophes, just as it happened to the people before us," says 
Alfred W. Yazzie, a well-known hataalii' or medicine man. He fears the dominant society's greed is leading 
to a world out of balance, where everything we can see, smell, touch, and taste is commodified and sold. In 
his lifetime, he has watched the places where he goes to pray, gather medicine plants, and make offerings 
to the deities be devoured by development in the name of "progress."  
A hundred miles away from Yazzie's home in Fort Defiance, Arizona, Hopi elders and activists are also 
concerned about sacred springs, streams, and wells that are drying up. They blame Peabody Energy's 
massive coal mine, which pumps 1.3 billion gallons of water each year from the aquifer underlying both 
Hopi and Navajo land. The water is used to move crushed coal in underground slurry lines 273 miles from 
Black Mesa in northern Arizona to a Nevada power plant that fuels the bright lights of Las Vegas, Phoenix, 
and Los Angeles.  
Under the banner of the nonprofit Black Mesa Trust, the Hopi are working with a coalition of other tribes 
and environmentalists, including the Sierra Club and the Natural Resources Defense Council, to protect 
their land, water, and culture. They know from bitter experience that it takes more than their pleas and 
prayers to save what they hold holy. It is a constant struggle for the Hopi and other tribes to retain access to 
and protect sacred sites that exist in certain mountains, rivers, forests, springs, canyons, mineral deposits, 
rock formations, lava tubes, craters, and areas where spiritual events occurred or medicines grow. As an 
increasing population puts greater burdens on the land, many of these sacred places are destroyed or 
damaged by logging, mining, farming, dams, or other resource-development ventures. The Native 
worldview of the land as a living, breathing entity is ill understood by those who think of the natural world 
as real estate to be carved up and sold.  
Hopi religious leaders spent the past decade, for example, trying to stop the destruction of sacred shrines at 
Woodruff Butte, a cinder-cone peak near Flagstaff, Arizona. Tsimontukwi, named after the tsimona plant, 
was one of nine important pilgrimage shrines that mark the boundaries of Hopi territory. For more than 
1,000 years, Hopi people had journeyed to the butte to gather eaglets for ceremonies, to pray for rain, and 
to collect healing plants.  
But in 1990, a private landowner decided to grind Woodruff Butte into gravel to supply asphalt for 
Interstate 40, which crosses the homelands of a dozen tribes in the Southwest. When Hopi people objected, 
he offered to sell the property for $1 million, an amount they could not afford. So the gravel mining 
continued.  
In 1996, Woodruff Butte was sold to a new owner, Dale McKinnon. "I didn't realize I was destroying 
anything but a big ugly pile of rocks out in the middle of nowhere," McKinnon told filmmaker Christopher 
McCloud in the award-winning documentary In the Light of Reverence. "When the Native Americans 
came with their concerns, I had to take a step back and I tried to put myself in their position. And realizing 
that I can't totally agree with them for my own religious reasons and beliefs, I was willing to make a 
compromise." His "compromise" was to raise the selling price to $3 million.  
The tribe employed the National Historic Preservation Act to stop the destruction and to conduct a cultural-
resources inventory, which should have documented the religious significance of the area. However, the 
archaeologist responsible for conducting the survey inexplicably failed to make note of any shrines in his 
report to the court. The quarrying continued. "We literally saw one Hopi shrine bulldozed," says Leigh 
Kuwanwisiwma, Hopi cultural-preservation officer, in In the Light of Reverence. He likened it to "Hopis 
going into Woodruff and bulldozing part of the Mormon church."  
When the top of the butte was pulverized to make gravel, it destroyed nearly all of the Hopi clan shrines, 
along with eagle nests that once rested there. Today, tourists traveling I-40 to see Indian country have no 
idea they're driving on lost Hopi heritage.  
"SACRED LANDSCAPES ARE NOT SACRED BECAUSE NATIVE people believe they are. They are 
sacred in and of themselves. Even if we all die off, they will still be sacred," says Chris Peters, a Pohlik-lah 
tribal member and director of the Seventh Generation Fund, a Native advocacy foundation based in Arcata, 
California. "Over the course of time Native people have grown to understand there is power in these 
places--power that is significant to the entire ecosystem of all living things. The Earth is sacred and needs 
to be protected, and we as humans need to take responsibility to live in a sustainable way."  
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along with eagle nests that once rested there. Today, tourists traveling I-40 to see Indian country have no 
idea they're driving on lost Hopi heritage.  
"SACRED LANDSCAPES ARE NOT SACRED BECAUSE NATIVE people believe they are. They are 
sacred in and of themselves. Even if we all die off, they will still be sacred," says Chris Peters, a Pohlik-lah 
tribal member and director of the Seventh Generation Fund, a Native advocacy foundation based in Arcata, 
California. "Over the course of time Native people have grown to understand there is power in these 
places--power that is significant to the entire ecosystem of all living things. The Earth is sacred and needs 
to be protected, and we as humans need to take responsibility to live in a sustainable way."  
Many tribes have origin stories that define traditional cultural sites or places of reverence, which Native 
people have depended on for millennia for cultural vitality and spiritual sustenance. Rich oral histories are 
passed down to younger generations through ceremonial songs and rituals embedded with instructions for 
how they should live with respect for natural laws and Creation.  
Dr. Henrietta Mann, a member of the Cheyenne tribe and endowed chair of Native American studies at 
Montana State University, explains: "Over the time we have been here, we have built cultural ways on and 
about this land. We have our own respected versions of how we came to be. These origin stories--that we 
emerged or fell from the sky or were brought forth--connect us to this land and establish our realities, our 
belief systems. We have spiritual responsibilities to renew the Earth and we do this through our ceremonies 
so that our Mother, the Earth, can continue to support us. Mutuality and respect are part of our tradition--
give and take. Somewhere along the way I hope people will learn that you can't just take, that you have to 
give back to the land."  
Mann estimates that more than 75 percent of tribal sacred sites are now unavailable to Native peoples, who 
saw some 90 million acres taken by the U.S. government--without compensation--between 1887 and 1934. 
"We've lost ninety-eight percent of our land base, so what's wrong with keeping our sacred sites from 
development?" she asks. "When you are talking about Earth-based spirituality, the whole erosion of our 
land base threw us into cultural chaos. Without the land there is no sovereignty, without sovereignty there 
is no relationship, and without relationship there is no responsibility to the Earth."  
DURING THE 1990s, NATIVE AMERICANS MADE progress in securing protection for many sacred 
places. A string of recent decisions by the Bush administration, however, has overturned these gains, as 
Native Americans' religious liberty is traded for the profits of resource-extraction industries.  
In Southern California, for example, the Quechan tribe has fought for years against a proposal by the 
Canadian mining corporation Glamis Gold to dig a 1,600-acre mine at Indian Pass, where cyanide solutions 
would be used to extract gold from low-grade ore. This off-reservation site, controlled by the Bureau of 
Land Management, is covered by Quechan "Dream Trails" where tribal members seek visions. Glamis's 
vision is for an open pit 88 stories deep, where every 280 tons of rock would yield one ounce of gold.  
The Quechan spent years documenting the historic and continuing cultural importance of the area during 
hearings on the issue throughout the Clinton era. After its own study, the Advisory Council on Historic 
Preservation, an independent federal agency, concluded that "if implemented, the project would be so 
damaging to historic resources that the Quechan tribe's ability to practice their sacred traditions as a living 
part of their community life and development would be lost." Consequently, Clinton's Interior Department 
denied the mining proposal.  
But as soon as the Bush administration came in, new Interior secretary Gale Norton overturned the 
decision, claiming that "undue impairment" of cultural resources was not sufficient reason to block the 
project. Without even speaking with members of the tribe, Norton reopened the mining permit for 
consideration.  
"We thought we won a victory and it was taken away from us before we even had a chance to celebrate," 
says Quechan president Mike Jackson. He enlisted the help of California senator Barbara Boxer (D), who 
said that the mine "would rip out the heart of the tribe's religion." Together with Senator Dianne Feinstein 
(D-Calif.), Boxer wrote a letter blasting Norton's decision: "Regardless of the standard that you chose to 
apply to the proposed mine," they wrote, "the unmitigable environmental and cultural impacts require 
denial."  
A similar reversal occurred at Medicine Lake, northeast of Mt. Shasta, California. The Pit River tribe and 
several others believe the lake has healing powers, and they traditionally train medicine men in the area. 
Because of its continuing religious use, the region was set aside from geothermal exploitation by the 
Clinton administration. At the request of energy developers, however, Norton reopened the record of 
decision. "Tribes are now fighting again for what they basically won in the past," says Peters of Seventh 
Generation.  
A third setback occurred in June, when Norton overrode objections by the Zuni and other Southwest tribes 
and granted federal approval to the proposed Fence Lake coal mine in western New Mexico. The tribes 
fear the mine will result in the draining of their sacred Zuni Salt Lake (see "The Salt Woman and the Coal 
Mine," page 44).  
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Native people feel that their beliefs are being discounted by an administration that has a narrow definition 
of spirituality. "Indian people still have to define the sacred when we talk about our religious freedom," 
says Suzan Shown Harjo, president of the Morningstar Institute, a national nonprofit dedicated to Indian 
rights. "No other religious leaders or practitioners are pressured to define the sacred in their religions or to 
identify what is central or indispensable to their beliefs and ceremonies. Native American religions were 
outlawed under the federal Civilization Regulations from the 1880s to the 1930s, and traditional Native 
peoples were not allowed to go to or pray at their sacred places. All the traditional religions were driven 
underground, some to the point of extinction."  
On a national level, Indian leaders are vowing to take a unified stand against the desecration of the 
surviving sacred sites. "We're talking about a few places--the last remaining few--that can still preserve an 
identity and religious understanding of our peoples," says Peters. "Once they are gone, the Native paradigm 
and worldview are gone."  
Preserving these places sometimes requires more than the combined efforts of tribal coalitions. Harjo and 
Peters have worked for decades to educate the public about the need to protect Native American sacred 
sites, expanding alliances to include others who share the tribes' profound appreciation and respect for the 
Earth.  
For instance, when an oil billionaire and major funder of the Bush campaign was granted rights to drill in 
an area sacred to scores of Northern Plains tribes only 12 days after Bush's election, it galvanized 
opposition from Indians and non-Indians alike. The Valley of the Chiefs in south-central Montana contains 
one of the largest concentrations of sacred pictographs in America, drawn by ancestors of the Crow, 
Comanche, Lakota, and Blackfeet, some more than a thousand years ago. The valley--also known as 
Weatherman Draw--has long been considered a place of sacredness and peace, and is still actively used by 
Northern Plains tribes for vision quests, prayers, and ceremonies. Its exact location has been kept secret, 
but oil drilling by the Anschutz Exploration Corporation would have opened the area to traffic and 
vandalism.  
Working with environmental and preservation groups, in particular the Sierra Club and the National Trust 
for Historic Preservation, the tribes rallied opposition. Philip Anschutz, a well-known collector of art of the 
American West, found exhibits of his collection leafleted by activists. Their brochures drew attention to the 
potential destruction of far older western art. Howard Boggess, a Crow tribal historian, says many people 
who testified against the plan at Bureau of Land Management hearings questioned why the BLM had 
approved the leases without conducting a thorough environmental-impact statement.  
"We have a president and vice president whose campaigns for office were financed by oil companies.... 
Now they have to pay off their debt and will push to allow for cultural religious sites and pristine areas to 
be destroyed for the sake of an energy crisis that was not there until they entered office," Boggess says. 
"Why are we searching for potholes of oil? Why are we not looking for alternative sources of energy that 
will not destroy the Earth and environment? Do we have to milk the Earth dry before we look elsewhere 
for energy?"  
The coalition took the fight to Congress, where it won the support of Representative Nick Rahall of West 
Virginia, the top Democrat on the House Resources Committee, who introduced legislation to protect the 
Valley of the Chiefs. Drilling there, he proclaimed, was akin to "erecting an oil derrick in the Sistine 
Chapel."  
Then the unexpected happened: In April, Anschutz agreed to donate its oil leases to the National Trust for 
Historic Preservation. Under public scrutiny, the BLM said it would consider withdrawing some 4,200 
acres in the valley from future mineral leasing.  
It shouldn't take such an enormous grassroots effort to prevent sacrilegious exploitation of holy places. 
Over the years, numerous laws have attempted to provide protection: the American Indian Religious 
Freedom Act, the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, President Clinton's Executive 
Order 13007 on Indian Sacred Sites, the Archaeological Resources Protection Act, and the National 
Historic Preservation Act. But, according to Tex Hall, chair of the National Congress of American Indians, 
the laws are largely ineffective because they lack meaningful enforcement.  
"Our sacred places are not held in high regard by the federal government, an attitude evidenced by the 
blatant lack of compliance demonstrated by several federal agencies who deal most directly with sacred 
lands," Hall told the Senate Committee on Indian Affairs this July. He was speaking in favor of a new bill 
that would give tribes more leverage to protect sacred lands, cosponsored by Representative Dale Kildee 
(D-Mich.), who chairs the Native American Caucus in the House, and Representative Rahall. Their Native 
American Sacred Lands Act (H.R. 5155) would turn President Clinton's 1997 executive order mandating 
consultation with tribes into a federal law, and allow tribes to petition the federal government to prevent 
damage to sacred lands by federal actions. Tribal oral histories would be admitted as evidence, and public 
hearings would be required within 90 days of a petition. Finally, if evidence showed that development 
would cause significant damage to sacred land, it would be ruled out as "unsuitable."  



 10 

"At a time when the Bush administration is promoting increased energy development, we must enact 
comprehensive legislation that prohibits the loss of further Native American sacred lands," Rahall says. 
"We must not stand idly by as these unique places are wiped off the face of the Earth."  
TSIMONTUKWI, WOODRUFF BUTTE  
One of nine traditional pilgrimage sites that ring the Hopi Nation, this cinder-cone peak near Flagstaff, 
Arizona, is being devoured by a gravel quarry to pave local highways.  
MATO TIPILA, DEVILS TOWER  
This volcanic tower in Wyoming west of the Black Hills, whose Native name means "Bear's Lodge," is the 
site of an essential Lakota Sioux ritual each June. It is here that the spirits gave humans the sacred pipe and 
taught them how to worship. The Sioux Nations gather in this place for the Sun Dance, for cleansing and 
sacrifice, dedication to community spirit, and care of the weak, the old, the sick, and the disabled.  
The Sioux must now get permission from the National Park Service to go onto their own sacred land, 
officially known as Devils Tower National Monument. The site has become popular among rock climbers, 
but the Lakota believe that climbing and pounding hardware into Mato Tipila is sacrilegious. To respect the 
Lakota religion, the Park Service banned commercial climbing and requested that private climbers stay off 
the rock in the month of June. In 1995 a number of climbing guides and a "wise use" group sued the Park 
Service, claiming that its policy amounted to the endorsement of one particular religion. The courts ruled in 
the agency's favor: that honoring the Lakota's right to worship is "an accommodation and not an 
endorsement."--Susan Zwinger  
DZIL NCHAA SI AN, MT. GRAHAM  
Literally "Big Seated Mountain," central Arizona's Mt. Graham is the dwelling place of the Apache deities, 
the Mountain Spirits. It is the site of sacred springs and the source of traditional medicines, as well as home 
to the endangered Mt. Graham red squirrel. Over the strenuous objections of the San Carlos Apache and 
many tribes throughout the region, the University of Arizona is erecting a seven-telescope observatory on 
its summit; two telescopes have already been built. Recently, Mt. Graham was deemed eligible for listing 
on the National Register of Historic Places as a cultural property of the Apache, but that hasn't stopped the 
development. When the Apache want to pray on their sacred mountain, they are told they need written 
permission from the university.--V.T.  
WEATHERMAN DRAW  
Known variously to Plains tribes as "Valley of the Chiefs" or "Valley of the Shields," this petroglyph-
packed canyon in south-central Montana was ceded by the new Bush administration to billionaire 
campaign contributor and oil baron Philip Anschutz. A concerted campaign by ten local tribes and Sierra 
Club activists convinced Anschutz to turn over his drilling lease to the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation.  
TS'EQ, ARLECHO CREEK  
If the Lummi people had a church, it would be the ancient cedar, hemlock, and Douglas fir forest of 
Arlecho Creek near Mt. Baker, Washington. Members of seyown, the Lummi Spirit Dancing Society, have 
worshiped here for millennia, fasting, taking purifying dips in the ice-cold creek, and bringing back special 
songs to sing for the rest of their lives. Over the years, much of the surrounding forest has been clearcut, 
leaving 672 acres of unprotected old growth. Should that remainder be cut as well, the Lummi believe that 
their songs would no longer be valid because they would lose their connection to specific animals of the 
forest.  
After decades of struggle, the destruction of Arlecho Creek ended with the sale of the 2,265-acre basin to 
the Lummi Nation. In a recent ceremony, tribal member Tommy Edwards returned salmon bones to the 
creek: "Eat this salmon from Arlecho forest, and it brings nutrition to our bodies spiritually and physically. 
Bless this salmon! The parts we didn't eat return to the creek. In this way the salmon will know to return."--
S.Z.  
QUSKAS, ELLERSLIE LAKE  
Above Bella Bella, British Columbia, this lake drains 250 square miles of coastal mountain glaciers. It is 
the spiritual center of four First Nations, including the Heiltsuk, who call it Quskas, the Great Lake. Ten-
foot-high pictographs and hundreds of ancient burial caves loom on the steep sides of nearby fjords.  
Eight years ago, the B.C. Ministry of Forests issued permits allowing most of the fjordland to be clearcut. 
The Heiltsuk won a reprieve from the logging, and recent court cases have given them greater powers over 
land use in their territory. For now, their ancestors can rest peacefully.--S.Z.  
SANDIA MOUNTAIN  
Every morning, thousands of Pueblo people in New Mexico offer their prayers to Sandia Mountain, which 
towers over the Rio Grande valley. "It has been very difficult to get the outside world to understand what 
Sandia Mountain means to our people," says Sandia Pueblo governor Stuwart Paisano. "It is central to our 
identity, religion, oral history, and songs. It is a source of life and healing to us, and we have a sacred duty 
to protect and preserve it."  
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To do so, the Pueblo is working with Senators Jeff Bingaman (D) and Pete Domenici (R) on legislation that 
would resolve a 144-year-old dispute about 10,000 acres on the mountain's west side. In return for 
relinquishing its claim to the land, the Sandia Pueblo would be guaranteed that its sacred mountain will be 
protected from future development.--V.T.  
FOR FURTHER READING  
Sacred Lands of Indian America, edited by Jake Page, photographs by David Muench (Harry N. Abrams, 
2001)  
"Respect should be given to a religion that does not involve going to church one day a week but whose 
church is the mountains, rivers, clouds, and sky." So says Peterson Zah, president of the Navajo Nation, in 
this comprehensive, beautiful, and respectful survey of Native American spiritual sites, including many 
mentioned in this article. The ultimate impression is of a country parallel to the one we have come to know 
through travel and photography: the same glorious landscapes newly imbued with reverence.  
PETROGLYPH NATIONAL MONUMENT  
Nearly 25,000 petroglyphs, the largest concentration in the country, were carved into lava flows west of 
Albuquerque more than 500 years ago. New Mexico's 19 Pueblo tribes consider them spiritual messages 
left behind by their ancestors. Albuquerque mayor Martin Chavez considers them an impediment to a 
planned six-lane highway that would provide easier access to a sprawling new housing development. The 
highway is being opposed by the Sage Council, a tribal and environmental coalition, and the Rio Grande 
Chapter of the Sierra Club.--V.T.  
VALERIE TALIMAN, a citizen of the Navajo Nation, is Southwest bureau chief for Indian Country Today 
and president of Three Sisters Media, based in Albuquerque, New Mexico.  
SUSAN ZWINGER is author of The Last Wild Edge: One Woman's Journey From the Arctic Circle to the 
Olympic Rain Forest (Johnson Books, 1999).  
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