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South Dakota Newspaper
Coverage of the 1973
Occupation of
Wounded Knee

ROLLAND DEWING

By the time of the 27 February 1973 occupation of Wounded
Knee, television had replaced the daily newspaper as the chief
source of news in the United States. Many observers pointed
with alarm to television's inability to report the news in sufficient
depth, but they hoped that newspapers and magazines would provide the detail necessary to interpret the encounter. Since then,
enough criticism has been directed at television's role at
Wounded Knee to overstress its significance and downplay the
contributions of other media, especially newspapers.'
Television's strength rests with its unmatched capacity to take
the viewer to the scene and depict the news as it unfolds. That
strength, however, also contains its greatest weakness, for television, to be competitive in prime time, must communicate
through dramatic pictures with short interpretive statements by
commentators. This approach sacrifices much of the in-depth
1. See Neil Hickey, "Was the Truth Buried at Wounded Knee?: An Inquest into
a Political Confrontation in Which Television Was the Primary Weapon," TV
Guide (1 Dec. 1973): 7-8, 10, 12. This article was the first in a series that the TV
Guide ran throughout December 1973. See also Desmond Smith, "The Media coup
d'etat," Nation 216, no. 26 (25 June 1973): 806-9,
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analysis and understanding of a complicated news event. In a
world of fast-breaking news, even a major story is fortunate to
receive two or three minutes of air time a day for a short period
of time. During the entire seventy-one-day period of the Wounded
Knee occupation, from 27 February to 7 May 1973, two significant
stories competed for television coverage: the emerging scandal of
Watergate and the winding down of the Vietnam War, which featured the release of the American prisoners. Both stories held
great interest for the American public and further reduced the
coverage given to the occupation of Wounded Knee.
In contrast to television broadcasts, newspapers of March and
April 1973 contain a wealth of material on the occupation and
related incidents. Because newspapers have the time and resources to pool available information, they can provide the detail
and analysis not possible with television. In addition, almost
every town of substance includes a local newspaper. Realistically,
however, local papers voice the majority sentiment of their
respective localities. They are especially sensitive to outside
influences or "agitators." Small-town papers reflect a community
boosterism that often downplays or ignores events that reflect
their area negatively. In this respect, South Dakota newspaper
coverage of Wounded Knee holds few surprises. Considering the
small army of national journalists that covered the events of
Wounded Knee, it is revealing that they also did not get far off
the beaten track in their coverage. At least to a degree, the
biases reflected by the media representatives from MetroAmerica were as severe as those of some local papers. The
national media seldom reported information negative to the
Indian activists, and if it was reported, it was rarely published.
To a large extent. South Dakota newspapers relied on the
Associated Press wire-service reports and did not send their own
reporters to Wounded Knee. Because the major metropolitan
papers invariably carry stories that are included in the wire services, almost all of the stories in the out-of-state papers are also
available to the local dailies. It is difficult to find information carried in the New York Times, for instance, that is not also carried
in the daily papers of South Dakota. With several notable exceptions, consequently, not that much difference exists between the
straight news coverage of Wounded Knee in the leading South
Dakota papers and in the large metropolitan dailies from other
regions of the country. Robert Burnette and John Koster in their
book The Road to Wounded Knee charge that the press did not
dig actively for information to explain the real issues in the con-
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frontation. They claim that reporters spent too much of their
time waiting for government press releases, talking to each
other, and searching for liquor.^ In spite of the criticism, which
seems to contain a good deal of truth, the basic information concerning Wounded Knee and the American Indian Movement
(AIM) was reported. South Dakota's larger newspapers carried
that news fully, sometimes better than the leading metropolitan
dailies of other states.^
Equally important to an understanding of the issues behind an
event are the newspaper sections designed to analyze and interpret the news, notably editorials, letters to the editor, and cartoons. These features tend to reflect local thinking better than
straight news reports and often allow for a dialogue between
opposing viewpoints. Editorials represent a significant barometer of the temper of a community. Letters to the editor often
provide information that would not be otherwise available. Cartoons, of course, are another expression of editorial opinion. All of
the South Dakota newspapers studied carried editorials about
Wounded Knee.^ Not too unexpectedly, none of the editorials
could be characterized as supportive of the occupation although
the vigor of attack varied considerably. Most letters to the editor
were hostile to AIM, but several supporters' letters were published and some valuable information can be gleaned from both
tbe supporting and opposing letters. Cartoons carried in South
Dakota newspapers were usually borrowed from the large metropolitan dailies and tended to emphasize the fact that Wounded
Knee was a confrontation between AIM and tbe federal government.^
In South Dakota, the principal events in the confrontation with
AIM, other than Wounded Knee itself, occurred at or near Cus2. Robert Burnette and John Koster, The Road to Wounded Knee (New York:
Bantam Books, 1974), pp. 228-29.
3. See Sioux Falls Argus Leader, Aberdeen American News, Rapid City Journal, and Pierre Daily Capital Journal: compare especially with the New York
Times.
4. The following South Dakota newspapers were included in this study: (dailies)
Rapid City Journal, Sioux Falls Argus Leader, Aberdeen American News, Pierre
Daily Capital Journal Belle Fourche Daily Post, Deadwood Pioneer Tim.es, Lead
Daily Call; (weeklies and biweeklies) Custer County Chronicle, Bennett County
Booster II, Sturgis Tribune, Morristown World, Winner Advocate, Hot Springs
Star.
5. See especially Sioux Falls Argus Leader, Aberdeen American News, and
Pierre Daily Capital Journal.
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ter, Hot Springs, Sturgis, and Rapid City. Rapid City constituted
the metropolitan hub for these towns and had the only major
daily paper in western South Dakota.'' Extensive news coverage
of Wounded Knee and the surrounding events could also be found
in three other leading dailies in the state: the Sioux Falls Argus
Leader, the Aberdeen American News, and the Pierre Daily
Capital Journal. Because the regional headquarters for the
Bureau of Indian Affairs is located at Aberdeen, the American
News contains a little more information, but the difference is not
that pronounced. The Rapid City Journal covered events in
Custer, Hot Springs, and Sturgis more thoroughly than the
others did, but it chose not to send a reporter to the nearby Pine
Ridge reservation to cover the occupation of Wounded Knee, in
spite of the estimated four thousand Indians who resided in Rapid
City.
These four large dailies reflected their editorial policies
through low-key criticism of AIM. They defended South Dakota
on the convenient but not wholly convincing thesis that it suffered as an innocent victim of problems that should be solved
elsewhere, notably in Washington, D.C, because they were not
created by the state but by the federal government. They
reflected concern over the negative image that events at
Wounded Knee projected, with its accompanying economic
impact upon such enterprises as tourism in the Black Hills.
Negative aspects of the intrusion of urban Indians and national
news media received prominent coverage. Another outside
agency that received extensive publicity that undermined its
position in the state was the National Council of Churches, an
agency that granted considerable support to AIM. Also, as individual denominations such as American Lutheran, Methodist,
Roman Catholic, and Episcopal expressed sympathy or gave
financial support to AIM, the newspapers documented it energetically.
Large or small. South Dakota newspapers registered numerous protests about the lack of objectivity of the out-of-state news
media. The Bennett County Booster II of Martin, for example,
editorialized:
i
Nothing can shake a person's deep-seated convictions about a free
press in a democratic government more than an invasion by a horde of
6. Lead and Deadwood also have a daily, which ¡s the same paper under different titles: Lead Daily Call and Deadwood Pioneer Times. Belle Fourche, which is
north of the Black Hills, has the only other daily paper in the area.
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national and international news media reporters such as has been thrust
upon the Oglala Sioux reservation since Thursday, February 27.
It's not the articles that have been written and publicized that are so
objectional. It's the failing of those people to provide their readers and
viewers with anything more than some "pre-conceived notion' of what
their own narrow political views dictate."

Careful reading of the Booster for the period of the occupation of
Wounded Knee, however, does not indicate that it published anything of consequence to report any side of the confrontation other
than a few letters to the editor hostile to AIM. Conceivably, AIM
allegations of police brutality in Martin^ could have suggested the
need for some local investigative reporting in the interests of the
community.
Almost immediately after the Wounded Knee occupation on 27
February 1973, South Dakota's largest daily, the Sioux Falls
Argus Leader, wrote: "The people who live on the Pine Ridge
reservation do not deserve being the victims of the American
Indian Movement's latest play for headlines based on the symbolism of names significant in Indian history. Neither do the people of South Dakota."' On 7 March, the Argus Leader carried a
cartoon from the Washington Star and News showing an Indian
warrior with a bound up Uncle Sam. The caption read, "Whatever
happened to the cavalry?" The next day, the paper carried a cartoon from the Los Angeles Times showing Uncle Sam with an
arrow in his knee. The following week, the Argus Leader broke a
long editorial silence on the occupation, lamenting that the "saddest part of the whole sorry business is that the cause of good
relations between Indian and white South Dakotans has been set
back 30 years by what has happened at Wounded Knee.""* On 25
April, the Argus Leader called for the revocation of bond for AIM
leader Russell Means after he was quoted as saying in Tulsa,
Oklahoma, "We're going to militarily take over the western half
of South Dakota.""
Although it reported the news about Wounded Knee faithfully
and in considerable detail, the Aberdeen American News took
almost a month to print its first cautious editorial. In late March,
the American News suggested that "the most optimistic things
that can be said about the Indian incident climaxed at Wounded
7. Bennett County Booster II, 15 Mar. 1973.
8. See Burnette and Koster, Road to Wounded Knee, p. 136.
9. Sioux Falls Argus Leader, 1 Mar. 1973.
10. Ibid.. 14 Apr. 1973.
11. Quoted ibid.. 25 Apr. 1973.
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Knee are that personal injury has been held to a minimum and as
a result of investigative reporting the public may have a new
awareness of Indian problems that will encourage improvement
along orderly, constructive lines as different from the violent,
devisive tactics demonstrated by AIM."'^ Five days earlier, the
News had run an editorial borrowed from the Des Moines
Register. "They need a deal," the Register commented concerning the AIM occupiers. "The federal authorities, if they are wise,
will try to help them to one. The Indians have nothing to lose but
their lives and their liberty, and they are willing to risk them.
The Great White Father will look ridiculous if his bureaucrats
proceed to a shootout and new martyrdoms out of sheer bureaucratic stuffiness."'^ The day before it reprinted this generally
sympathetic editorial, the American News had carried a report of
criticism of the news coverage of Wounded Knee made by a group
of four American Indian graduate students from Harvard, three
of whom had just returned from the confrontation site. "The
reporters knew nothing and reported nothing about tbe issues
involved," claimed David Harrison, who spoke for the group.'*
Although this charge was made frequently by militant Indians
and undoubtedly was calculated to evoke sympathy and attention, no one familiar with the media coverage of the event would
accept such a sweeping assertion.'^ Certainly, the American
News had distinguished itself for its detailed reporting of the
earlier Custer, South Dakota, riot.'^
In spite of its close proximity to Wounded Knee, the Rapid City
Journal remained content to rely upon the wire-service news
releases for its information. These releases were faithfully run,
but no strong editorial interest was shown. Finally, on 21 March,
the Journal commented: "There are no instant answers to problems as complex and historically tangled as have been dramatized
at Wounded Knee. The point is, these solutions must come in
Washington, not Wounded Knee."" Possibly the Journal re12. Aberdeen American News, 22 Mar. 1973.
13. Quoted ibid., 17 Mar. 1973.
14. Quoted ibid., 16 Mar. 1973.
15. See Hickey, "Was the Truth Buried at Wounded Knee?", and Smith, "Media
coup d'etat." For a specific example of an in depth report of the issues involved at
Wounded Knee, see reporter John Kifner's comprehensive analysis filed with the
New York Times on 6 March 1973 Ip. 30). See also the full page discussion of the
conflict in the Times of 24 March 1973 (p. 14).
16. See Aberdeen American News, 7-11 Feb. 1973.
17. Rapid City Journal, 21 Mar. 1973. All quotations from the Journal are taken
from its Final edition.
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vealed its true position more clearly on 14 April when it reprinted an editorial from the Arizona Republic that said:
As Wounded Knee unfolds in sharper detail, the whole affair is simply
too well-organized, too well-financed, too slick to have been the
impromptu work of AIM.
If and when the federal government gets its courage back, it might
look into bigger questions of who really is behind the Wounded Knee incident."

Again, the belief that South Dakota was being victimized by outside forces ineptly monitored by the federal government continued as a dominant theme.
Almost a month after a mid-March Harris poll concerning public opinion on Wounded Knee was released, the Journal carried it
in its editorial column. Possibly this unusual decision was made
because of the lateness in carrying the information, or maybe
Journal editors judged that it was more opinion than fact. The
poll showed that 93 percent of the United States population had
heard of Wounded Knee; 51 percent of those surveyed sympathized with the Indians: 21 percent sympathized with the federal
government; and 28 percent were not sure. For the first time in
history, a majority of the American public appeared to support a
group occupying American territory in defiance of federal authority,'" When the siege at Wounded Knee ended, the Journal
editorialized that "America must prove that it has a conscience
and that this land is a land of equality," but it added: "Alongside
justice, however, stand law and order. Those sympathetic with
Indians generally must now hope that Wounded Knee has not polarized thinking among those who complained bitterly about
A I M ' S disregard for law and order."^^ The damage done by AIM's
disregard for law and order was covered in the Journal, including
a report concerning the losses of farmer George Coats, who was
part Indian. Coats, who farmed near Wounded Knee, lost his
house, sixty-three cows, ninety calves, fifty chickens, seventyfive tons of hay, and personal possessions. Damages were estimated at $131,995. His insurance covered only $15,000, but Coats
stated that his agent had said that the company would not pay
because AIM had declared

18. Quoted ibid., 14 Mar. 1973.
19. Ibid., 12 Apr. 1973.
20. Ibid., 10 M a y 1973.
21. Ibid., 20 May 1973.
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Ail of the major South Dakota newspapers reported the
amounts of money donated by churches to AIM. Church support
for AIM, especially through the National Council of Churches
(NCC) and its affiliates, such as the American Lutheran and
United Methodist churches, stirred up a wealth of resentment in
South Dakota. Upon bearing tbat the National Indian Lutheran
Board granted AIM $15,000 in 1972, tbe church council of the
Trinity Lutheran Church in Rapid City reported that it was on
record voting "unanimously to condemn the recent acts of the
American Indian Movement (AIM) in tbe Black Hills community."" Rev. Paul Boe, national director of the Board of Social Services for the American Lutheran church, visited Rapid City the
next week to review complaints and heard loud opposition from
both clergy and lay representatives to the 1972 grant to AIM,
Boe explained that this amount was actually a small part of the
$500,000 annually granted by the American Lutheran church to
help Indians. Boe added that he did not think AIM wanted to be
violent and that violence could achieve nothing." The American
Lutheran church supported Boe even when he later refused to
testify in Sioux Falls before a grand jury, but mail from
parishioners ran heavily against him. His tour of duty as national
social services director ended as did Lutheran support for AIM."
A number of letters to the editor critical of church involvement
appeared in the South Dakota papers. Readers were especially
critical of the NCC, which bad sent over forty people to Wounded
Knee in early March to act as mediators. The group headquartered at the Holy Cross Episcopal Church in Pine Ridge. With the
help of Rev. George Pierce and Sister Margaret Hawk, who knew
the resident families in Wounded Knee, NCC officials transported food and other supplies into the occupied area. The food,
furnished by the NCC, was inspected by United States marshals,
packed into vehicles in their presence, and then escorted into
Wounded Knee by representatives of the federal Community
Relations Service. The NCC estimated its outright contributions
of food and medical supplies at about seventy-five hundred dollars. In mid-March, federal authorities, under pressure from tri-

22. Quoted ibid., 28 Mar. 1973.
'
23. Ibid., 5 Apr. 1973.
24. Interview with Bishop E. 0. Gilbertson, Sioux Falls, S. Dak., 1 Apr. 1977;
Burnette and Koster, Road to Wounded Knee, p. 280.
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bal council president Richard Wilson, escorted the NCC off the
reservation."
The NCC's assistance to the occupiers of Wounded Knee was
opposed throughout South Dakota. Sturgis seemed to be one of
the more vehement centers of opposition, prompting Rt. Rev.
James Armstrong, bishop of the Dakota Area of the United Methodist church, to write the Sturgis Tribune, saying:
I am frank to confess that the nature of some of the criticism frightens
me. I served churches in the southeast during Civil Rights days. The irrational intolerance, uninformed racism and vigilante mind-set, common in
the rural South during those days, is present on our doorstep.
. . . One woman in Nebraska asked, "Why is the NCC so afraid sonieone may be killed?" I had to remind her that churches are not in the killing business."

Church members throughout the area demonstrated their unhappiness by severely cutting back contributions.^^ When leaders of
the Episcopal church in South Dakota passed a resolution calling
for a careful study of Indian treaties and the improvement of
Indian education, they were flooded with complaints from their
constituents. "I am heartsick over the number of letters and telephone calls I have received full of hate and vindictiveness telling
me how wrongly the Episcopal Church has acted," said Rt. Rev.
Walter Jones of Sioux Falls, bishop of the Episcopal diocese of
South Dakota.^'
Evidently in response to these comments and to the protests of
readers, the Sturgis Tribune came out strongly against what it
viewed as the pro-AIM policy of the churches, stating: "Church
support of AIM has been an embarrassment to local pastors who
generally share the views of their parishioners on such questionable spending practices by denominational hierarchies. One of the
major reasons some denominations have remained out of
National Council of Churches membership is its proclivity for
financing questionable causes."^" That editorial represents the
strongest attack against church policy uncovered in South Dakota newspapers studied in this research, but most of the newspapers appeared almost overeager to supply their readers with

25. Aberdeen American News, 16 Mar. 1973; John P. Adams, Ai the Heart of the
Whirlwind (New York: Harper & Row, 1976), pp. 103-4, 111, 124-25.
26. Armstrong to "Dear Friends," Sturgis Tribune, 18 Apr. 1973.
27. Interview with Bishop E. 0. Gilbertson, 1 Apr. 1977.
28. Quoted in Rapid City Journal, 23 Apr. 1973.
29. Sturgis Tribune. 25 Apr. 1973.
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detailed information concerning church support and undoubtedly
knew the kind of reaction it would kindle. They also noticeably
refrained from any editorial support for church assistance to Indian militants.
Outside religious groups continued their assistance, nonetheless. When the dispute ended, most of the approximately one hundred remaining occupiers who surrended had no visible means of
support. The NCC provided food and lodging for them at a Rapid
City motel and arranged for the purchase of auto parts, chartered
buses, and ran a traveler's aid station. Approximately fifteen
thousand dollars was contributed to a "Pine Ridge Crisis Fund"
by various denominations throughout the country. Special offerings taken at United Methodist churches in Michigan alone netted seven thousand. Rev, John P. Adams, who headed the NCC
effort at Wounded Knee and Rapid City, responded to criticism of
what many believed to be the overly friendly role of the churches.
He suggested that the NCC had served a useful role in strongly
advocating a negotiated settlement at the beginning of the occupation, and had then served an equally useful purpose when the
removal of the NCC from the reservation mollified those who
demanded a more forceful solution. "A scapegoat was needed,"
said Adams, "and that's not bad."^"
South Dakota weeklies and biweeklies typically were concerned primarily with local happenings, but most bristled with
hostility toward the NCC, AIM, and the policies of the federal
government when they chose to discuss these topics. The number
of editorials covering these items, though, was modest, with only
about three or four per paper as a general rule for all of the
papers considered. Again, the Sturgis Tribune led the attack
against outside influences. The Tribune summed up its position
on 4 April, stating, "We disagree violently with the AIM activities at Wounded Knee and elsewhere and we believe the unlawful
acts of its leaders are hurting the Indian cause." Tbe editorial
asserted that "we do believe the Indians have some just grievances that deserve attention," but continued by placing much of
the responsibility on the federal government: "Perhaps another
investigation of the BIA is in order after all. The American Taxpayer doesn't appear to be getting his money's worth from the

30. Adams, At the Heart of the Whirlwind, pp. 131-32; Rapid City Journal, 12
May 1973. Adams was originally quoted in the Journal, and he later repeated and
expanded his statement in his book.
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sums spent through the BIA —and the Indians apparently aren't
benefiting from this spending to the degree they should either."^'
Almost none of the local papers suggested specific changes on the
local level, such as the provision of greater employment opportunities or guaranteed equality before the law.
Another South Dakota weekly that reflected a strong anti-AIM
policy was the Morristown World in Corson County. It carried
editorials with such titles as "Representative of whom?" and
"Ignoring the elected leaders."^^ In retrospect, though, the
World's most provocative editorial was entitled "Hard to get
nervous about Watergate," which stated, "We find it difficult to
get real stirred up about Watergate and suspect the rest of the
public feels the same.... we could be more disturbed about the
AIM people."" If the World staff got really concerned about AIM,
it was never reflected in the amount of news space allotted to
Wounded Knee or AIM.
Several small-town papers viewed the confrontation from a
surprisingly moderate stance. The Belle Fourche Daily Post, in
an editorial entitled "Wounded Knee II," said:
In the first place, up to a point, it was a good show and it seemed that
the AIM had really scored points.... To us it looked as if they had done a
beautiful job. They had the whole country with them.
. . . To believe that the Indian can survive with a cultural pattern that
has not adjusted to the space age is an injustice to the Indian.
We know it takes time, but we think they are making progress and if
Wounded Knee helps their cause in this respect, we think it will have
been a major achievement,"

The Post concluded by cautioning AIM against pushing too hard.
The most objective editorial in a state paper appeared in the
Custer County Chronicle just a week after the town had endured
a severe riot between AIM and law enforcement officials that
resulted in the arrest of twenty-two Indians, injury to eight officers, burning of the Chamber of Commerce building, destruction of two law enforcement cars, and heavy damage to a service
station and an oil company bulk-distribution plant." All was
reported by the national news media. Editor and publisher of the
Chronicle, Mrs. Carl H. Sundstrom, whose stand on the issue was
not well received in the community, wrote: "After so many frus31. Sturgis Tribune, 4 Apr. 1973.
32. Morristown World, 15 Apr. and 15 Mar, 1973.
33. Ihid., 26 Apr. 1973.
34. Belle Fourche Daily Post, 14 Mar. 1973.
35. Custer County Chronicle, 8 Feb. 1973.
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trations, it is only natural that some of the Indian people turn to
militancy. Whether or not this is justified will be decided by
history. It is clear, however, that, right or wrong, the tactics used
by AIM do succeed in focusing national attention on the Indian
and his problem."^^
After receiving a strongly negative reaction from parts of the
community for the Chronicle's stand and its extensive coverage
of the riot, Sundstrom published another editorial a week later to
set the record straight and reiterate the Chronicle's objectives
and policies. She took exception to misinformation carried by the
national media concerning the Custer incident. She pointed out
that Custer was named for George Armstrong Custer, not
because of his military role against the Indians, but because he
was the first to explore the Black Hills. Darld Schmitz, who had
killed an Indian named Wesley Bad Heart Bull at nearby Buffalo
Gap in the incident that sparked the AIM confrontation at Custer, was twenty-eight rather than thirty as it seems almost all of
the media reported. The hearing for the ease was set for 26
February not 6 February, the day of the confrontation, which was
commonly reported as the date set for the hearing. In response to
charges of sensationalism because of the Chronicle's coverage of
the riot,^^ Sundstrom stood her ground. "As long as the news is
being made," she said, "it will be reported in the Chronicle and
every attempt will be made to be completely objective in reporting and fair in editorializing."^^
Overall, the Chronicle kept its promise, at least in regard to the
Bad Heart Bull case, which represents one of the more intriguing
case studies of modern mass-media news coverage one might
encounter. If the truth was not buried at Wounded Knee, it might
well have been buried at Custer as far as the out-of-state massmedia is concerned. The Chronicle and the South Dakota dailies
reported just about all of the basic information in the case, but
virtually none of it received space elsewhere.
One might assume that the media would descend upon Buffalo
Gap en masse to find out what really happened because it was the
stabbing death of Bad Heart Bull in front of Bill's Bar in Buffalo
Gap at 2:00 a.m., Sunday, 21 January, that precipitated the
nationally televised confrontation at Custer on 6 February. When
36. Ibid., 15 Feb. 1973.
37. See Custer Weekly, 14 Feb. 1973.
38. Custer County Chronicle, 22 Feb. 1973.
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Schmitz, a white service-station operator from Custer, who had
admitted to the stabbing, was charged with second-degree manslaughter, instead of first-degree murder, by Custer County authorities, AIM leaders announced that all Indians should meet at
Custer on 6 February to observe a National Day of Indian Rights.
Dennis Banks was quoted as saying that 6 February would be "a
good day to die," and he urged all Indians to come to Custer "for
their final hour.""
Terry Divine, an Associated Press writer, did indeed go to Buffalo Gap for the story. Filed on or about 10 February with the
Associated Press, his account proved essentially accurate as
documented by the court proceedings of the Schmitz trial in April
and May of 1973. Divine's report was carried in full on the front
page oiihe Aberdeen American News on 11 February. The A''ews
appears to have been the only paper in the country that ran it.
Dan Degnan, the Buffalo Gap bar owner and part-time deputy,
told Divine: "Bad Heart Bull was outside the bar with a length of
heavy chain. He had been rattling it at customers as they walked
in and out of the bar, but he went for a long time before he swung
it at anyone." Then, Degnan said. Bad Heart Bull knocked a young
man out, and as Schmitz came out of the bar, "Bad Heart Bull
went after [him] with the chain."*" As the trial would later bring
out, Schmitz's female companion, who was distantly related to
Bad Heart Bull, attempted to intervene to stop the beating of the
first young man. When Bad Heart Bull threatened her, Schmitz
intervened. Bad Heart Bull threatened him and swung at him
with the chain. Schmitz pulled out an ordinary pocket knife and
stabbed Bad Heart Bull once and fled, not knowing that Bad
Heart Bull was mortally wounded.*'
Divine's story of 11 February also discussed Bad Heart Bull's
reputation, which would play a large part in the trial. Divine
quoted Degnan as saying, "He [Bad Heart Bull] was a real troublemaker, not only here but in Hot Springs, Custer, everywhere he
went." The story also reported that Jack Manke, Fall River
County sheriff from Hot Springs, said Bad Heart Bull had a
record of nineteen arrests, including assault, disturbing the
peace, and public intoxication charges.*^ Manke apparently did
39. Quoted ibid., 1 Feb. 1973.
40. Quoted in Aberdeen American News, 11 Feb. 1973.
41. South Dakota v. Darld Schmitz <7th Cir. 1973), Court Proceedings File, Pennington County Court House, Rapid City, S. Dak.
A2. Aberdeen American News, 11 Feb. 1973.
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not disclose that there was a warrant out for Bad Heart Bull's
arrest at the time of his death for the brutal beating of Mike
Borland at Hot Springs on 2 January. Borland had suffered a torn
windpipe, a facial fracture, and severe body bruises from an
allegedly unprovoked attack by Bad Heart Bull." The only news
concerning the Buffalo Gap incident in the New York Times at
the time of the Divine story concerned the protest riot in Rapid
City over the arrest of the demonstrators at Custer. The Times
story indicated, though, that AIM attorney Ramon Roubideaux
had been asked to investigate the charges against Schmitz.**
When Schmitz was declared innocent of the second-degree
manslaughter charges on 2 May 1973, just a few days before the
end of the occupation of Wounded Knee, only South Dakota newspapers carried the story of his acquittal.*^ Outside observers
might attribute the lack of coverage to the idea that the acquittal
was just one more example of separate-but-unequal justice for
Indians. Although the charge may have held up for a number of
prior cases involving Indians, it was simply not true for this specific case. AIM and the prosecution conducted an all-out campaign
to win a conviction. Custer County commissioners authorized
Ramon Roubideaux to spend up to two thousand dollars to conduct an investigation of the case. State officials agreed that the
manslaughter charge would be changed if new evidence turned
up before the 26 February hearing." Although Roubideaux maintained that his investigation was not totally completed, the
charges against Schmitz were not changed.
Lack of thorough media coverage allowed gross distortions of
the Buffalo Gap incident to circulate. Speaking to a college audience, an AIM leader claimed: "On January 28,1973, a young man
named Wesley Bad Heart Bull was set upon by four whites in Buf43. South Dakota v. Darld Schmitz (7th Cir. 1973), Court Proceedings File. The
warrant for Bad Heart Bull's arrest was protested by Dennis Banks during the confrontation in the Custer County Courthouse on 6 February 1973. Banks assumed
the warrant had been issued after the 21 January killing of Bad Heart Bull. State's
Attorney Hobart Gates explained that the warrant had been issued shortly after
the 2 January beating of Borland. The 6 February confrontation between Gates
and Banks was tape-recorded on the scene, and Gates made the tape available to
me.
44. New York Times. 11 Feb. 1973, p. 56. See also the Times for 8 Feb. (p. 32) and
12 Feb. {p. 32).
45. See Pierre Daily Capital Journal. 3 May 1973; Rapid City Journal, 4 May
1973; and Custer County Chronicle. 10 May 1973.
46. Custer County Chronicle, 15 Feb. 1973.
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falo Gap, South Dakota . . . fifteen miles off the Pine Ridge reservation. He was stabbed a total of twenty-seven times in broad
daylight. He was tied to a bumper of a car and drug down tbe
main street, fifty to sixty people witnessing it."*^ If nothing else,
this type of blatant misrepresentation illustrates the service that
a free and objective press can perform in a democratic society
and what follows when it neglects to do so. Since the rough outline of what happened at Buffalo Gap was readily available to
journalists and the trial took place during the Wounded Knee occupation, it might be assumed that the story did not receive coverage because the information was not what the journalists and
their editors were seeking.
Another incident that was reported only in South Dakota was
the Easter Sunday "crucifixion" of an unidentified person at
Wounded Knee. According to federal marshals, the Indians in the
village tied either a dummy or a person to a cross in full view of
the road blocks. They kicked and beat the figure for nearly six
hours. Marshals, who viewed the incident through binoculars
from about one thousand yUrds, said that the figure doubled over
whenever it was struck. They were convinced it was a person.
When the occupation ended, authorities brought in specially^
trained dogs to seek out possible hidden gravesites, but none
were found."
In summary, one can learn more about the 1973 occupation of
Wounded Knee by reading the newspapers of South Dakota than
by reading any others. The issues are duly recorded, the details
are better outlined and more far-ranging, and the viewpoints
vary considerably. Not all of the editors displayed an automatic
hostility toward Indian demands for reform as illustrated by the
Custer County Chronicle and the Belle Fourche Daily Post. For
some understandable reasons, the state's newspapers criticized
outside media representatives who frequently exhibited preconceived and erroneous prejudices against South Dakota and who
had trouble keeping the facts straight. As beld true during the
47. Clyde Bellecourt, "American Indian Social Activism" (Speech), Mar. 1974,
Pacifica Tape Library, Los Angeles, Calif. Bellecourt made a similar speech at the
University of South Dakota in Vermillion on 9 November 1973 (Oral History Tape
#955, South Dakota Oral History Project, Vermillion).
48. Hot Springs Star, 26 Apr. 1973; Aberdeen American News, 23 Apr. 1973;
Joseph Trimbach to Acting Director of the FBI, 7 June 1973, Federal Bureau of
Investigation File 23: 'Wounded Knee," Federal Bureau of Investigation Headquarters, Washington, D.C.
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civil rights confrontations in the Deep South, however. South
Dakota newspapers did display a somewhat disconcerting, but
not unanticipated, insularity. Their willingness to place the responsibility for the trouble entirely on out-of-state agencies, especially the federal government, cannot be validated by the facts.
Indeed, many of the problems AIM confronted in places like
Rapid City, Hot Springs, and Custer stemmed from local policies
that could have been best resolved locally. Even the state's attitude toward the National Council of Churches paralleled that of
the Deep South. As noted earlier, it seems quite apparent that
the local newspapers were well aware of the reaction of their
readers to extensive coverage of the churches' support for AIM.
Additionally, no editorial support for the churches was forthcoming when they were vigorously attacked.
Local papers do not generally make a practice of extensive
investigative reporting for a variety of reasons, including lack of
staff. It was disappointing, however, that the large dailies, such
as the Rapid City Journal, which did possess the staff and finances, elected not to aggressively investigate what many consider to have been the event of the decade in South Dakota. Had
this been done, a number of misunderstandings, such as the ones
about the Custer incident, might have been avoided.
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