
In February of 1972, two white men in Gordon, Nebraska beat a man named Raymond Yellow Thunder to death. Attacks on Indian people by white racists and police were common on the reservation and the people committing the crimes were almost never punished. This time, however, AIM led a caravan of two hundred cars to Gordon and forced the authorities to file serious charges against the murderers. In 1973, a white man in the small town of Buffalo Gap killed Wesley Bad Heart Bull. On February 6, police attacked AIM members at the courthouse in Custer where they were demanding that the man who murdered Wesley Bad Heart Bull be charged with murder. It was these two murders that spurred AIM to take action on a larger scale. 


[insert into last type paragraph] Federal authorities surrounded the town with an army of over 300, including U.S. Army, FBI, BIA agents, state police, U.S. Marshals, and Oglala Tribal chief Dick Wilson and his hired thugs known as GOONs. AIM refused to back down, using weapons to defend themselves, and maintained control of Wounded Knee for seventy-three days. The courage of the fighters at Wounded Knee grabbed the attention of people all over the world, opening their eyes to the struggles of Indian people. Wounded Knee, the site of the murder of three hundred Sioux men, women, and children in 1890, became a symbol for Indian struggle and resistance. 


After the siege at Wounded Knee, the U.S. government released an intense, murderous repression against the people of the Pine Ridge Reservation. AIM activists came from around the U.S. to organize and defend the people of Pine Ridge. Leonard Peltier, one of these activists, was framed for the murder of two FBI agents and was railroaded into prison in 1977. Peltier has become a voice for Native struggle and people around the world continue to demand his freedom. Shortly after Peltier’s arrest, another powerful activist, Anna Mae Aquash, was murdered.  Aquash had been actively involved in the second battle at Wounded Knee, had been arrested several times for her activity with AIM, and had been with Leonard Peltier when the fight broke out and the two FBI agents had been killed. Aquash had told FBI agents that she knew nothing about the murders and would not cooperate with them. On February 24, 1976, her body was discovered on the property of a Lakota rancher. The body could not be identified so following an initial autopsy that ruled she had simple froze, Aquash was buried under the name of  “Jane Doe”. Her hands were cut off and sent to FBI headquarters for possible identification. The fingerprints named her as Anna Mae Aquash and upon her family’s notification, AIM demanded a second autopsy be performed. The second autopsy revealed a .32 caliber bullet hole in the back of her head. Her murder has still not been solved to this day, but Aquash is remembered as a symbol for an era of Native rights activism.


Before her death in 1976, Anna Mae Aquash was involved in the Menominee Indian takeover of the abandoned Alexian Brothers Catholic Monastery in Gresham, Wisconsin. The Menominee Warrior Society took the building in protest of the termination of their federal Indian status.  The takeover occurred on New Year’s Day of 1975 by about 40 Menominee warriors. The monastery was located on a 175-acre estate and had not been used by the Alexian brothers since 1968. After the warriors seized the novitiate, angry local whites and police officials began shooting at the novitiate. Wisconsin Governor Pat Lucey immediately sent a thousand national guardsmen to the scene. The warriors invited leaders of AIM to the novitiate; Russell Means and Dennis Banks responded. The takeover ended, without any injuries, after 34 days when the Alexians agreed to hand over the property to the tribe. 


Although it is still debated today whether the AIM has helped or hurt the tribes, since the 1970s, a government policy of self-determination has been initiated for the Indian tribes and Native people are no longer afraid to stand up for their rights. The American Indian Movement, under leaders like Dennis Banks, Russell Means, Anna Mae Aquash, Leonard Peltier, Leonard Crow Dog, Mary Crow Dog, and many more, was the warm wind that rekindled the flame of Indian pride and hope. AIM continues to play a role in today’s tribes, always keeping that spark glowing. 

Bibliography

Gedicks, Al. Activist Sociology: Personal Reflections. Online. http://comm-org.utoledo.edu/si/gedicks.htm . March 28, 2004. 

“Guard Mobilizes”. Clintonville Tribune Gazette. Thursday, January 9, 1975.

Harlan, Judith. American Indians Today. Grolier. New York. © 1987. Pgs. 22-23.

Hirschfelder, Arlene. The Native American Almanac. Macmillian. New York. ©1993. Pgs. 34, 102, 182.

Querry, Ronald B. Native Americans’ Struggle for Equality. Rourke Corporation, Inc. Florida. ©1992. Pgs. 68, 94.

UXL Encyclopedia of Native American Tribes. Gale Group. Detroit. ©1999. Volume 1. Pgs. 143-156, 111-129.

