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INTRODUCTION
VINE DELORIA, JR.

The twentieth century has produced a world of conflicting
visions, intense emotions, and unpredictable events, and the
opportunities for grasping the substance of life have faded as
the pace of activity has increased. Electronic media shuffle us
through a myriad of experiences which would have baffled
earlier generations and seem to produce in us a strange isola-
tion from the reality of human history. Our heroes fade into
mere personality, are consumed and forgotten, and we avidly
seek more avenues to express our humanity. Reflection is the
most “difficult of all our activities because we are no longer
able to establish relative priorities from the multitude of
sensations that engulf us. Times such as these seem to illu-
minate the classic expressions of eternal truths and great wis-
dom comes to stand out in the crowd of ordinary maxims.
How fortunate it was that in the 1930s as the nation was
roaring into a new form of industrialism a Nebraska poet
named Neihardt traveled northward to the reservation of the
Oglala Sioux in search of materials for his classic epic work on
the history of the West. That their conversations and compan-
ionship should produce a religious classic, perhaps the only
religious classic of this century, is a testimony indeed to the
continuing strength of our species. Black Elk Speaks was origi-
nally published in 1932, when people still believed that pro-
gress and the assembly line were identical and that the
Depression was but a temporary interlude in an inevitable
march toward the millennium. Its eloquent message was lost
in the confusion of the times. It was not rejected, but it was
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INTRODUCTION

hardly received with the veneration it now enjoys. The recep-
tion, in fact, reflected one of those overly romantic but
simplistic views which suggests that all religions have some
validity if they prevent us from acts of bestiality and even the
most primitive expressions of religious truth are an effort to
connect with the larger reality of Western civilization.

Black Elk Speaks did not follow other contemporary works
into oblivion, Throughout the thirties, forties, and fifties it
drew a steady and devoted readership and served as a reliable
expression of the substance that undergirded Plains Indian
religious beliefs. Outside the Northern Plains, the Sioux tribe,
and the western mind set, there were few people who knew
the book or listened to its message. But crises mounted and,
as we understood the implications of future shock, the silent
spring, and the greening of America, people began to search
for a universal expression of the larger, more cosmic truths
which industrialism and progress had ignored and over-
whelmed. In the 1960s interest began to focus on Indians and
some of the spiritual realities they seemed to represent.
Regardless of the other literature in the field, the scholarly
dissertations with inflections and nuances, Black Elk Speaks
clearly dominated the literature dealing with Indian religions.

Today the book is familiar reading for millions of people,
some of whom have no clear conception of Black Elk’s tribe,
the Oglala Sioux, and others of whom do not, as a rule, even
like Indians. The spiritual framework of the pipe ceremonies
and the story of Black Elk’s life and vision are well known,
and speculations on the nature and substance of Plains Indian
religion use the book as the criterion by which other books
and interpretive essays are to be judged. If any great religious
classic has emerged in this century or on this continent, it
must certainly be judged in the company of Black Elk Speaks
and withstand the criticism which such a comparison would
inevitably invite.

The most important aspect of the book, however, is not its
effect on the non-Indian populace who wished to learn some-
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INTRODUCTION

thing of the beliefs of the Plains Indians but upon the
contemporary generation of young Indians who have been
aggressively searching for roots of their own in the structure
of universal reality. To them the book has become a North
American bible of all tribes. They look to it for spiritual
guidance, for sociological identity, for political insight, and
for affirmation of the continuing substance of Indian tribal
life, now being badly eroded by the same electronic media
which are dissolving other American communities.

Black Elk shared his visions with John Neihardt because he
wished to pass along to future generations some of the reality
of Oglala life and, one suspects, to share the burden of visions
that remained unfulfilled with a compatible spirit. Black Elk
might have been greatly surprised at the popularity of the
book today. He could not help but be pleased by it. If the old
camp circle, the sacred hoop of the Lakota, and the old days
have been rudely shattered by the machines of a scientific era,
and if they can be no more in the traditional sense, the univer-
sality of the images and dreams must testify to the emergence
of a new sacred hoop, a new circle of intense community
among Indians far outdistancing the grandeur of former
times. So important has this book become that one cannot
today attend a meeting on Indian religion and hear a series of
Indian speakers without recalling the exact parts of the book
that lie behind contemporary efforts to inspire and clarify
those beliefs that are “truly Indian.”

As successful as the book is, the future appears unlimited in
contrast with its present achievements. We have not yet seen
that generation of theologians who always attend the birth of
great religious traditions. The present generation of Indian
college students may well be harbingers of this era. Christian-
ity and Buddhism both took half a millennium to adequately
express in theological and philosophical frameworks the
vision of universal substance which their founders promul-
gated and lived. Neihardt's Black Elk Speaks and When the Tree
Flowered, and The Sacred Pipe by Joseph Epes Brown, the basic
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works of the Black Elk theological tradition, now bid fair to
become the canon or at least the central core of a North
American Indian theological canon which will someday chal-
lenge the Eastern and Western traditions as a way of looking
at the world. Certainly in Black Elk’s visions we have a natural
relationship to the rest of the cosmos devoid of the trial-court
paradigm but incorporating the theme of sacrifice so impor-
tant to- all religions in a consistent and comprehensible
way.

Present debates center on the question of Neihardt’s lit-
erary intrusions into Black Elk’s system of beliefs and some
scholars have said that the book reflects more of Neihardt
than it does of Black Elk. Itis, admittedly, difficult to discover
if we are talking with Black Elk or John Neihardt, whether
the vision is to be interpreted differently, and whether or not
the positive emphasis which the book projects is not the opti-
mism of two poets lost in the modern world and transforming
drabness into an idealized world. Can it matter? The very
nature of great religious teachings is that they encompass
everyone who understands them and personalities become
indistinguishable from the transcendent truth that is ex-
pressed. So let it be with Black Elk Speaks. That it speaks to us
with simple and compelling language about an aspect of
human experience and encourages us to emphasize the best
that dwells within us is sufficient. Black Elk and John Nei-
hardt would probably nod affirmatively to that statement and
continue their conversation. It is good. It is enough.
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PREFACE

It was during August, 1930, that I first met Black Elk. I was
then working on The Song of the Messiah, which now stands as
the fifth and final narrative poem in my Cycle of the West. This
Song is concerned with what white men have called the
“Messiah craze”—the great Messianic dream that came to the
desperate Indians in the middle 80’s of the 19th century and
ended with the massacre at Wounded Knee, South Dakota,
on December 29, 1890.

With my son, Sigurd, I had gone to Pine Ridge Reservation
for the purpose of finding some old medicine man who had
been active in the Messiah Movement and who might some-
how be induced to talk to me about the deeper spiritual signi-
ficance of the matter. I had known many of the Oglala Sioux
for some years, and had good friends among the old “long-
hairs.” It was not information that was lacking for my
purpose. I had the facts, both from the records and from old
men who had lived through that time, sharing the great hope
and the tragic disillusionment. What I needed for my pur-
pose was something to be experienced through intimate con-
tact, rather than to be received through telling. (Those of my
readers who may be familiar with my Song of the Messiak will
know what is meant.)

Mr. W. B. Courtright, then Field Agent-in-Charge at Pine
Ridge Agency, was a “fan” of mine, being especially well
acquainted with my Song of the Indian Wars, and through him
I learned of an old Sioux by the name of Black Elk, who lived
among the barren hills some twenty miles east of the Agency
near the combination store and post office called Manderson.
Black Elk was a “kind of a preacher,” I was told—that is to say,
a wichasha wakon (holy man, priest)—and he had been of some
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PREFACE

importance in the Messiah affair. Also, he was second cousin
to Crazy Horse, the principal hero of my Song of the Indian
Wars, and had known the great chieftain well.

So my son and I drove over to Manderson to try our luck
with the old man. Flying Hawk, an interpreter with whom I
was slightly acquainted, was living there, and he was willing to
go with us to see Black Elk at his home about two miles west of
Manderson. On the way over, Flying Hawk remarked that he
was afraid the old man would not talk to me. I asked why,
adding that I had known Indians for many years and they
had always talked to me. “Well,” he said, “there’s something
peculiar about this old man. Last week a lady came up from
Lincoln, Nebraska, to see him. She wanted to write an article
on Crazy Horse, who was the old man’s second cousin. I took
her over, but the old man wouldn’t talk. He is almost blind,
and, after he had squinted at her awhile he said, ‘I can see
that you are a nice-looking woman, and I can feel that you are
good; but I do not care to talk to you about these things.’
Maybe he will talk to you, but 1 doubt it.”

I myself began to doubt, for, in the first place, 1 was aware
that the knowledge of a holy man was regarded as sacred.
Nevertheless I was eager to meet the old man, if for no other
reason than that he knew Crazy Horse; and, being a man, I
might have better luck than did the lady mentioned.

It was a dead-end road that led through the treeless, yellow
hills to Black Elk’s home—a one-room log cabin with weeds
growing out of the dirt roof. Two old “long-hairs,” who lived
in similar cabins in sight of the road, mounted ponies and fol-
lowed us, curious to know what might be going on yonder.
Little else but weather ever happened in that country—other
than the sun and moon and stars going over—and there was
little for the old men to do but wait for yesterday.

When we arrived, Black Elk was standing outside a shade
made of pine boughs. It was noon. When we left, after sunset,
Flying Hawk said, “That was kind of funny, the way the old
man seemed to know you were coming!” My son remarked
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that he had the same impression; and when I had known the
great old man for some years I was quite prepared to believe
that he did know, for he certainly had supernormal powers.

Shaking hands with Black Elk, I told him that I was well
acquainted with the Omaha Indians and with many of the
Sioux; that I had come to get acquainted with him and have a
little talk about old times.

“Ah-h-h!” he said, indicating that my suggestion was satis-
factory. I was well stocked with packages of cigarettes, and I
passed these around, giving special attention to our two unin-
vited guests, who had squatted near their ponies at a respect-
ful distance with their backs to us, not wishing to intrude but
none the less eager to share in the meeting. Then we sat down
on the ground, smoking and waiting in silence.

Black Elk, with his near-blind stare fixed on the ground,
seemed to have forgotten us. I was about to break the silence
by way of getting something started, when the old man
looked up to Flying Hawk, the interpreter, and said (speaking
Sioux, for he knew no English): “As I sit here, I can feel in
this man beside me a strong desire to know the things of the
Other World. He has been sent to learn what I know, and 1
will teach him.”

He was silent again for some minutes; then he spoke to his
little grandson, who sat near us, and the boy ran up to the log
cabin at the top of the hill. Presently he returned with a
sacred ornament which, I learned later, had belonged to
Black Elk’s father (who also was a holy man) and had been
used for many years by both father and son in their sacred
ceremonies. It consists of a leather star tinged with blue, and
from the center of the star hangs a strip of hide from the
breast of a buffalo, together with a feather from the wing of
an eagle. The ornament is suspended from a leather loop to
be placed about the neck. Holding the star before us, Black
Elk said: “Here you see the Morning Star. Who sees the
Morning Star shall see more, for he shall be wise.” Then lift-
ing the eagle feather, he said: “This means Wakon Tonka
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(the Great Mysterious One); and it also means that our
thoughts should rise high as the eagles do.” Then, lifting the
strip of buffalo hide, he said: “This means all the good things
of this world—food and shelter.” Handing the ornament to
me, he said: “My friend, I wish you all these things. Put it
around your neck.”

I thanked the old man and did as he directed. Thereafter
we all smoked in silence for awhile, Black Elk with bowed
head, staring at the ground.

Finally, the old man began talking about a vision that had
come to him in his youth. It was his power-vision, as I learned
later, and his fragmentary references to it were evidently in-
tended only to arouse my curiosity, for he could not speak
freely about a matter so sacred before the assembled com-
pany. It was like half seeing, half sensing a strange and beauti-
ful landscape by brief flashes of sheet lightning.

Often I broke the old man’s prolonged silences by referring
to the old times before the evil days began and the white men
possessed the land. I recalled great battles, high moments in
Sioux history, and he would respond politely; but it was
increasingly clear that his real interest was in “the things of
the Other World.”

The sun was near to setting when Black Elk said: “There is
so much to teach you. What I know was given to me for men
and it is true and it is beautiful. Soon I shall be under the
grass and it will be lost. You were sent to save it, and you must
come back so that I can teach you.” And I said: “I will come
back, Black Elk. When do you want me?” He replied, “In the
spring when the grass is so high” (indicating the breadth of a
hand).

That winter I corresponded with Black Elk through his
son, Ben, who had attended Carlisle for a year or two, and
thus arrangements were made for an extended visit the fol-
lowing spring.’

! See Appendix 1.
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During early May, 1931, in company with my eldest daugh-
ter, Enid, who had been my secretary for several years, and
my second daughter, Hilda, I returned to Black Elk’s home
that he might relate his life-story to me in fulfillment of a duty
that he felt incumbent upon him. His chief purpose was to
“save his Great Vision for men.”

Great preparations had been made for our coming. Many
small pine trees, brought from a considerable distance, were
set up around the log cabin, and a sacred tepee, painted with
spiritual symbols, had been erected for our dwelling.

The talks began each day shortly after breakfast and often
continued until late at night. There were occasional brief
intervals of rest when the old man, without comment or
apology, would lie down with his head on his arm and fall
asleep almost immediately. In a few minutes he would waken,
evidently greatly refreshed, and continue his narrative as
though there had been no interruption. Most of the time old
“long-hair” friends of Black Elk, some much older than he,
were present, occasionally supplementing his narrative with
their own memories.

Black Elk’s son, Ben, acted as interpreter throughout the
visit, and my daughter, Enid, a skilled stenographer, kept a
faithful record of the narrative and the conversations.> Her
voluminous stenographic notes, together with her transcript
thereof, are preserved among my papers in the Western His-
torical MSS Collections of the University of Missouri.

Columbia, Mo.
Dec. 1, 1960.

? See Appendix III.
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