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ABSTRACT 

This thesis focuses on the history of a group of Lakota people who moved from 

the Pine Ridge and Rosebud reservations in South Dakota to Alliance, a small railroad 

and agricultural town in the Nebraska panhandle between the 1940s and 1960s. This 

study addresses a gap in the research about Indian peoples in this century by virtue of its 

focus on a small off-reservation community. It examines the part Indians played in the 

local economy and explores the inter-racial dynamics affecting that role. Class and social 

distinctions structured Alliance's community life. Attention to key factors—federal 

Indian policy, military presence, labor patterns, law enforcement, corporations, railroad 

employment policies, and establishment of the Indian Social Center in 1949 by the 

United Church Women—illustrates how class and race affected Alliance's citizens. 

Narratives were collected from twelve residents in order to bring personal voices to the 

work. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This is an exciting time in the field of American Indian Studies. At last, more and 

more Indian people are joining the ranks of ethnographers, historians, and anthropologists 

to tell and re-tell their stories, their histories, their lives. This thesis seeks to fill in a 

small facet of this growing body of literature. The countless contributions Indian people 

made in the formation of America and within each of its regions has in the past been 

largely ignored or unknown. The labors of this country's indigenous and minority people 

helped make America possible. Their individual contributions and tribal land cessions 

through treaties were vital to the growth of the American economy, standard of living, 

and facilitated the rise of the industrial age. However, this vital role has for the most part 

been denied tlie attention it deserves, and even now many still struggle for a place of 

equity. 

The Lakota neighborhood of South Alliance is the focus of this thesis, and is an 

example of how the contributions of one particular group of Indian people shaped and 

altered one small town in the Midwest during this century. South Alliance is a small part 

of the larger Midwestern community of Alliance, which is located in the Nebraska 

Panhandle. South Alliance is located literally "on the wrong side of the tracks" in 

respect to the greater town of Alliance. The target years of this history are from World 

War II through the 1960s, when I focus on the lives of those people who chose to leave 

their neighboring reservations to live in a small, white railroad and agricultural 

community. 
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More specifically, I attempted to discover answers to the following questions; 

What led Lakota people away from their reservations and into towns like Alliance, and 

did reservation economics play a part? What racial dynamics existed in Alliance, and if 

found to be problematic, from where did those problems originate? Did racial dynamics 

play a role in the economic and social status of Lakota families once in Alliance? If so, 

how did racial dynamics and the economy of Alliance express itself in the Lakota 

neighborhood of South Alliance? 

Consistent demographics are nearly nonexistent for the Lakota residents of South 

Alliance. Well documented written works specific to this area are also scarce. The 

sources that are available came from an extensive search of city, county, newspaper, 

library, and museum documents, supplemented by a few oral histories of residents.' 

Most importantly, the intention is to tell this story as closely as possible from an Indian 

standpoint, to reflect the great pride discovered in the residents who call South Alliance 

their home. 

As soon as I entered into the oral interview process, I faced an unforseen 

shortcoming—my target population proved to be quite small. The plan was to interview 

as many people as possible that had lived in South Alliance as early as the 1940s, in order 

to gain insights from those who had experienced all the phases of change the 

neighborhood endured. What I found was that many of the people who fit these criteria 

'For a complete profile of narrators, please refer to Appendix A. 
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had either moved away or were deceased. Of those who did remain, other factors 

restricted the availability of likely candidates. Not being a Lakota speaker, nor a long 

time resident of the community prevented me from gathering narratives from some of the 

most elderly. Choosing summertime to gather my research hindered me from 

interviewing those who travel the pow-wow circuit. Another sad fact that reduced the 

number of eligible people to interview was their sudden hospitalization. Lastly, several 

Lakotas I approached declined to be interviewed simply because they felt as though they 

really had nothing important to say about their life during those years. 

Broadening my narrator base had more than practical reasons, however. I 

discovered the necessity of including a more representative population of Soudi Alliance, 

as the Lakota neighborhood in South Alliance was quite small and not as isolated as I had 

originally believed. South Alliance was surprisingly diverse during this time period. 

Consequently, I interviewed a number of non-Indians who fit the same residence 

parameters. Their input was quite valuable, and inclusion of their interviews tells a v^der 

story about social dynamics. 

The kinds of questions I asked" were designed to get memories moving back 

twenty to fifty years ago. Usually the first question determined how and when their 

families came to live in South Alliance. From there, I let their reminiscences guide the 

interview. Some common themes began to emerge from these recollections. Work life 

"For a listing of sample questions, please see Appendix B. 
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centered around the railroad, agriculture, and the War industries. Talk of city growth 

hinged upon the building of the Army Air Base, and the resultant new neighborhoods the 

industry created. Inter-racial dynamics focused on acknowledged prejudices from both 

"sides of the tracks." Everyone remembered the great blizzard of'48, which caused 

hardships for all, but hit the old Indian camping grounds (or "Indian Town" as it was then 

derogatorily known) neighborhood particularly hard. This event raised the awareness 

amongst the greater Alliance citizenry about the living conditions for the Lakota, which 

sparked social programs aimed at bettering conditions. As for social life, many people 

recalled the Indian Social Center as the main place for positive community activities. 

Since the population of South Alliance was so varied, the infamous restaurant/bar/brothel 

known as 101 Sweetwater catered to other kinds of diversions, and everyone remembered 

how this place made the greatest contribution to criminal activity and to the negative 

reputation given that side of town. 

The reality of daily inter-racial dynamics naturally emerged out of these 

interviews. It is interesting to note that almost everyone acknowledged the divisions of 

society along racial lines, but the prevailing attitude was one of "that's just the way it 

was," with the belief that neighborhood segregations were inevitable back then, but that 

things are better today. How and why did this particular mix of humanity, in one 

particular location, shake itself out onto different streets, and onto different rungs of the 

social ladder? 

Several theories about political and economic structures exist that attempt to 
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explain the perpetuation of social strata.^ If it is true that privileged classes create and 

control the economic structures that perpetuate the acceptance of some and deny access of 

wealth to odiers, then this town appears to be no exception. In the case of the panhandle 

region, pioneers, homesteaders, and merchants of expansionist leanings, collaborated 

with the railroad, the military, and agriculture to dispossess the Lakota from their hunting 

grounds. 

Alliance/South Alliance's very inception was borne of the same late 19"' century 

compact, resulting in a fairly homogenous population for about fifty years thereafter. 

During World War II the same entities continued to dictate economic growth, spawning 

the next great boom period, evident in the Army's Air Base construction. Throughout the 

life of the Base, only Indian day labor was in high demand in these same industries. The 

broadest picture this kind of theorizing paints is one of social strata based on white 

American birthright. On a local level, this problematic structuring instigated and 

perpetuated stereotyping and racial divisions, the legacy of which persists into this 

centiuy. 

Evidence of this legacy of social positioning is best found in the recollections of 

the people who lived the reality of such a situation. Twelve people were interviewed for 

this thesis. Three of them (Sally Huntley, and siblings George and Elizabeth Garden) 

3 

See analysis of Marx's and Foucault's theories in the following works: John E. Gurmly, History and 

Totality: Radical Historicism from Heeel to Foucault (New York: Blackwell, 1986) and Paul A. Hamori, 
The Communist Manifesto: A framework for a Critical Analysis and a Cursory Interpretation (Muncie, 
Indiana: Ball State University, 1974). 
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represent full blood and mixed blood families. To supplement the Lakota viewpoint on 

life in South Alliance, I also incorporated the voices of a few residents that Professor 

Kenneth Lincoln interviewed twenty years prior in his ethnographic study of Native 

America, The Good Red Road. One black gentleman (Charles Lewellen) and eight white 

women and men (Alexander Baimer, Carelton and Judith Deuel, Robert and Susan 

Kimball, Sarah Lisco, Tracy Stegal, and Peter Yoder) made up the remainder of the 

narrators. Taken together, the mix of people is roughly proportionate to population 

numbers of South Alliance. Even though everyone I interviewed stated they did not care 

whether their real names were used or not, each person was assigned a pseudonym. 1 

chose the surnames from counties and towns in the region, and no relationship to these 

individuals can be inferred by the choice of common first names. All interviews were 

conducted in their homes during the summer of 1996. Transcribing was done exclusively 

by me, and any words enclosed in brackets Q, were added by me for clarity. Copies of the 

transcripts were released (pseudonyms intact) with their permission to the Oral History 

Archives at the University of South Dakota at Vermillion. 

In the following Literature Review, 1 discuss the scholarship relevant to this 

particular study in terms of Indian-American history, ethnography, and oral interviewing. 

Literature Review 

Much of the scholarly attention given Indian peoples places them in a static past, 

and as a result, little exists in written form as to the lives of Indian peoples in this century. 

An exception to this are the books written surrounding the impact of federal Indian policy 
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on Indian lands and lifeways. For further interest along these lines, see Cycles of 

Conquest by Edward H. Spicer, The State of Native America edited by Annette Jaimes, 

The Roots of Dependency by Richard White, American Indians. American Justice by 

Vine Deloria, Jr. and Clifford M. Lytle, The Great Father by Francis Paul Prucha, The 

American Indian in Western Legal Thought by Robert A. Williams, Jr. and The Political 

Economy of North American Indians, edited by John H. Moore. These books are 

extremely helpful in understanding the legacy of Indian-White relations on a national 

level, and realizing the cause and effect of these policies on a tribe by tribe basis. 

One result of these policies was a steady migration of Indian people from 

reservations to urban areas, especially during the Relocation Act era of the 1950s. 

Returning veterans firom the Korean and World Wars desired to make changes for their 

people during this same time. This shift to self-determination was evident in Alliance, 

Nebraska too. However, not much literature exists that examines the everyday lives of 

Indians in small, off-reservation rural communities. 

Considerable attention has focused on those who signed on to the Relocation 

program, giving due attention to those tribes who participated. Many books explore the 

effects on the economy, the attempt at maintaining identity, and the often disastrous 

results of Relocation in big cities such as Chicago, Detroit, Denver, Mirmeapolis, Los 

Angeles, and Dallas. For more information on these subjects, see American Indian 

Urbanization and The American Indian in Urban Society, both edited by Jack O. Waddell 

and O. Michael Watson, Indians: The Urban Dilemma by Edgar J. Dosman, and 
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Reservation to Citv: Indian Migration and Federal Relocation by Elaine M. Neill. Yet 

overall, only a very few works concern themselves with those Indians who "relocated" 

long before the Relocation Era, particularly those who settled in less popular states or 

glamourous cities. 

There are a few scholars who write about the social histories of modem Indian 

communities. Being Comanche. A Social History of an American Indian Community by 

Morris W. Foster, is one work in this genre that explored the ways in which reservation 

Indians maintained their social constructs, and adjusted them to suit the times—all the 

while remaining distinctly Comanche. Foster, like many ethnographers, went into his 

project with a set purpose, emerging from the research process with a distinctly different 

result, having been shaped by the people he studied. This thesis echoes his experiences in 

that we both desired our work to come from an Indian voice as much as possible, while 

backed with locally specific archival data. We also shared the enrichment of our research 

derived from both informal conversations and formal interviews, and the priceless benefit 

of forming close, lasting ties with a small group of people whom we utilized as our most 

credible sources.' 

Another model social history is The Saga of Coe Ridge: A Studv in Oral History 

by William Lynwood Montell. While The Saga of Coe Ridge is not about Indians, but 

about blacks and lower class whites living in a very remote area, Montell's work points 

out that a significant, credible history can be written despite gaps in documented written 

sources. In Montell's introduction, he lays out the controversies in using folklore to write 
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histories, acknowledging "The use of data, however, does make it possible to take a 

personal approach to history—that is, to consider the people as a living force. This is the 

critical distinction between folk history and history written by orthodox methods of 

research." - Where this thesis overlaps The Sage of Coe Ridge is in the use of a particular 

population, the Lakota, as a living force, impacting their new place of residence—South 

Alliance—which could be considered to be a remote area of the country. Other 

similarities include the lack of extensive demographic detail, few living members 

remaining to interview, and the language barrier. In keeping with the desire to present an 

Indian viewpoint, it was also important to me to not force conclusions derived from the 

interviews, but rather to let individual and collective opinions stand on their own.^ 

Authors Lynwood Montell and Barbara Allen assert in their book From Memorv 

to History: Using Oral Sources in Local Historical Research, that "Orally communicated 

history is a valid and valuable source of historical information, as oral tradition and 

formal history compliment one another. Each body of knowledge possesses qualities that, 

taken together, form a fuller historical record."^ This thesis fits into the shift from 

political to social history the authors discuss, from the national or international to the 

local level, in which the focus is on a specific time period looking at ethnic and 

mainstream group history, specifically neighborhoods in counties or towns.' For future 

research on this Lakota neighborhood, I would employ many more oral histories, because 

it is only from their voices that little known experiences or events can be discovered and 

documented.® 
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This desire is further inspired by Julie Cruikshank's collaborative ethnographic 

work on women in the Yukon called Life Lived Like a Storv: Life Stories of Three Yukon 

Native Elders. She discusses the changing attitude in her profession regarding the 

recording of life histories from an auxiliary function to that of credible, primary purpose: 

Instead of working from the conventional formula in which an outside 

investigator initiates and controls the research, this model depends on 

ongoing collaboration between interviewer and interviewee. Such a model 

begins by taking seriously what people say about their lives rather than 

treating their words simply as an illustration of some other process.^ 

Cruikshank quickly abandoned the methodologies she learned in her university 

training in order to adapt her research to the "unconventional" directions and approaches 

to oral narrative her narrators preferred. In this way, both parties benefitted the most from 

their collaboration. Life Lived Like a Story is an important volume, because it 

demonstrates the direction such encounters should have taken from the begirming of the 

disciplines of archeology, anthropology, and ethnography. Works following her lead 

should comprise the future efforts of publications in these fields as well. 

Life Lived Like a Storv also offers real insight into the unique factors inherent in 

collecting oral histories specific to Indian communities. Aside from language and culture 

barriers, the author frankly discusses the shortcomings as well as the possibilities that can 

arise from an outsider coming into a community, attempting to present an accurate 

account of its history and/or some of its individuals, "Its real value, though, lies in 
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providing a framework for hearing a narrator convey some of the richness and subtlety of 

experience by explaining how normative rules actually worked during her [or his] own 

life."* This is perhaps the highest purpose such collaborations can attain. 

When recording my interviews, I incorporated the recommendations of the above 

ethnographers with the practical suggestions made by Willa K. Baum in Transcribing and 

Editing Oral History: 

Oral history is a modem research technique for preserving knowledge of 

historical events as recounted by participants. It involves the tape 

recording of an interview with a knowledgeable person, someone who 

knows whereof he or she speaks from personal participation or 

observation, about a subject of historical interest.' 

Thus 1 created the initial base of my target population for interviews. It made sense that 

in order to determine the reality of everyday life for South Alliance residents I should 

seek out those people who moved there shortly before or during World War II. 

The city of Alliance is already discussed in respect to its Lakota population in two 

books. One is the autobiography of Mark Moruroe, who is still a resident. An Indian in 

White America is a very personal, informal account of one man's life. He began his life 

on the Rosebud reservation, and moved to South Alliance as a child. He served in the 

Korean War, returned home to marry his sweetheart, and raised his family there. His 

devotion to the service of others is evident in the work he and his family continue to do 

through the American Indian Council house, where the hungry are fed, and the sick are 
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transported to and from medical facilities. The information he presents about life for 

Indians in South Alliance is very startling at times, but through it all is a quest for dignity, 

and a message of hope that things will continue to get better. He is a remarkable man 

who has survived the devastation of alcoholism, and several family deaths due to diabetes 

and other tragedies. That he has chosen to write his life story is an honor to us all. 

Professor Kenneth Lincoln v^orote a few chapters in his book. The Good Red Road 

about Alliance, also his hometown. Although Lincoln was a non-Indian, and like most of 

its citizenry was raised in ignorance of the conditions in South Alliance, he is 

commendable in that he tried as an adult to understand what happened there: 

Coming home for me meant returning to working parents, settled in the 

north end of tovm, and visiting my adopted Lakota family who lived south 

of the tracks. I'd left Alliance swearing off a flatland where the wind blew 

without mercy, the people tunneled tightly into themselves, and the 

community fixed its terms in knuckle-down drive masked behind poker-

faced instinct.... What was my own native America?'" 

He wrote his book in the late 1970s, during the rise of the Native American Renaissance, 

and the Self-Determination Era. The panhandle region is described in great detail, as well 

as the people of European and Euro-American descent who "settled" the area: 

If fighting the climate and Indians weren't enough, these immigrants 

struggled with one another—sodbusters and cattle herders, reformists and 

revivalists, the law and the outlaw, the damned and the saved. My 
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forebears were rock-hard men and gritty women... .To survive, the people 

had to be as tough as the sod itself, once the very walls of their homes." 

The Good Red Road is perhaps the first and only book which includes a partial 

history of South Alliance. However, Lincoln's research was conducted for different 

reasons than mine, his interviews collected primarily from Indian (ex) alcoholics, and 

published twenty years prior to my interest. Monroe's and Lincohi's books proved to be 

the greatest resources utilized in this research. 

Chapter One begins with a brief background of northwestern Nebraska before and 

during the first stages of permanent white settlement. Then the complicated factors on 

the South Dakota reservations that drove Lakotas from their borders are examined, 

particularly those factors leading to economic dependency on wage labor. The combined 

forces of the military, the army, federal policies, and expansionist movements of the late 

1800s not only facilitated the Lakota exodus, but continued to influence the lives of off-

reservation Indians generations later in the twentieth century. 

At the time of Alliance's creation in 1888, this extensive and complicated 

collaboration continued to influence economic and social dynamics amidst the newly 

designed panhandle landscape. Later, when the Army Air Force Paratrooper Base was 

built in the 1940s, this same collaboration dictated what the resultant economic and 

population boom would mean to the crowded citizenry on both sides of the tracks. 

Burgeoning populations of many races quickly converged within a small and ill-equipped 

city limits, all in anticipation of new opportunities. As a result, already present societal 
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delineations became solidified along racial lines in terms of access to housing, jobs, and 

quality of life. Not surprisingly, the Lakota (as well as other minorities of color) were 

extensively denied equal admittance. 

In Chapter Three a great deal of attention is given to the south side of town in 

terms of living conditions and Indian/non-Indian interaction. The content of this chapter 

is drawn mostly from interviews in order to bring out personal viewpoints of that shared 

reality. Chapter Four details the bawdy history of an infamous business establishment in 

South Alliance in order to gain further insight into how allowances are made in the face 

of social segregations. Although 101 Sweetwater was not an Indian "institution" per se, 

its presence was an integral part of the negative reputation of the south side of the tracks. 

Chapter Five addresses the problems of law enforcement, racial prejudices, and 

derogatory stereotypes created and perpetuated by 101 Sweetwater. Here again socially 

sanctioned complicity between the railroad, the military, and business played out in 

Alliance, this time on the streets and in the courts. Chapter Six ends the thesis by 

chronicling positive action and co-operation between Indians and non-Indians in an effort 

to improve living conditions for the Lakota in South Alliance, and to establish better 

relationships throughout the community. The Indian Social Center facility was built on 

these foundations, and became a model for tovras with similar Indian populations. In the 

conclusion, I sum up the results of my research by showing how the questions posed 

above regarding this aspect of Lakota history were answered. 



CHAPTER ONE 
LAKOTA COUNTRY BEFORE AND AFTER THE 1800S 

Long before arbitrary lines formed the state boundaries of present day Nebraska, 

the Sandhills region of the Great Plains was established Lakota territory, specifically of 

the Oglala and Brule bands.'- Northwestern Nebraska is a semi-arid, virtually treeless 

plain, punctuated in places by great buttes, which served as landmarks for Indians and 

later explorers and settlers. Box Butte county, for which Alliance is the county seat, is 

named after one such butte. 

What is fascinating about this part of the country is its relatively recent, permanent 

settlement by non-Indians. Prior to the late 1800s, the indigenous inhabitants of Nebraska 

Territory experienced little or infrequent contact with white explorers, trappers, traders, 

or government agents.'^ Coronado, Lewis and Clark, Caitlin, Lisa, Stuart, Sublette, 

Maximilian, Long, and Audubon all ventured through the area, but it was the Louisiana 

Purchase that put Nebraska Territory on the American map in 1804.''* Forty to fifty years 

later, stage lines and wagon trails acted as a bridge between sporadic exploration and 

more permanent interest in the region. Gold fever in California and the Black Hills, and 

western migration through the Platte River Valley cut new trails into Lakota country, 

transporting the greedy and the hopeful to boom towns and points fiirther west. The 

Bordeaux trading post did an active fior trade business for over twenty years in the area, 

before it was burned down in the 1870s.'^ Other trading posts came later, but these were 

attached to forts. 
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The presence of the military after the Civil War outlined the parameters of the 

Indian Wars on the Great Plains. Two forts existed in the Nebraska panhandle, and were 

part of an extensive network of some dozen forts in the western states of the Dakotas, 

Nebraska, and Wyoming that headquartered the units that fought or supported the Indian 

Wars. Fort Robinson was established in 1874, and Fort Niobrara in 1879, their duties 

being to control hostile Indian activities, guard homesteaders, and protect Indian cattle 

from white rustlers.'® Although the Treaties of 1868 gave the Lakota hunting rights north 

of the Platte River in Nebraska as long as the buffalo remained plenty," all Indians living 

in Nebraska were removed to reservations in South Dakota in 1881.'^ Even though the 

Indian Wars supposedly ended after Wounded Knee 1 in 1890, the threat of violence and 

potential extermination due to the close proximity of the forts remained very real to the 

Lakota. The combat troops stationed at Fort Niobrara were not withdrawn until 1906, nor 

ft-om Fort Robinson until 1919." 

The roots of Indian-White relations in the twentieth century began in the 

nineteenth century when non-Indian attitudes changed (fi-om a previous attitude 

composed generally of accommodation and co-existence with Indian Nations) in 

conjunction with expansionist urges. This mode of thinking became the foundation of 

Indian policies during the Reservation Era; "Among the whites, what little respect that 

might have existed for the Indian's rights to their land was forgotten, and the notion that 

the Indian should give up his land and move on became more and more popular.""" 

Conflicts arose over passers-through: 



22 

The plains tribes regarded the territory through which the trail ran as their 

own.... It seemed to them only just that if whites must come through the 

area, they owed the owners some recompense for the damage they caused. 

The white immigrants, of course, did not see it that way at all. The land 

belonged to the United States, and Indians demanding goods or live stock 

were obnoxious beggars or arrogant robbers. Whites of that era were 

already inclined to contempt for people with darker skins and different 

ways, and were predisposed by literature and folklore to think of Indians as 

dangerous, unpredictable creatures, liable to attack for no other reason 

than natural malevolence.-' 

After the last of the Lakota bands surrendered at the forts in the 1890s, their 

hunting grounds cleared of buffalo and the panhandle of Nebraska opened for 

homesteading, this part of the country was settled in tandem with federal Indian policies 

that touted ideals about instigating new economies and opportunities for Indians on the 

reservations. The rhetoric held that civilization was equated with farming and industry, 

not trading and hunting, and some new kind of economy had to be created on the 

reservations to replace the old. 

Reservation life for the Lakota on the Rosebud and the Pine Ridge was indicative 

of the country's sentiment towards the "Indian Problem." One component of the policies 

was not seen as destructive, but instead, helpful to the surviving: 

Policy makers and friends of the Indian believed that Indians placed on 
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reservations would be protected from unscrupulous whites, and that the 

only hope of survival for the dvnndling Indian population, ravaged by 

white man's diseases, alcohol, and malnourishment, was to protect and 

civilize the Indian by placing him in a restricted situation where he could 

be taught the skills necessary to get along in the new world that had 

overtaken him." 

Another way of expressing the prevailing attitude towards Indians by missionaries, 

settlers, politicians. Christian Friends of the Indian, and the military of the day was 

expressed by David Wishart in An Unspeakable Sadness: The Dispossession of the 

Nebraska Indians: 

Both humanitarians and expansionists could support that plan [settlement 

on reservations], the former because they believed that they were rescuing 

the Indians from a condition of savagery, the latter because they saw no 

reason why the Indians should be allowed to occupy so much land and 

obstruct the ordained westward expansion of Americans.^ 

Becoming farmers was not an easy adjustment for a once nomadic people, 

although some were successful at it. The problem in making a successful transition was 

not always because Lakota families did not try to make it work. Corruption on the Pine 

Ridge and Rosebud Reservations within high- and low-level administration in the Office 

of Indian Affairs [OIA] was not unusual, and contributed to the growing need for Indian 

men and women to work for wage labor: 



24 

Many abuses grew from the management of Indian affairs and 

reservations. They were a boon to frontier business, with collusion 

between some agents, traders and political figures bringing financial gain 

at the Indian's expense. For example, one estimate claims that over 

300,000 head of cattle allotted for Indian food in the 1860's never reached 

the reservations... .Indian Service salaries were very poor in the last 

century, but an agent could do quite well if shady dealings were not a 

matter of conscience.""* 

Changes in economics amongst the Lakota began much earlier, prior to the Reservation 

Era. By the 1830s they had been "drawn into the world economy by trade...engaged in 

the production of buffalo robes to exchange with the American fur company,"-^ but this 

transition from hunter, trapper, and trader to the singular profession of farmer required 

government assistance in the form of equipment and training. Because of this 

requirement, shifting into farming suffered from the corruption evident in Indian Affairs 

at the time, which further interfered with daily life: 

During the period from about 1880 to the New Deal, the OIA instituted a 

mode of domination over the Lakota composed of a set of administrative 

technologies of power. These technologies included agency courts and 

police forces, trust restrictions on individual lands and funds, and the 

ration system. Together they formed an integrated system for the 

surveillance and control of both mass behavior, as in the case above, as 
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well as the behavior of individuals and families down to the minute details 

of household composition and use of land and cash."® 

Because of mis-management at the top, trust restrictions on Indian land, the alarming loss 

of land through allotment, after which homesteading was allowed in the first decade of 

1900s,"^ renting scattered family lands was often more profitable than working it 

themselves. 

Eventually many Lakota were forced into a situation where wage labor was their 

only option for making a living, on or off the reservation. Corruption in the ration system 

and annuity payments also contributed to this inevitability. Their issuance required direct 

control of Indian behavior, and the dispersement of rations was designed to prevent 

wandering."^ Irregular and inadequate issuance caused a cycle of debt as well, solidifying 

the dependence on wage labor. The payments were used to purchase necessities at the 

licensed trading posts, where "in most cases there was not enough money to see a family 

through a year, so credit was arranged. Prices were pegged to make a big profit, 

sometimes as high as 400 percent, and Indians were continually in debt."-^ When the 

ration system was dropped in 1902, daily labor became essential to survival for many 

people. Eventually, agency employment was not enough to support the demands of the 

reservation populations, and people had to turn outside the reservation in increasing 

numbers to find promise of a better life. 

Living conditions during this transitional period were so bad that people were 

dying. The rate of deaths was 23.5 per 1000 in 1925 on the Rosebud, while the rates in 
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the state of Nebraska ran 7.9 per 1000.^° Any gains in self-sufficiency in the 1920s were 

lost to the depression years and droughts, and again people could not help but look 

outside the reservation for survival.^' The most easily accessible places to gain 

employment were those closest to reservations—towns within an hour or so of their 

borders. Job prospects outside die reservation were usually unglamourous, hard, and 

unsteady; found during seasonal harvests, in menial railroad work and other businesses.^-

Limited employment prospects were the result of what scholars acknowledge as a 

powerful, yet often overlooked, parmership between government, corporations, and the 

railroad." The roots of Indian "dependency" began after the Civil War, when 

industrialization became "equated with civilization," and this ideal applied to Nebraska, 

from which the Lakota were removed to make room for civilization.^"* Indeed, the 

profound notion "that Native American History is best understood not as a cultural 

conflict between Indian and European invaders, but as an economic conflict between 

precapitalist or communal modes of production and capitalist modes,"^^ seems to apply in 

northwestern Nebraska as well. 

If, as scholars suggest, big business, govenunent, and reservation governments 

had successfully collaborated to provide workable programs where the Lakota could enter 

into capitalism on an equal standing, then once they left the reservations, better jobs than 

menial and seasonal labor would have been made available for them.^^ The government 

programs that did exist were mostly "showcases," in an effort to display attempts of 

"good will toward minorities and of its commitment to democratic principles."" 
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The presence of the railroad however, was perhaps the greatest factor that 

contributed to the eventual dependence upon wage labor for the Lakota. Railroad 

expansion facilitated the ease with which the army could receive supplies and dispatch 

troops on sustained campaigns.^* Extensive, rapid development and permanent settlement 

of western Nebraska in the 1880s by non-Indians occurred in the wake of the Army's 

work. Railroad lines forever altered the landscape of the region and its economy, both on 

and off the reservations. Ironically, the very ties between the railroad, corporations, 

agriculture, and later war efforts were those that provided work so desperately needed for 

the Lakota off their reservations, in small towns such as Alliance, Nebraska. 

Alliance. Queen Citv of the Plains: Railroad. Bom and Bred 

The area of the Nebraska panhandle was homesteaded by immigrants very late 

(mid-1880s) and relatively quickly, its towns springing up just as fast. Alliance was no 

exception, its name deriving from the merging of two railroad divisions.^' The original 

600 acres of land that became Alliance was purchased by the Lincoln Land Company 

from the government at less than $40 per acre, in anticipation of the junction site of two 

lines of the Chicago, Burlington, and Quincy Railroad (CB&Q).''° The town was founded 

and incorporated into Box Butte County in 1888."" 

This intimate connection between the Alliance's growth and prosperity, 

agriculture, and the railroad remains to this day. "The railroad advertised widely and ran 

special trains of land seekers to the site in order to promote settlement."^" By the time 

Alliance welcomed the first train, it had grown into a roaring railroad town of nearly 3000 
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people."*^ Part of this population growth may be attributed to the absorption of 

surrounding villages, towns, and outposts that faded away once Alliance was established 

as the county seat, and a viable city."" 

The CB&Q anticipated great profits in shipping coal, cement, lumber, passengers, 

cattle, and other agricultural products to and from the adjoining divisions in Sheridan and 

Casper Wyoming, and Sterling, Colorado, coimecting the Alliance division to a vast rail 

line network/^ From the viewpoint of American settlers, the railroad in western 

Nebraska was never just a means of transporting goods and people; 

It facilitated the amenities of civilization, settled the newcomers, played 

friendly neighbor to the lonely, provided work for the jobless, enhanced 

the prosperity of business and industry, paid taxes, helped establish law 

and order, and meanwhile submitted to government regulation/® 

Farming industries were the other constant that fueled Alliance's economy, which 

cycled through times of good and bad. Agriculture was the first industry that drew 

reservation Indians into the area, if only on a seasonal, temporary basis up until the 1940s. 

Potash^ was another agricultural industry that boomed for only seven years early in the 

century: 

The First World War brought a demand for domestic potash. The 

exploitation of the deposits around the communities east of Alliance 

•'Potash is a "hard, white, brittle compound, strongly alkaline and caustic...used in the manufacture of soap, 
glass, etc." (Webster's New Twentieth Century Dictionary, Unabridged, Second Edition. 1979. William Collins 
Publishers, Inc.) 



29 

brought new economic growth to the City until 1918. The end of the war 

saw the renewed importation of potash from foreign markets, and the 

boom ended."*^ 

Potatoes became a big crop in the fields around Alliance, along with com, wheat, 

and beets, and Lakota labor was essential every harvest season. By World War II, 

Alliance's dependence on Lakota labor became extremely evident when a labor shortage 

caused by the tremendous labor demand of the Air Base threatened the harvests of 1942 

and 1943.^ Articles in the local paper followed the developments of the intense concern 

to get 9,000 acres of the crop successfully to market during a time of increased war-time 

demand, and shortages of machinery: 

Newman, who is connected with the Nebraska Potato Growers 

Association pointed out that the Indians from the reservation are subject to 

the draft the same as other Americans, and many of the able-bodied 

workers who have been here in the past are now in the Army. However, 

pickers are already here and it is workers, who an handle the 100 pound 

sacks, load them on trucks and put them in cellars, who are needed. 

Harold Mahan, manager of the employment office told the group that by 

the time harvest season arrives there will not be enough Indians employed 

on the project to have any effect on the potato industry. 

^More on this in Chapter Three. 
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Wages to be paid will be 10 cents a hundred or six cents a bushel. A 

good picker will be able to earn from $12 to $20 a day 

The next year the Alliance Times Herald carried a similar article: 

The labor shortage has been a problem for farmers of the county. In the 

past there has been a large supply of Indian labor from the Rosebud and 

Pine Ridge reservations in South Dakota. However, this year many 

Indians have been drafted, and others have jobs doing construction work at 

the project here and at Scottsbluff."^^ 

People remembered seeing Indian workers in the fields, and in the following case, 

working along with them. In fact, the fields may have been the scene of the first Indian-

white encounters in the Panhandle in the 1900s for many Nebraskans. But already, 

divisions of labor along racial lines and quality of life were evident: 

They were our labor force, they sorted and picked potatoes...In those days 

there wasn't any irrigation around here. It was all dry land up here, all 

wheat, com, and potatoes. The Indians would pick them up, and sack 

them, before the equipment of today was available. My mother would sew 

the [potato] sacks shut, and the Indians would load them on the wagons.^" 

[And,] They used to come down from Pine Ridge in the fall, and work in 

the potato or com fields, or whatever labor was necessary. They all 

congregated and lived in that section of town [Tent City]. That was about 

65 years ago.^' 
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Tent City, was also known as the Indian "Camping Grounds," from those days 

when Lakotas would bring their whole families with them to work the seasonal harvests, 

and only needed temporary housing before returning to the reservation. This seasonal 

working trend continued for several decades, until the 1940s, when world events would 

bring tremendous changes again to the Queen City of the Plains. 

To review, the background outlining the institutional factors both on and off the 

reservations that brought Lakotas to Alliance is crucial in understanding their eventual 

dependence on and delegation to wage labor in the first half of the twentieth century. The 

tremendous speed in which their life ways were altered in the last thirty years of the 

nineteenth century accounts for only part of the explanation as to why the Lakota 

experienced difficulties adjusting to and finding acceptance in life outside the 

reservations. 

The military would continue to play a role, albeit a different one, after the Indian 

Wars in the subjugation of Lakota economic opportunity in their old hunting territory. 

Economic changes imposed by corrupt government administration made wage labor a 

scarce necessity. Expansionist thinking became the basis of prejudicial treatment that 

lingered well into modem times, tainting inter-racial dynamics in small towns 

surrounding the reservations. The multiple factors preventing agrarian successes on 

Lakota lands became another irony in their history—the settlers who had the means to 

make a go of homesteading quickly assumed the role of seasonal employers for the 



32 

Lakota laborers off-reservation. The key to understanding the complexity of this history 

is recognizing the pervasive role that government, the military, business, and the railroad 

played not only in the beginning of white settlement of the panhandle, but throughout the 

ensuing decades. The next chapter examines the quickening of the same elements 

discussed in this chapter, during the World War II years. 
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THE WAR EFFORT 
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With the onset of World War II, the small town of Alliance was directly 

connected to larger world events despite its rural location in the American Midwest. 

Alliance was one of eleven Nebraska towns which gained an Army Air Force Base—a 

major boost to its economy and a channel for patriotic support of the War efforts." While 

the Air Base for the 507th Paratroopers was avidly courted and welcomed by the town, 

with it came an exploding population and accompanying growing pains. Building the 

Base caused several problems for Alliance, which may have far outweighed the 

advantages, considering the short duration of the Base's active status. Looking at this 

time period in Alliance's history sheds light on the decade when the solidification of 

neighborhoods along racial/economic lines occurred, and when inter-racial contact 

increased dramatically. 

Negotiations leading to the decision to build the base transpired quickly. In only 

two month's time, the initial investigation by Air Force and Engineering Officers (March 

of 1942), led to official authorization by the War Department in June of 1942^^ to begin 

construction. Alliance began a tremendous construction project, one that had to be 

completed at a furious pace. The City was now responsible for building the headquarters 

of the first air support and glider training base of its kind.^"* Over 3000 acres of land 

purchased just outside of town were transformed into a base that contained four 9,000 

foot concrete landing strips and almost 500 buildings." The life of the Base was not 
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long. By the end of 1945, the Assets Administration declared the Base surplus property, 

and its ownership reverted back to the City/' The three year span the Base was fully 

operational was a wild time for the residents of Alliance, and the town would never be the 

same again. 

All locally available carpenters, masons, plumbers, and electricians were racing 

against time to get the paratrooper Base completed,^' but most new hires came from other 

places.^* It took thousands of laborers, and hundreds of skilled technicians to build the 

Base quickly, and consequently the majority of the labor force came from outside of 

Alliance. The imported work force was a diverse one, including: "Sioux Indians from the 

Pine Ridge and Rosebud Reservations, Mexicans from the Southwest, and Blacks from 

Wichita and Kansas City."^' Although it is unclear exactly how many Lakota laborers and 

their families came to Alliance in the 1940s, it is known that they were part of the 

estimated number of 5,000 Indians by 1943, and of the 23,000 in 1944 that worked in war 

industries all over the United States.®" 

Indians began to stay in Alliance year-round instead of only seasonally, because of 

the nature of these new jobs. This created some unique problems for Indian laborers in 

the work place: 

While the government may have helped to accommodate many of the 

workers, often times Indian laborers faced unique problems working and 

living in Alliance. The housing shortage was one problem, but on the job 

there were many others: During World War II, America's ambivalent 
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attitudes towards Native Americans were clearly revealed in their 

relationships with working-class Indians. On the one hand, government 

officials and employers encouraged the use of these people as a necessary 

labor force in a time of extreme labor needs. On the other hand, personal 

attitudes and biases dictated the level of acceptance which Native 

Americans could expect. Tribal members employed close to their 

reservations often encountered whites who possessed locally accepted 

stereotypes and often prejudices against their tribe. Conversely tribal 

members employed at distant locations confronted less deeply held 

convictions but experienced very little social aid.®' 

Some cultural differences appeared in the workplace, for example, over pay. As 

explained earlier, reservation laborers were often dropped from the ration rolls in order to 

make them dependent on per diem labor. This could be why they insisted on being paid 

in cash when they worked in Alliance, which may have appeared suspicious, or at least 

strange to those co-workers and foremen unaware of previous Lakota work experiences: 

'it used to be when they worked at custom labor, they wanted [to be] paid every day. 

You didn't know if they'll come back the next day or not."®- Another reason for their 

insistence on daily pay came from fears of being "Last hired, first fired"" 

Getting to and staying in Alliance was often far more difficult than for other 

minority laborers: 

In 1942, the Rosebud Sioux, lured to distant industrial centers, earned less 
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than the going wage, possessed meager personal resources, and confronted 

a lack of social aid. Until they received their first paychecks, families 

often could barely pay for transportation to their new jobs, clothes, and 

board. When they turned to social organizations for help during 

emergencies, these agencies denied them aid, because public officials 

incorrectly believed that the federal government completely cared for off-

reservation Indians. In many cities even the hospitals denied Native 

Americans health care, and public agencies offered only enough assistance 

to enable an Indian to return to his reserv'ation."" 

One South Alliance Lakota resident remembered experiencing this deficiency: 

The Indians up on Pine Ridge have access to goverrmient services and 

funds. Bein' off reservation is one hundred percent different. No BIA 

funds, no no thin'. Probably what we got to hang onto, once we get past 

the problem of just surviving, is our art, language, dancing, games, and 

white men want us to forget that. Not that many Indian people are singing 

our songs.®^ 

When the last of the Base jobs dried up at the end of the War, many Lakotas 

retumed to the reservations. It appears that a decade later conditions on the reservations 

remained inadequate enough so that a steady wave of Lakota continued to seek elsewhere 

to live. Pine Ridge Superintendent Benjamin Reifel, interviewed by the Times-Herald in 

1954 called for the removal of racial barriers, so that Indians could take their rightful 
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place in American society: 

...remove conditions that have prompted several business places here to 

post signs saying they do not solicit business from the Indians....since 1948 

Indians have been disposing of land on the 1,800,000-acre Pine Ridge 

reservation at the rate of a half-section of a half-section per day. He said 

only about 75 Pine Ridge families now make sufficient money as farmers 

to pay all their expenses and that this means 1,600 families must seek jobs 

and subsistence elsewhere. 

The fiiture of these people is not on the land, and you people in Alliance 

and in other Western Nebraska communities must recognize the fact that 

these Indian people will be coming your way in increasing numbers. They 

are citizens—not wards, of the United States, and can establish residence in 

your communities in 12 months time—and you must help them find a place 

in your society... 

...On the reservation he tells the Indians that they have obligations to 

work and educate their children—if they are to have the opportunities of 

citizenship afforded them in neighboring communities. He said his office 

would help to keep these Indians from becoming a burden.®® 

The employment opportunities for Indians after the Base closed amounted to 

menial work in the fields (where whole families would work), at the creamery, a nursery, 

the City, or the railroad." Not many people remembered Indians working for the railroad. 
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but Mr. Coleman remembered this: 

One fella, he was a big guy, very husky, and he'd hired himself out as a 

breaker, and he was riding the top of a stockcar. Usually you would cut a 

car off and then set a handbrake and stop it wherever you wanted it to. I 

cut the car off, and told him to set the handbrake on it-there were other 

cars down in there. For some reason he didn't or couldn't set it, and there 

were other cars that were standing down in the yards, and he fell off the 

top of that and fell right on his back, down on the ground. I thought I'd 

killed him! It did knock the wind out of him, though. I told him to go 

over to the depot and sit down, and if he wasn't better in a few minutes, 

we'd call an ambulance. He said 'No, I'm all right,' and he stayed out 

there and worked. No repercussions of any kind~I guess he made it— 

that's quite a feat; it broke open his shirt, he hit the ground so hard.®* 

The presence of all those workers needed to build the Base caused a troubling 

housing shortage also. Nearly seven thousand people lived in Alliance in 1940. Only 

two years later the population swelled to include over 5,000 Base workers, and by the end 

of the War it included over 14,000 paratroopers and attached persoimel.®' But in 1942, at 

the beginning of the boom, housing choices were limited, and people were desperate to 

rent anything. A north side resident remembered this frantic time: "Oh yes. The 

population doubled then. The housing area "Chimney Town" was built because of the 



39 

Air Base. People were desperate to rent anything, even chicken houses! [laughs]"™ 

New housing divisions such as the government-sponsored Chimney town were 

built quickly. Another housing option was FHA (Federal Housing Authority) financed 

home building.^' At this time, the various neighborhoods in Alliance became more 

clearly racially marked as a result. If you were poor and white, or colored, or Indian, you 

lived in South Alliance. During a heated town meeting, one South Alliance resident said: 

"I'm not against the Indians, but I think they should have a place more to themselves. I 

don't like to wake up in the morning and find two or three tepees in my back yard."^ 

Another resident remembered, "What mattered was getting the Base built, and the cheap 

labor didn't really matter,so housing options for the Lakota were not very good. 

If you were Lakota, you likely lived on the old "Indian Camping Grounds," site in 

South Alliance, then more popularly referred to as "Tent City" or "Indian Town," in tipis 

or shelters that were "World War I army tents heated by wood or kerosene stoves."" The 

number of tents and tipis grew to five or six hundred during the War years. Population 

estimates of the Lakota during this time are almost impossible to deduce. County 

statistics designated " Whites," "Negroes," and "Others" only, and: 

"Other" was a people indigenous to the land. Indians in uneasy residence, 

and statistics did not include the floating Lakota population which moved 

back and forth between rural towns and reservations. The Native 

Americans counted neither as state residents nor highway fatalities. They 

had no official identity in the Dakotas, Wyoming, or Nebraska.'' 
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People remembered living in tents (some as late as the 1950s), or seeing them, but 

either way. Tent City made a big impression on Alliance: 

"Oh, we used to live in a tent! They were pretty big tents."^® and: "Yes, I can 

remember the tents, because I'd never seen a tent before. My uncle was married to an 

Indian woman, and he tells the story where he woke up one morning and the tipi had 

burned down around him! Didn't even wake them up—they'd been partying."^' 

Living in Tent City/Indian Town had some positive aspects, but the reputation of 

the neighborhood was generally negative. The Times-Herald rarely printed an article 

about the Lakota there unless they had been arrested for drunkermess or some other crime, 

or died of exposure. The realities for many people living there were quite harsh: 

The mean Indian lifespan was only two-thirds the national average. Such 

baseline diseases as tuberculosis, heart ailments, diabetes, alcoholism, and 

malnutrition riddled the peoples lives. They weren't getting good 

medicine from either culture. With an income at half the poverty level and 

the highest unemployment in America, Indians couldn't absorb the cost of 

medical care, so Lakota in Alliance went without. White Alliance prided 

itself as a community of self-help ethics. Indian and local doctors eyed 

each other with mutual distrust. The government supplied vaccines, but 

doctors balked at treating Indians, unless they paid an office charge. Seven 

dollars was a good day's income for many Indians.^* 

On the brighter side, family ties appeared to remain strong, and a sense of cultural 
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identity thrived in Indian Town. An argument could be made also, that in some ways 

leaving the reservation made religious (and other) freedoms possible, as South Alliance 

offered some kind of sanctuary from Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) suppression. An 

attempt by the BIA police to suppress traditional dances and other Lakota activities, under 

the premise they interfered with 'industrial pursuits' until 1934 on Rosebud and Pine 

Ridge did not follow the Lakota workers to South Alliance.'' 

As one Lakota put it, "I think it's the close family ties, on or off the reservation, 

that Indian people really have to stand by. I could go all the way over to a white man's 

way of living, but it's like to an Indian losing everything he's got.'*" 

In summary, this chapter displays some of the physical ways in which the city of 

Alliance adjusted to changing times in America, newly varied and exaggerated 

demographics, and a full cycle of war-based economics. Part of the question of how and 

why a rightful, equitable place off the reservation was denied the Lakota in a white 

community amidst all this opportunity is answered. During this time, the chance to make 

a permanent move off-reservation presented itself, yet the benefits of this pursuit proved 

largely unsatisfactory in terms of living conditions and career choices for the Lakota. 

This is the era when the old Indian camping grounds failed to make a successful 

transition into adequate permanent housing, since that area of town had no city services. 

The resultant substandard living conditions exacerbated the other problems experienced 

by the Lakota in their neighborhood. The rest of this question of denied equity becomes 

more evident in the following chapter, where inter-racial relations on the south side of the 
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tracks are explored in depth by demonstrating the interpersonal ways in which 

Alliance/South Alliance citizenry dealt with the same issues of the day. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
"THE OTHER SIDE OF THE TRACKS" 

When "Indian Town" was a dirty word, people from the other side of the tracks 

frequented it when they wanted to take a walk on the wild side, or simply out of 

practicality; after all, it was the only way to drive to the railroad if you worked there. But 

for the most part. South Alliance was a shameful place in the eyes of white Alliance 

residents. Even though the focus of this paper is on the Indian residents of South 

Alliance, and Indians lived primarily in the neighborhood there known as "Indian Town," 

this chapter also deals with the multi-racial interactions that characterized life on the 

South side of town. 

The previous chapters determined that many racial groups settled in South 

Alliance in the 1940s, relegated to that side of town according to the social ordering long 

established in the panhandle. In the case of the entire neighborhood of South Alliance 

however, stratification within its boundaries occurred according to both race and class-

especially after the last of the tents and tipis disappeared in the early 1950s, when "Indian 

Town" dissolved as a distinct part of South Alliance. Yet the Lakota people remained at 

the bottom of the greater neighborhoods' social structure from the beginning. 

Living conditions in all areas of South Alliance were similar, in that residents of 

all racial backgrounds shared like economic status. Indians, Whites (both foreign and 

native bom). Blacks, and Mexicans lived next door to or across the street from each other 

from the turn of the century on. Without pavement, water, and sewer facilities, this side 



44 

of town remained relatively unchanged until the 1970s. 

Residing on that side of town was almost like living in the country. Mr. Lewellen, 

a black resident, remembered some common scenes: "It was terrible, because there were 

dirt streets. I can remember having to park the car and walk in. One guy had a regular 

farm, with pigs. We were bad enough with cats and horses. But some people even had 

goats!"*' Mrs. Stegal, a white resident who also grew up there recalled, "We had rabbits 

and geese, and we had ftm down there. At that time we weren't in city limits, and we 

didn't have water or a bathroom indoors, and we didn't think anything of it at the time. 

We did everything, skinned the rabbits, cooked them for dinner, all of that."®" Mrs. Lisco, 

another white resident, also remembered having hard times during the War years when 

she first moved to South Alliance. "There was no indoor plumbing. We used an old 

pump outside the basement door for water, and had an outhouse to the east of our lot."*^ 

Mr. Kimball, also a white resident, remembered this: 

What I really remember is they used to ship cattle, sheep, and hogs on the 

railroad, and the Indians themselves didn't go for the hogs so much as the 

cattle and the sheep. When these animals would die on board, from being 

gouged or trampled to death, and they'd unload all these animals down in 

South Alliance in the stockyards. A group of Indians that happened to be 

there at that time would go up and butcher them right there. Then they'd 

take the meat and put it over a barbed-wire fence in the shape of a cross, 

about a hundred feet to each part of the cross. They'd build it in a 
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prevailing wind so that when the wind was just right they'd build a fire to 

whatever end that was, and they would smoke that meat. A lot of times 

that would take them over the winter. They had regular tipis and a lot of 

square tents down there. When they did their washing, they'd hang it on 

the same fencing they used for the meat.^ 

As one Lakota man put it, "We got to live together, so we might as well make the 

best of it... This sentiment was more or less echoed by the other residents 

interviewed concerning the past and the present. But all the way around, people seemed 

to be very conscious then of dividing lines in their south side society, marked especially 

by the color of a person's skin. To complicate these internal designations even more, 

social distinctions even transcended racial lines and depressed economic status. 

According to the same man, the pecking order in South Alliance ranked, from the bottom 

up, "Indians, indigents, old folks, kids."®^ 

This pecking order stems from the past history of the area, when but a generation 

or two before pioneers and Lakota bands had many unfortunate encounters. Twentieth 

century descendants of Ghost Dance Panickers and of Ghost Dancers themselves carried 

stories of their nineteenth century relatives who lived the reality of those days: 

The fear of Messiah-crazed hostiles storming down from the reservations 

led to nervousness and outright panic by settlers of northern Nebraska 

bordering the reservations. In some localities settlers formed home guard 

companies or took measures to defend themselves... .Much of the anxiety 
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created that fall and winter could be credited to the sensational newspaper 

coverage of the situation.®' 

Stereotypes of Indian as beggars may have come from the days when starving Indians left 

the Forts and went into local towns to beg food.®* 

On the Indian side, an equally strong sense of memory carried into the mid-1900s, 

adding to racial tensions: 

White South Dakotans [and Nebraskans] think of Wounded Knee 

massacre as "history" in the popular sense of random past events about 

which little can be done, which have very little to do with the present and 

which are really best forgotten as we get on with the present. For Lakota 

people, however. Wounded Knee is living, unconcluded history ... .^' 

An Indian couple who had lived in Los Angeles and returned to Alliance after 

twenty years expressed this opinion about living in "both worlds" when asked if there was 

anyplace in the country where the two could be balanced successfully: "Not in this town, 

because of the prejudice..." His wife added: "Even so, ...I'd say no matter where you 

lived, if there was a group of Indians there, you could have it. That way you could still 

live like the whites, but maintain your own culture."'" Maybe this is more the reason why 

Indian Town was the place Lakotas chose to live, rather than being there because of 

exclusion from other neighborhoods. 

The feeling 1 got from most of my interviews was that many Indian people 

definitely felt prejudice from non-Indians, and still do sometimes, but non-Indians did not 
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think that still exists. They did acknowledge that prejudice existed in the past, but that 

was just the way things were "back then." Mrs. Huntley, a Lakota woman, told me she 

had not experienced a whole lot of change over the years: "Oh yes, there still is 

[prejudice]! They used to have a cafe, around the 60s, that said NO DOGS OR INDIANS 

ALLOWED. There are still a lot of people who are prejudiced."" 

Between the 1940s and 1960s, people of like color and/or economic status kept to 

themselves, to their own side of town or neighborhoods, co-existing in an area walled by 

invisible boundaries—yet that was not always seen as a bad thing. When asked about this 

specifically, non-Indian narrators voiced their assessments of the situation: 

We wouldn't mingle with them. They lived on their side of town, and we 

got along good with them, everybody got along good with them. For 

instance, the colored people, we've always gotten along with them real 

good, as well as foreigners. That's one thing about Alliance, we've come 

to the realization that they're just the same as we are, just like today, you 

know?'-

And, "Back in those days they mostly stayed in their part of town, and didn't get around 

much. It's still like that today. They keep by themselves. If you don't mess with them, 

they don't mess with you.'"^ Mr. Deuel put it this way: "The Indians stayed by 

themselves. People would drive through to look them over."'"* Professor Lincoln 

remembered. 

The railroad underpass marked out a dividing line, a narrow tunnel of 
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wooden pilings and trestles, always dark and dusty, fouled with graffiti. 

On the other side of darkness, Indian Town.... My grandfather drove us 

down these dirt streets and pointed to Indians living in army surplus tents. 

He made jokes about bucks, squaws, and puppy stew and warned us to 

keep the dog tied up at home. I still feared this part of town. I was a white 

outsider, a carrier of old injustices. Yet resistant to the encrusted 

prejudices of my grandfather, I was drawn like a curious and fearful child 

to these clay roads.'' 

Mr. Lewellen said, "It's hard to live with prejudice, but when I was young, I didn't really 

notice it so much in South Alliance, 'cause we were having flm. You just didn't know 

any different. But people, if they knew they could get to you with it, they would."'® 

The uncertainties of intermingling or not mingling seem to apply today as they did 

decades ago: Mrs. Stegal said, "It's true. In fact, even today, I can talk to some Indian 

people (I love the Indian people I know), and they still avert their eyes. I guess it's 

something they grew up with, it isn't fear or anything like that, but sometimes I wonder if 

they don't want to talk to me."'' 

Some even expressed guilt because they did not realize the extent of the hurts of 

prejudice or were ignorant of the extent of the misery that was reality for many Indian 

families living on the same side of town. As Mrs. Kimball said, "We lived down close to 

there when I was growing up, and I never was aware of them, really.''®® Mr. Kimball 

added this sentiment: 
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We grew up with the attitude that the Indian was dirty, slothful, and 

drunken. But as you get older, and you study their history, you realize they 

had such a beautiful culture. They worshiped the earth, were grateful for 

anything they got from the earth; they didn't waste or destroy things—they 

were caretakers. The way they are now is because of what the white man 

did to them. It's not their fault. It's really sad to see the conditions they 

are in today 

Mrs. Stegal added, "I don't remember there being that many Indians in town. That's just 

the way it was."'"" Mrs. Lisco regrets, "I feel badly now, 'cause I didn't realize how 

degrading that was. That's how things were. We used to see some Indian people in the 

park. Some were inebriated. I never understood that [liquor consumption] then, nor do I 

now.'"°' 

The main thing non-Indians remembered about their Lakota neighbors was the 

Indian dancing, especially the Fall Festivals, when Lakotas decked themselves out in full 

regalia and danced either near the Social Center or downtown. "They used to dance every 

Saturday night, not just at Fall Festival, on Third street, before all the stop lights and cars 

and traffic and things, around the 1920s and 30s."'°- People especially liked the costumes 

and the singing.'"^ Others remembered more solemn occasions, such as outdoor wakes, 

with bonfires and chanting through the night. 

When I asked about racial relations among children, I got similarly interesting 

responses. South Alliance had all the elements needed for little ones to make their own 
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adventures before television, video games, and roller blades took up so mucli time in a 

childhood. "Indian Creek" was a popular spot for kids of all colors to swim, fish, and 

play around. Mr. Lewellen remembered these kinds of activities: 

We made our own fian. As we got older, other kids who wanted to be on 

the wild side would come over to our part of town to have fun. We always 

had horses, and swam in the crick, and fished, played baseball, all those 

things. The area was wide open for riding horses. We weren't ever 

bored.'"' 

Mrs. Huntley told me she did not have any playmates other than Lakota children, 

and did not mix with white kids at elementary school, and that sometimes "white kids 

used to come over here and try to make trouble."'"® Mrs. Stegal, who grew up with Indian 

and Mexican neighbors across the street from her house said she never really played with 

those kids; "I just never had the opportunity to make friends with the Indian kids, but it 

would have been fine with me."'°' Her sons did not have any Indian friends either, 

"although my second boy's best fnend was black, and that was fine."'"^ 

Mr. Lewellen remembered fondly growing up with his Indian playmates during 

their grade school years, but losing touch with them as they all grew older."" A similar 

situation bothered Mrs. Garden, who had a full blooded Indian girlfiiend from the fourth 

to eighth grades: 

She lived in Indian Town and we would often walk home together. I 

would turn left [at my street], and she would continue on under the 
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viaduct. I could never ask her if she lived in one of the tepees, a car, or 

one of the few houses in that little settlement. When we reached eighth 

grade, one day [she] was a fully blown beautiful young woman, [and] I 

was still a chubby little girl. She disappeared completely after that, and no 

one in my neighborhood or school knew where she had gone. [Years later 

on my graduation day] 1 learned where [she] had been. She was in 

downtown Alliance, at the main stop light where everyone who drove or 

walked by could easily see her. She was smoking a cigarette, leaning 

drunkenly against a lamp post surrounded by three small children...and 

obviously pregnant. 1 left Alliance to attend college and it was several 

years later that 1 learned she had died an early death. I felt very badly. I 

had quite liked her and wished she had had something better. It did not 

seem fair that I went off to [college] and my only Lakota fnend was 

dead."° 

Indian kids and white kids, black and Mexican kids all walked to school together, 

but it seems lines were drawn at the tracks for kids, too, regardless of race. Mrs. Stegal 

remembered being looked down on by girls fi-om the 'right' side of the tracks, "The girls 

at school wouldn't pick on me, but they would ignore me. Even though my Dad worked 

at the Railroad, which was supposed to be really classy."'" Mr. Stegal said, "I remember 

fights at school that weren't really racist, but they were a we-versus-them. It wasn't white 

versus black or brown versus white or anything like that, it was South Alliance kids 
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versus-the-other-side-of-the-tracks kids."' 

From what I was told, dividing lines by race occurred in the Alliance school 

system. Mrs. Garden told me that only dark skirmed Indians had to go to the 

"Opportunity Room"~which was a segregated class room for ail grades of Lakota 

children—if you were lighter skinned, you could go to the regular high school.® All the 

Indian children were placed in this one class and basic teachings of reading, writing, and 

arithmetic were nominal...They were not expected to continue long in the 

classroom...There was little if any official attempt to keep them attending school...! recall 

the room as bright and cheerful with lots of colored pictures on the bulletin boards and 

walls.""^ Truancy was credited to the children's movement between South Alliance and 

the reservations, and apathy on the part of the school system. 

Mrs. Lisco felt the stigma of living south of the tracks, but as an adult: 

We didn't think of that at the time, but as adults, we can see it as we look 

back. I taught piano lessons for 18 years, and some people would not 

come to my house [or send their kids to lessons] because of where I lived, 

but they would offer to pay me extra to teach them at their houses. But I 

wouldn't do it. I am the same person on the north side of the tracks as I 

am on the south! 

When I asked about intermarriage, I was told there was some, but the implication 

^Any documentation that survived the years this classroom existed is gone, and no one in the school 
administration I contacted last summer remembered or knew of it. 
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was when you did that it meant for the Lakota marrying an non-Lakota you quit being 

Indian. Mrs. Huntley told me Indians never married whites. Mrs. Garden told me she 

remembered that inter-racial dating was "frowned on by all comers of our little 

society,"'and that a great deal of shame accompanied it. One story I was told involved 

a white man who was about to retum his Lakota girlfriend to her home in South Alliance, 

and when he thought he heard a police siren, he kicked the woman, literally, out of the car 

and drove away. He did not want to be seen with an Indian woman in his car."' 

Even in churches racial tensions surfaced sometimes, although many white 

Christians wanted very much to believe the lines dissolved inside houses of worship: 

....But if they hadda walked in there on their own an' sat down—the whites 

making some little gesture of moving away or pulling a shoulder or 

something—that uneasiness is there. An' I said to Father John, 'You don't 

feel it because you're not Indian.'"® 

Once Indians crossed the tracks to conduct business in the local stores, racial 

relations transpired in varying degrees of discomfort. The most affronting of course, were 

the signs that read 'WO DOGS OR INDIANS ALLOWED." The origins of the signs are 

unknown, but they were present on some business' doors into the 1950s and 1960s. As 

Carelton and Judith Deuel said: "In those days, Indians had their place. They stayed 

down. They couldn't go in hardly any stores downtown. It was the same way with the 

colored people too. They went to the picture show, they had their own section of town. 

They had their own section even in the theaters. I don't remember the Indians going to 
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the theater, though." An Indian woman remembers how the more covert racial 

hostilities felt: "Just little things, like you walk into a store and you sense that a person 

hated to wait on you, or they were watching to see if you were going to steal something, 

you know. Makes you think about stealin' somethin."'-" 

The stores which did allow or welcomed Indian patronage were the groceries and 

food stores. Mr. Kimball related his experiences while growing up in his father's grocery 

and butcher shop: 

My Dad owned a grocery store...The Indians liked kidneys, and my 

father would freeze up those kidneys and save them till fall. The kidneys 

were kind of a delicacy, and they would hear we had them, and they would 

just swarm into Dad's store to buy them. The specials would bring them 

in, and they'd buy something else. We'd have meat on a big pan of say T-

bones, and they'd stand and point and say they wanted the whole pan, not 

just a few. A few days later they'd come back and do the same thing. 

They liked to buy short ribs and broiling meats for making soups. They 

would share what they had with each other... .They liked my Dad a lot, 

and they'd give him things, too. Sometimes they'd bring in beaded 

moccasins and trade them for food. 

When we butchered outside of town here, they would buy the offals fi-om the 

beef They used them once dried, but I'm not sure what all they did with them, 

maybe for thread or for pemmican or sausage. I admire them for using all the 
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parts of the animal. Nowadays commercial meat processors do the same thing. 

But back when people thought it was terrible, they used the hooves and things. It 

was just that the Indians were ahead of their time, and people who were critical of 

what they did didn't understand that.'-' 

The Stegals owned a small restaurant, and they had a lot of Indian customers. 

Tracy remembered; 

A lot of the Indian people would come in, drunk, and cause trouble. One 

tried to break in. One was hassling the waitress, and when I came on duty, 

1 got mad at him and told him to leave. He asked me if I knew who he was 

and did 1 know he was staying at the Drake Hotel? I told him I didn't care. 

People don't know, but I can get mean sometimes.'" 

Mrs. Lisco remembered her own father's business transactions; "My Father 

always sold eggs to the Indians, and he visited with them. He wouldn't sell them eggs on 

credit, but it wasn't because they were Indians, my Father just wouldn't do that. They 

never bothered us, we never had any trouble."'*^ Sara went on to express another 

example of more of the guilt felt over the prejudice, 

"The signs NO DOGS OR INDIANS ALLOWED still stick in my mind. 

That's in the past of course, and can't do anything about it now. But it 

should make me more considerate, and I should have thought about it 

many times...What it must have done to those people.'"-'* 

Despite the fact that economic status in Alliance divided neighborhoods on either 
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side of the tracks, internal lines drawn within South Alliance were Indian from non-

Indian. The prejudices exposed in this chapter were of the more subtle variety; revealed 

through personal memories on an intimate level. Chapter Four delves into the more overt 

manifestations of racial relations in Alliance by again drawing on the aforementioned 

collaborations between business, government, and the railroad. A prime example of such 

a problematic manifestation is a South Alliance presents information about a South 

Alliance "institution" called 101 Sweetwater, which at the very least, added to the number 

of suspicions by non-Indians towards Indians and other people of color that lived on that 

side of town. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
101 SWEETWATER 

When a segment of a society is excluded from certain services available in that 

society/town, allowances must be made nonetheless, for that excluded segment. The 

racial and class divisions in Alliance/South Alliance and in the American society at large 

therefore necessitated the creation of a business or "institution" such as 101 Sweetwater. 

This boarding house turned bar/restaurant/brothel was symptomatic of the connection 

between corporations that dictated where, when, and to whom services and employment 

opportimities were made available, or not. Converging within the walls of 101 

Sweetwater was a unique intersection of race and class, highly symptomatic of the 

dictates set down by corporations and the railroad concerning labor patterns and social 

classification in Alliance. 

In this case two corporations~the bank and the railroad-cooperated in an effort to 

provide services needed by a minority, that minority being vital to the success of the 

corporations, yet excluded from services that were already present on the north side of 

town. A bank owner put up renovation money on the sly for the run down house, its 

chosen location was naturally on the south side of town.'"^ Grudging accommodation, 

not integration seemed to be the prevailing attitude of the day, when 101 Sweetwater 

opened its doors to house and feed black railroad employees. 

During its first years, 101 Sweetwater served only a black clientele, who were not 

able to eat in Alliance restaurants or sleep in Alliance hotels—until it became profitable 
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for these businesses across the tracks to permit them entry. Later, 101 was a place where 

lower class whites could also go, themselves an unwelcome minority in the finer 

establishments on the north side of town, because of their shared economic status with 

their colored neighbors. It was also a place where the "upstanding" white citizen could 

go to "slum" for a while, protected from respectable eyes and judgements of their peers. 

This is further evidence where intersecting and cross-cutting racial and economic lines 

surfaced in South Alliance, and was indeed the mainstay of 101 Sweetwater's revenue. 

Although 101 Sweetwater was not an Indian institution, it nevertheless exposes 

the ways in which prejudices were extended to all minority groups in Alliance, and how 

in certain ways and in certain places, these south siders came together to socialize in the 

only public place, really, that they could in their ov^oi town. In this way, the excluded re

shaped an institution created by the majority, on the minority's terms. 

Since Indians were barred from restaurants and bars, 101 became the place where 

they could buy a meal, have a drink, or purchase liquor from bootleggers. The 

bootlegging business was quite profitable even after Prohibition in Alliance, since until 

1954 Indians were not free to drink legally. White bootleggers made quite a profit on 

selling their wares to this particular minority, especially during the boom period of the 

late 1940s, when the both the permanent and transient Indian populations increased. 

Not much is written about this infamous watering hole and brothel, but everyone I 

interviewed remembered this South Alliance institution. It was opened for very practical 

reasons in the early 1900s. Black porters and waiters who had overnight lay-overs in 
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Alliance needed lodging, so the railroad bought a house at 101 Sweetwater Avenue, 

which was right below the tracks, to board them. The place soon became a speakeasy 

during Prohibition, and eventually one of the "houses of ill repute" in Alliance. This was 

the place where Blacks, Indians, and Mexicans went to party, where white folks went to 

slum, and where bootleggers sold their wares. The bad reputation of 101 Sweetwater 

"started back in the 20s...there were a lot of problems there, a couple of murders, and it 

was just a big problem all the way along.'"*® 

In the one book written and published locally on 101 Sweetwater, it is said that 

the railroad and the bank put up and handled the money for the purchase and refurbishing 

of the house on the sly. Back then, it simply was not popular for whites to help blacks, 

although it was fine for them to employ blacks to do undesirable work, and after all, they 

had to be housed and fed. A black gentleman was put in charge of the rooming house, 

and his sister cooked for the guests'-'. When it opened for business, the building 

contained eight bedrooms (a room rented for three dollars a night, or $20 a month~in 

advance), one bathroom, a dining room, and a back entrance where the porters and 

waiters could enter the place, out of view of "polite society'"-^ 

Up until World War II when the Base was installed, the place was still fairly 

respectable, serving the clientele of black porters and waiters in the maimer it was 

intended. Then, with the great numbers of black laborers hired at the Base, and an 

estimated boom population of 900 black people in Alliance by 1942-3,the need for 

housing increased considerably. 101 tried, but was unable to accommodate all. Around 
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this same time the railroad discontinued Passenger train service for the duration of the 

War.'^° As a result, "the crowds got rougher and fewer of the porters and waiters" stayed 

there, and the hotels in town loosened their bigoted guest policies.'^' 

The owner repeatedly applied for liquor licences which were always denied, yet 

the operations and activities of the place continued. Liquor was served in coffee cups, a 

shot of whiskey for a buck.'^- The prostitution business drew customers, along with 

illegal gambling. Mounting complaints against 101 resulted in more than one trial in an 

attempt to shut the place down permanently. The owner was arrested and charged with 

selling liquor without a licence at least five times between 1943 and 1954.'^^ The last 

trial resulted in a conviction and was successful, for a time, in putting 101 Sweetwater out 

of business. 

The building changed hands a few times after the owner's death in 1960, and for a 

while i t  operated as  a  restaurant  and a  bordello under new Black proprietors .Police 

raids took place several times over the years, and people remembered them: 

It was still a going concern in the 70s. The Railroad built it because there 

was no place for the Black porters to stay. And then I remember my 

Grandma telling me how the guys that came here eventually turned it into 

a house of ill-repute, a real party place. 

I was always afraid to go there, because the lady across the street knew 

my Grandma. 1 was in there one time, with some guys from the Air Force 

Base, and sure enough, there was a fight in there. I was 19 or 20, and I 
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was still scared to death my Grandma was going to find out I was in there. 

A lot of people went in there. 

One time this guy in my neighborhood went in there, and a fight was 

getting way out of control in there. He was driving around, and he was a 

minor, and drinking, and the cops were after him. So he thought he'd run 

in there really quick, but at that time they were raiding the place, and they 

took him in with everyone else the agents were collecting people as they 

came in the door. He got teased a lot about that.'^^ 

Mrs. Huntley remembers hearing about the place: "There was a bar in the back. It was a 

cat house. I guess it was really swinging during the War. The black guys used to run it. 

After the War it was still going. The place was raided a lot. Sixteen men once."'^® 

The fall of 1967 was the begiiming of the end of 101 Sweetwater. An early 

morning police raid resulted in irrmiediate court sessions. Interestingly enough, only the 

names of blacks, Indians, and Mexicans were listed in the paper. No "respectable" white 

citizen's names were published, even though they were hauled off to jail with all the rest. 

It seems that many police officers and other members of'decent' white society often 

frequented the joint, which may be why it was so hard to get convictions on the original 

owner, or to shut down its operations for good. Mr. Lewellen said, "During raids like 

that, they had two vans. One for the people of stature, and one for the people who just 

had to go to jail. These kinds of separations are systemic in our society, don't you 

think?'"" 
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According to the Times-Herald's article, the City Police called m the big guns to 

make the raid in the fall of 1967: 

Sixteen officers were in the raiding party, including five wardens from the 

State Game, Forestation and Parks Department, three each from the 

County Sheriff's office and the Alliance Police Department, a Nebraska 

Liquor Control department officer, a special deputy from Lincohi and two 

from the office of the Box Butte County Attorney.'^® 

The building was sold a few times after the raid to private citizens, and was 

eventually turned into a HUD home.'^' For fifty years 101 had undergone various 

transformations, recasting itself as it catered to the various needs of its patronage; and 

ultimately, died a quiet death. Mrs. Garden, who grew up a few streets away from the 

place told me about the common tolerance for 101 Sweetwater, 

Everyone knew what was going on in there. People just looked the other 

way. The attitude was, you really couldn't do anything about it anyway. 

But when I look back on it now, I see I grew up in a very dangerous place, 

even though we thought we were safe.'""' 

Professor Kenneth Lincoln wrote. 

The town brothel was closed two winters ago in a police raid. The city 

fathers were said to look the other way at whiskey in teacups, Indian 

whores who were high-school dropouts, and a black pimp at 101 

Sweetwater. Locals condoned this moonlight dalliance until a get-tough 
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police chief came to town. The Old West hadn't aged much in Alliance.''" 

101 Sweetwater was a thriving establishment that catered to the needs of a 

minority population base—Black, Indian, Mexican, poor white—that was excluded from 

seeking those same services from the other side of the tracks. Although the nature of 

many of its services indulged illegal activities, these services were obviously important to 

the clientele that sought out a place to socialize, to drink and eat. However, the 

dangerous and often violent activities that took place within its walls caused many 

problems for Alliance/South Alliance residents. 

The criminal activity at 101 Sweetwater serviced two major agendas for north side 

society. On the one hand, the bar/restaurant/brothel ftieled prejudicial attitudes, justifying 

the exclusion of the colored and the poor. On the other hand, the widely known location 

of the place provided an easy target for police arrests, which accounted for inordinate 

arrest rates for South Alliance minorities. The next chapter details some of the ways in 

which law enforcement handled criminal activity emanating not only from 101 

Sweetwater, but from South Alliance as a whole. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
LAW ENFORCEMENT AND THE COURTS 

The purpose of this chapter is to discern the meanings behind the only locally 

available statistics 1 could find on South Alliance Lakotas. What are the implications 

inherent in the fact that only the City of Alliance's police records contain recorded 

numbers of its Indian citizens? Moreover, what does this finding prove regarding inter

racial dynamics in Alliance as well as the larger questions of how ideas of race and class 

impacted the law enforcement arena? Obviously, arrest statistics portray only the most 

negative behaviors of the Lakota population, and their singular appearance in police 

records is symptomatic of the prevalent attitude in Alliance between the 1940s and 1960s-

-that Indians were a greatly ignored, shameful part of society, receiving infi*equent and 

mostly derogatory public attention. 

Discovering the absence of other locally available armual demographic 

documentation provided the impetus for additional study relating to some recurring 

themes in the interviews. Tales of police harassment of Lakotas came from all but one 

interview, regardless of the narrator's race. Another recurring theme exposed the 

stereotypical "drunken Indian" image bestowed upon the Lakota in South Alliance. This 

tied directly back into issues of race relations within an entrenched social hierarchy, 

inflised in this case in Alliance's judicial workings. 

The Alliance Police Department does not archive old records of its activities.^ 

^ Or so I was told by the Police Department. Perhaps they are not available for public perusal. 
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However, each year from 1931 on the department submitted arrest records and criminal 

activities statistics that were published in the City's Annual Reports. The department's 

records were quite detailed, divided into sections for "Arrests and Detention," "City Jail," 

"Prohibition Enforcement" (when that applied), and "City Police Court." Under the 

"Arrests and Detention" section various violations were listed with corresponding 

numbers of arrests. Besides liquor offenses, crimes such as obscenity, stealing electric 

current, adultery, larceny, thefts, forgery, gambling, soliciting, trespassing, run away 

minors, rape, embezzlement, and assault were reported. The numbers of jailed were 

categorized by race—Indians, Whites, and Others (which meant "Negroes" and 

"Mexicans"), and were also divided by the designation of either foreign or native bom. 

The limited picture available from statistics can be amplified through personal 

remembrances that tell of some of the horrors that occurred in the Alliance jail. The 

worst of these are accounts of Indians hanging themselves with belts in their cells, of 

Indian girls being raped by police officers, and of Indian boys being murdered while 

incarcerated (without ensuing investigations).'"'- When Indians were found drunk and 

frozen to death, no autopsies were performed, no further inquiries into the death made, 

and no questions asked as a matter of policy.'"'^ 

Mrs. Huntley told me the police came to South Alliance "looking for trouble...that 

"the cops were always on one side."'"" Quite intriguingly, Indians only spoke of the 

presence of MPs during the War years, who were stationed aroimd the perimeters of 

Indian Town. Non-Indian recollections of MP presence in South Alliance account for 
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enforcing the war-time curfew alone, or outright denial that the policing action 

occurred.'"'^ 

The following story was related to me by Mr. Lewellen from when he was a boy. 

One night (in the late 50s, early 60s), he and a friend were making their way home 

through Indian Town, and while walking by a row of abandoned houses, they saw a big 

bag hanging from the ceiling of a garage. They went in, and just as his friend was about 

to hit the bag from the backside, the bag swung around. The 'bag' was actually a young 

Indian man who had hung himself with his belt! It scared the boys out of their wits. 

When the policeman got there, he cut the body down and let it drop straight to the groimd. 

Both boys were extremely upset that the officer did not have any more respect than that, 

to let the body just drop down. Charles said he did not know if this was done out of 

racism, ignorance, or fear on the officer's part, but it was an unfortunate situation and 

made a deep impression on him.'"*® 

Mr. Deuel also remembered hearing of harassments against Indians: 

I know they always accused the police department of arresting them so 

often. Usually when they'd get to drinking a little, they'd take them to the 

jail. Whether or not they deserved it, I don't know. They couldn't hold 

their liquor. There was always one or two in the drunk tank. Other than 

that I don't think they'd ever cause trouble.'''^ 

His quote exemplifies the greatest law enforcement problem for Indians and police alike-

alcohol. For Indians, drinking was illegal until 1954. Doubtless, drunkermess and 
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alcoholism were significant, nagging problems (not that this disease had escaped the 

white population either) for some Lakota people. However, because of their racially 

specific prohibition and other factors particular to their drinking habits, the Lakota as a 

whole were lumped together into the "drunken Indian" stereotype. 

This reputation undoubtedly led a county judge in 1943 to make this finastrated 

remark; "We're going to stop this thing of Indians buying liquor if we have to put the 

whole tribe in jaiL.,^*^ the year after the numbers of Indians jailed jumped from six to 

over two hundred within one year's time. Even some Indian people believed that 90 

percent of the drunks arrested were Lakotas.'*" A retired police officer told his side of the 

story regarding the drinking problem in Alliance: 

The drinking was a big problem, but later we had an Indian official come 

down from the reservation and we asked him how we should treat them, 

and he said we should treat them the same way we treat everyone else. 

And that's what happened, that's what we tried to do, as far as I was 

concemed. I had good fnends that were Indians, I had no problem that 

way.'^° 

As mentioned earlier, when Indians made the front page of the paper it was 

usually because of the alcohol related crimes of a few. The following article is a prime 

example of the condescending tone used when reporting on the Lakota: 

"Indian "Bulldogs" Officer in Effort to Free a Drunk" 

Alexander Roubideaux, Rose Bud Indian, is convalescing in the city jail 
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from two severe jolts-one that he administered to himself from a pint of 

cheap liquor and the other that apparently came from nowhere, but landed 

on the point of the chin. The only notation on the police blotter is that he 

was fined $10 and costs for being drunk and is confined to the city jail in 

lieu of payment. 

But the story is more interesting than that and, according to witnesses, it 

runs something like this: Roubideaux was intoxicated on the streets 

Saturday evening and was taken in custody by Officer Foster Green. They 

were walking along Laramie Avenue toward the police station when 

another Indian, who was a buddy of the Rose Bud brave [brave term], tried 

to get the officer to release the drunk. He was getting nowhere fast and 

when they came to the dark alley south of the station, the second Indian 

grabbed the officer by the ankles and yelled to his pal to 'run like 

everything!' 

But Green was too quick for them. He shot a left hook to Alexander's 

protruding chin and the brave dropped to his tracks. Kicking himself free 

from the Indian who was holding his legs, he grabbed Alex, but the other 

Indian ran up the alley and got away. 

It was a simple matter to chase the "birdies" out of Alex's head and cart 

him to jail like a sack of bran. The other Indian must have kept rurming 

for he hasn't been seen since."'^' 
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Interestingly, well before the great influx of Lakotas into South Alliance occurred, 

the town already had a drinking problem among its predominantly white population. In 

1931 for instance, the City Police Department made more liquor law offences arrests than 

over 80 other Nebraska counties, and ranked fifth highest in the state overall in this 

category.'^' These statistics were mentioned in the City's Annual Report that year as a 

matter of great concem. The earliest available Armual Reports show that liquor-related 

arrests made up 35-40 percent of all arrests from 1927 to 1931.'" By 1951, this category 

rose to its peak at 85%, and fluctuated between 60% and 80% thereafter. 

It is clear that the problems of drunkenness and bootlegging consumed a great 

deal of policing efforts and man hours during that time. Until the 1950s there were on 

average only twelve police officers covering three shifts, who were responsible for 

patrolling the entire town.'" As an ex-officer told me, "Before the Base was built, there 

weren't a lot of problems. Indians legally couldn't buy liquor for a long time, or possess 

it, and bootlegging was quite a problem."'" 

This brings up one of the major reasons for high Indian apprehension rates in 

liquor related offences prior to 1954. At first glance before the prohibition ended, the 

higher numbers of Indians jailed may simply appear to be indicative of the need to 

enforce this minority-specific law. Yet stopping the analysis there ignores the several 

other societal factors which created arrests in this category. 

To begin with, 101 Sweetwater was a highly visible and easily accessible place to 

catch both Indian drinkers and white bootleggers, and this was done quite often. Indian 
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imbibers were easily found diere, and in public parks. After the mid-fifties, the steadily 

high number of Indian arrests for drunkeimess may be symptomatic of the particular style 

of drinking many Indians employed, which differentiated them substantially from typical 

white drinking styles. An ex-alcoholic Lakota gentleman explained the typical Indian 

drinking process in those days: 

Before 1954, when federal law gave Indians the right to drink, I used to 

watch the older guys. First, poor ol' guy would have to scrounge all over 

for a bootlegger. He'd give him the empty bottle, and maybe five dollars 

for a pint of whiskey. An' then he'd go out in an alley, or sneak home and 

drink it all up, so nobody would catch him with it. 

You know we're just now gettin' educated how to drink. We never had 

the stuff in the old days...I seen a lot of guys slug a pint of whiskey. Drink 

half of it, and hid it, drink the other half in an hour or so. In Alliance I've 

seen Indians take a quart of wine, drink it in one swallow clear down, 

without even stoppin' to take a breath... 

See, a white man could sit around, drink with a cup, go for maybe four 

or five hours. White man enjoys it and don't get quite as intoxicated. You 

give a quart to one of our guys, he drinks it up, chugs it down, jus' like he 

used to when it was illegal. Never learned how to drink... 

Even to this day, a wino'll take his quart outside, see there's nobody 

around, sneak it from inside his shirt, an' gulp his drink down. Never even 
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taste it. I couldn't go around a bar. Damn! White people drinkin' so slow 

it'd make me all nervous! 

The Alliance Times-Herald printed the results of three informal Lakota censuses 

taken within a few years. The first of these, a city-run population estimate done in 1948 

gave a number of 500 permanent Indian residents, with some 2000 present, but not 

considered permanent, in Box Butte County.'^' In that year, 186 Indians were arrested. If 

these statistics are correct, then 37% of the permanent Indian population was jailed that 

year, or some 9% of the county's temporary harvest labor population. The following 

year, an Indian-run census count was taken across the state of Nebraska, and listed the 

number of Indians in Alliance at 205, in the county around 300.'^* By 1952, an informal 

assessment of the population figured the number of Indian children at 150, the number of 

adults at 92.In 1951 and 1956 the number of Indians jailed nearly doubled, jumping 

from 298 to 536, and by the mid-50s, Indians did account for roughly half of all 

intoxication arrests. It is highly unlikely that every last Lakota in Alliance was jailed in 

those years. The only plausible explanation for the disproportionate figures is that the 

same individuals were arrested multiple times in the same year. 

Alcohol arrests however, were not the only reason people landed in jail, or were 

recorded in arrest statistics. In 1940 and 1941, 'sleepers' accounted for 49 and 38 

percent, respectively, of all those detained (but not formally arrested). The number of 

sleepers hovered around 19 percent of all detainees after the 1940s. Sleepers were those 

people who would voluntarily stay overnight in the jail and be released in the morning.'®" 
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They spent the night on the county for various reasons, usually having been chased off the 

trains as they pulled in to town, or because they were stranded with no other place to stay, 

or because they used the jail as a kind of boarding house.'®' * Although racial breakdowns 

and numbers of arrests resulting from sleeper detention are not available, it is possible 

that a high number of Indian sleepers magnified the perception of the "drunken Indian." 

Many passers-through were run out of town the next day, and these individuals having no 

ties to the Lakota community may have inadvertently contributed to this reputation as 

well. 

While this subject matter may be depressing, it is an important part of the overall 

picture of life on the wrong side of the tracks. A vicious cycle of poverty, inadequate diet 

and health care, alcoholism, low wages and unemployment, and poor education 

perpetuates high death and crime rates for any neighborhood riddled with these problems. 

The information presented in this chapter is a way of illuminating once again the harmful 

continuance of the forces at play (prejudices, big business, government, and the military) 

discussed in previous chapters which manifested themselves in devastating ways even 

generations later. 

Criminal statistics, standing as the only statistics locally and consistently available 

on the Lakota in South Alliance draws a cormection between the harsh reality of that 

neighborhood and the societal forces keeping the places of inequity slotted for them 

8 

In fact, one Indian man spent so many nights there, he listed the jail as his permanent address on his voter 
registration. 



73 

intact. Mr. Lewellen's horrible story is but one example of this. Only a mere eighty years 

before he and his friend discovered that young man hanging from an abandoned garage in 

South Alliance was this same ground proud Lakota territory. 

In the last chapter, I move onto a happier topic, which evidences the power people 

have to change their conditions for the better, when compassion, cooperation, and hope 

motivate them beyond and outside the status quo. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
THE INDIAN SOCIAL CENTER 

This final chapter details the efforts of a group of north side Alliance citizenry that 

made a sincere effort to correct some of the problems they saw their Lakota neighbors 

experiencing. Their motivations were fundamentally steeped in Christian ethic, their 

main concern was for the welfare of Indian children and families. Breaking down 

decades of distrust and bridging cultural barriers was difficult at times during this 

cooperative process, but much credit is deserved by the women who instigated and 

carried out the Indian Social Center project. 

Many individuals and organizations in town offered aid to Indian Town over the 

years, but probably the longest lasting, most practical and productive effort came from the 

United Church Women (UCW) organization. Founded in 1944,'" this association drew 

its membership from at least nine of the Christian churches in Alliance.' The local 

chapter was part of an international organization, whose mission statement was: 

To unify the efforts of church women in the task of establishing a 

Christian social order in which all areas of life shall be brought into 

harmony with the life and teachings of Jesus Christ.'" 

The first armual report quoted scripture from Matthew 25, verse 40- "Inasmuch as 

ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me." 

Bolstered by these tenets, the UCW devoted its efforts to help those in need as far away 

'^UCW is still a going concern today. 
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from the Sandhills as Japan and India,'" and as close as the other side of town. The 

organization began its benefactor role by providing money for the education of migrant 

worker's children. Then in 1948, the Women began their most significant community 

project, that of building a Social Center for their Lakota neighbors in Indian Town. The 

Indian Social Center was to be a place where Indians could have access to laundry and 

shower facilities, and meeting rooms. 

After the blizzard of '48 people became especially aware of the bitter reality of the 

South side of town. Many people were horrified and disgusted to learn of the deplorable 

living conditions many Lakotas endured while working in the fields or at the Air Force 

Base. Pictures were run periodically in the paper depicting real-life scenes, and one 

caption read, "This is a typical camp in South Alliance where whole families exist under 

conditions that wouldn't be allowed for cattle."'" Living conditions had steadily 

deteriorated as more and more families came to live in Alliance permanently, and as they 

tended to congregate in the old "camping grounds" area. 

Remember that South Alliance had no City water, lights, or sewer facilities at this 

time. Most Lakota cooking was done in the open.'®^ The tents or shacks in which people 

lived lacked creature comforts, forcing children to play around garbage dumps or wander 

the streets. Downtown Alliance was often no friendlier, since Indians were banned from 

many businesses, restaurants, barber shops, and public baths, adding to an inability to 

improve their conditions.'" 

In response to such inhumane conditions and treatment, the UCW made a study of 
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the problem and took it upon themselves to do something practical to remedy the 

situation. In the 1948 aimual report, the UCW's president wrote: "It is felt that as they 

[the Lakotas] are helped physically, they will be more responsive to religious teachings 

and training which [will be] made available to them at the Recreation Center..."'®* The 

Women realistically sensed it would take some time for the Lakotas to trust their efforts 

and generosity, by stating that "an attempt was being made to help them without 

exploiting them, and [they] are more responsive to the efforts being made on their 

behalf."'®^ According to the chapter's historian, the pressure the group applied to the City 

of Alliance resulted in the incorporation of the camp grounds into the city limits, the lease 

of land and a building, the installation of a water main in 1949,'° and the removal of the 

•^NO DOGS AND INDIANS ALLOWED" signs around town.'™ 

The UCW did not attempt to build the Center single-handedly, and it was truly a 

community effort. The Times Herald newspaper was especially supportive, by 

contributing the first dollars to the Center, by extensively documenting fund-raising 

efforts, and by publicizing the project's progress. Public sentiment waged both for and 

against the building of the Center, but because of the coverage the paper afforded, in two 

years' time the Indian Social Center was opened, with help secured from all quarters 

along the way. 

Advocacy for the Center was based mostly on a message of righting past wrongs 

'°The water issue is discussed further at a later point in the chapter. 
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against Indians, and on acknowledgment of the vital role Indians played in the security of 

the town's economy. Here are a few examples of articles written during the planning 

stages of the Center. One citizen, donating $200, and writing under the assumed pen 

name of "Uncouth Character" said: 

The Congress and Americans as individuals pay too little attention to the 

Indian. 

We took his lands away from him, killed off his buffalo—his chief food 

supply—crowded him into the most arid wastes in the country and have 

done nothing to elevate him mentally and morally to a level where he can 

support himself. 

We sell him rotten booze in alleys at twice the price it would cost him in a liquor 

store, and then toss him into the pokey when he imbibes too much. 

We take what little money he has by fining him and do nothing to better his lot. 

Yet he is a good worker when given half a chance and we're mighty glad to get 

him when the need is urgent. The harvest over, we expect him to crawl into an 

old tent, keep himself and his family warm around a tin stove filled with trashy 

fuel. 

We feel sorry for him, but not to the point of doing a thing about it. He has been 

exploited by the Bureau of Indian affairs, a bureau to end all bureaucracies. 

Millions of dollars are appropriated every year by the Congress for the Indian 

bureau and not a farthing of it ever reaches the Indian in the form of any kind of 
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aid or relief. 

...We treat our dogs better than we have treated the Indians....We should prevail 

upon our congressmen—those of us living in districts inhabited by the few 

remaining Indians—to release the American Indian from the bondage of the Indian 

Bureau and give that money direct to the tribes.... 

...An Indian can work all day in the hot sun, but he can't legally refresh himself 

with a cool glass of beer because one of his ancestors was accused of getting 

drunk and scalping the pioneers who were bent on stealing his land.... 

...make of Alliance a national "white spot" in its humanitarian treatment of our 

Early Americans.... 

...The Indian is a good customer as well as a good worker—he spends locally 

every dime he earns. Sure, he drinks a little, but maybe we would too, if we had 

to live under similar substandard conditions.... 

...we'll start it off with a check for $200. Who will be next?'^' 

Another article contained the same message, repeating the need of further donations as a 

necessary part of Alliance civic duty: 

We know that since the first pioneer came west the Indians have been 

gypped by the Great White Father in Washington and by almost every 

white man who has had any dealings with them. 

The Indian was fundamentally honest; physically sound; morally decent; 

and he lived in accord with Nature and his idea of God—he did, that is. 



until the white man came along. 

Then he was cheated; his women were debauched and infected with 

social diseases by the soldiers; he was driven from his fertile plains into 

the remote bad lands; his meat supply was wantonly wasted by "Buffalo 

Bill" and other "heroes" who teased and tortured the Indians until they 

went on the war path. Then the U.S. Army was called out to drive them 

further into subjection. 

For three-quarters of a century a beer lithograph has lionized "Custer's 

Last Stand," and made of the Indian a savage because he was merely 

defending his own. And, if that wasn't enough, we have the 'noble' 

example of the Battle of Wounded Knee, when American soldiers mowed 

down unarmed Indian men, women, and children and Uncle Sam loaded 

up their frozen bodies like cordwood and hauled them away to the dump. 

...Business and industry need them; farmers need them; they're an asset to 

this commimity. Who's next with a few pesos? 

As formal support for the Center came in from various civic organizations, key 

people were interviewed, and their words of agreement for the need for the Center 

printed. The same week the Board of Education expressed their formal support, the 

teacher in charge of the [segregated Indian] "Opportunity Room" said the project was: 

...one of the most worthwhile efforts of the past several years in this 

city...The children are neat and clean when they have the opportunity and 
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facilities. They are polite, eager to learn and show remarkable talent at any 

assignment given them. They would attend classes more regularly and 

advance much faster if such a building could be placed at their disposal. 

Another article reflected the opinion against so much government help going to 

overseas islands rather than locally to American citizens. Factual information about how 

the present Indian situation came to be was presented in the following: 

Reservations have been set aside for the Indians and these lands would 

support them in comfort if they were permitted to use them. But the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs has leased these grazing lands to outsiders for a 

pittance and forced the Indians to shift for themselves...In times past a few 

of them have gone to Washington. News photographers gathered around 

them, took their pictures, the ladies exhibited them as curiosities and sent 

them home discouraged...But if enough people in the Indian states demand 

it, they can be forced to tell. And maybe the Indian will get a semblance 

of justice.'" 

The next article reminded Alliance citizenry of the dangers of stereotyping all Indians: 

"There are many sober, decent, intelligent Indians. To brand the entire race as worthless 

because of a few characters is about as sensible as saying all democrats or all republicans 

or all people of a single church are no good because one of these groups is clapped in 

jail.'"" 

The Times-Herald accepted all the donations for the Center, which came from 
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private citizens, farmers, ranchers, almost all businesses in town—both small and 

large—and civic organizations. The names of the donors were published (very few 

chose anonymity), and a rurming total was printed each week along with further appeals 

for more donations. It appears from the following quotation that many citizens were still 

unaware of their Indian neighbors, and a few Lakota were interviewed as part of the 

reporting process. In this article submitted to armounce a large contribution by the shoe 

store: "They can speak and read English and they are polite when you visit their village, 

but they realize the squalor of it and the impossibility of ever bettering their living 

conditions without some outside help."'" 

Other articles drove straight to the heart of the labor situation (as well as the idea 

of the Indian's "rightful" place in society) in Alliance in order to generate more 

donations. An anonymous donor wrote in 1948: 

It is doubtful if a pound of coal would be delivered in this city if it were 

not for the Indians. You couldn't hire a white man 'for love nor money' to 

unload or deliver coal. 

And two-thirds of the potato crop would fi-eeze in the ground every year if 

Indian labor were not available when harvest time comes. Until you try to 

hire white men for a lot of these tough jobs, you don't fully appreciate the 

worth of the Indian. 

The president of the UCW wrote in 1949, also commenting on the labor situation; 

"There isn't a potato grower in Box Butte county who doesn't welcome Indian labor. 
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Wherever there is a tough job, you'll find the Indians there. It would be difficult to keep 

local industry moving without them.""' A fanner voiced his support by saying. 

This is one civic enterprise that I believe in. In the past I have had 

occasion to hire Indian help on my farm and 1 have always found them to 

be steady and industrious. But when I took these workers back to their 

camps, I felt ashamed of myself. There wasn't much I could do and it is 

gratifying to me to see that others are joining in this endeavor. I'm glad to 

help."®" 

Any sum was an acceptable donation—a dollar, a five, a ten. The Times-Herald 

was the first donor, and a major business in town was the second. The methods of fund 

raising were simple—bake sales (which included advance orders for specialty foods such 

as kolaches, thousand island dressing, and mincemeat), paper drives, and yard sales. (For 

some reason, the paper mentioned that it was decided not to solicit ftmds door to door.) 

Unfortunately, by the late fall of 1948, all generosity and appeals found the Center fund 

short of actual costs. A noticeable lack of publicity lasted through the winter, reflecting 

the disappointment of another goal unmet—that the Center would not open before winter 

hit again. 

The misgivings of those who did not approve of the Center were expressed in 

comments such as these: "They won't be any better off than they are now; who's going to 

see that they observe the rules?" To which the defense was: "The whole setup is not 

going to change their mode of living overnight, but with competent and patient 
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supervision on the part of the.. .United Church Women their conditions can be materially 

improved."'^' The paper further defended the supervisory role of the UCW by saying 

"This is the first time where a local community has undertaken such a program and its 

outcome will be studied with much interest."'®" 

By far the greatest resentment against the building of the Center arose over the 

water issue, which had been a bone of contention between the white residents of South 

Alliance and the City for decades. As one South Alliance angrily stated, "The City is 

going to give water and sewer facilities to the Indians and for 27 years I've tried to get 

water down there and couldn't do it."'®^ The water issue was settled by City Manager 

Laing a month later, who said during a council meeting "that the...plan for [the Social 

Center] came up after the City had already determined to put in water south of the 

underpass as far as Hills street this year."'^ [quote by author, not Laing.] 

During a few meetings held in the fall of 1948, the water issue and others 

concerning the center were hashed out. One meeting, held in the private home of a 

Lakota resident, attempted to clear up misunderstandings about the purpose of the Center, 

and to diffuse community resentments. It was made clear the Center was not a housing 

facility, and that the Indians were "...grateful, and eager to see the work begin...offer[ing] 

to help make the center happen, by painting or nailing...We will sling the job right up on 

our shoulders." 

Resistance to the Center persisted until its doors opened, when the Times-Herald 

remarked; "Recent appeals for additional funds have not met with much success as so 



84 

many people have been led to believe that the Indian families prefer to live as they have 

been doing for many years."'*® Yet, the UCW constantly defended the Indians, saying 

they needed help, not a hand-out, and that the Center would help the community at large. 

The president of the club said they "hope that the local Indians, at least, can be brought to 

a higher level of citizenship when they see that Alliance people are sincerely interested in 

their welfare."'" She also re-iterated the energies Indians put into the preparation of the 

Center: "The Indian children have been most eager to have the building completed. They 

have helped scrub and wash the interior and have been helpful. Some of the older Indians 

have also done a good deal of work."'** 

Formal City Council support came on August 11, 1948. It was agreed that the city 

would sell the barrack building to UCW for its approximate cost of $300. Mayor Laing 

expressed his endorsement by saying: "This is a worthwhile project and the City of 

Alliance will co-operate in every way possible."'*' Good to theu" word, the City donated a 

lot for the Center and an Army barrack was purchased from the Air Base and moved to 

the site. In October the Burlington Northern Railroad approved the lease for the site. 

Local high school boys donated and installed the insulation for the building.'^" In 

November 1949, the first meeting was held there, where a schedule of regular events was 

drawn up, plus a social hour afterwards."' The Indian Social Center was formally 

dedicated in late December of 1949."' In 1950, the Center was granted an aimual 

Community Chest donation of $400."^ The formal lease was drawn up between the 

parties on November 1st, 1953, and remained in the UCW's hands until 1969."'' 
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Originally, the Center building had a two-room apartment for the caretaker, a 

recreational area and two meeting rooms, a bathroom, showers, a laundry room, and a 

sewing room."' The building was wired for electricity and heated by army coal stoves."® 

A missionary who had worked with the Cheyenne (who had adopted two abandoned 

Cheyenne children during her tenure in Montana) was hired as the first caretaker."' The 

Church women thought she would be a good candidate to take care of the Indians 

physical and spiritual needs."® She worked for fi-ee in exchange for room and board. 

During the first plaiming meeting held a month before the Center's formal 

opening, the UCW met with several Lakota citizens to draw up a weekly and monthly 

schedule of events, as well as set amounts for usage fees of the Center's services. The 

Herald printed some of these results: 

The Indians approved an organization plan whereby each family using the 

new center will pay 50 cents a month for the laundry and bath facilities. 

Mrs. Jeimie Lone Wolf was named financial secretary and she will collect 

the dues and turn diem over to...the caretaker at the new [CJenter..."' 

•'The ladies point out that by charging small fees for services at the center, the people are 

learning that they must help take care of themselves."-™ Later, when an Indian couple 

was hired as caretakers, they made weekly reports to the UCW. The small fees that were 

charged for use of the Center kept it nearly self-sufficient for many years.*"' 

On Christmas Eve, 1949, the Indian Social Center officially opened for business, 

and 103 people attended the celebration and dedication. A party co-sponsored by the 
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Salvation Army was held for the kids, complete with presents, songs. Nativity story, and a 

pageant given by the UCW.-°- Many City dignitaries attended, including the City 

Manager, the owner and managing editor of the paper, and the Captain of the Salvation 

Army. Also attending were 94 Lakota adults and their children.-"^ 

The Women's Home League was one of the first groups that began meeting 

regularly at the Center. This group met on Wednesday afternoons, where UCW members 

taught Indian women sewing and embroidery."*" One of the major undertakings of the 

Home League was the making of quilts for Korean refugees and American soldiers.-"' 

Thursdays were reserved for devotional services led by the Salvation Army for the 

children, and consisted of stories or films, music and singing, and games and 

refi-eshments.-°® Classes in painting and ceramics were taught to the children on other 

days.-°^ At least once a month was family night, complete with large potluck dinners 

served in the recreation room.-°' On Christian holidays, special events were held, such as 

Christmas pageants and Easter Egg hunts hosted by UCW.-°^ Gospel meetings and 

regular nights set for Young Peoples Fellowship meetings were more examples of the 

community connection UCW planned for the Center.-'" Camp Fire and Blue Bird Indian 

chapters were set up by state YWCA representatives in October of 1950, and soon after a 

Boy Scout Troop was formed.*'' 

The encouraging levels of attendance at all the functions, combined with collected 

fees allowed for improvements to the facility and an expansion of services and activities. 

By the early 1950s the Center was open every night of the week, and in addition to the 
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previous services, people could enjoy a snack bar, jukebox music, movies, and dances; all 

of which were added to attract more children and young adults.-'* These same years the 

first annual honoring dirmers for Indian mothers, Father-Son banquets and Mother-

Daughter Teas were held. The Teas were held every Spring, sponsored and carried out 

solely by the Indian girls."'^ Parties for birthdays, holidays and other special occasions 

were left for the young adults to plan themselves.-'"* 

By 1955, a night school was added to the weekly schedule of events, borne of a 

request from returned Indian veterans,-'^ who like returning vets all over the country, 

were demanding a return to self-determination in order to reverse the tide of poverty in 

their communities.-'^ The ages of the students ranged 16 to 38 years, and the most 

popular classes were the English language lessons. Attendance at the Social Center by 

this time was rurming an average of 170 a week." The UCW worked to combat 

illiteracy by working individually with students, and by helping children with their 

homework.-'* 

Even though the UCW guided and outlined the Center's activities, a concerted 

effort was made to gradually transfer the balance of power into Indian hands, in keeping 

with the club's desire to foster Indian autonomy. In the late 1950s the UCW's desire that 

the Center eventually become Indian run became more concrete. In 1957 an Indian 

couple was hired as caretakers. -"More solemn occasions were held there, such as 

"Out of an estimated total Indian population of 280. (Nebraska Church Women. March 1955) 
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weddings, memorials, and traditional Indian dances and ceremonials."" When the 

President was interviewed, she said "This project is concrete proof that whenever people 

of a minority group are helped to become better citizens, such activities will directly 

benefit the town involved.""' 

Community involvement continued to be important, especially in the form of 

Christian fellowship. The UCW sponsored a series of weekly story hours for the 

children, conducted by the women of the nine participating churches. The program 

included a devotional period, a story or film, music, games and refreshments. Young 

married couples from the co-operating north side churches took turns attending one 

activity a week at the Social Center, thus showing interest in and friendliness toward their 

Indian peers."" In 1968, a new program was instituted, where once each week a 

participating church (Presbyterian, Baptist, Methodist, Christian, Immanuel, Lutheran, or 

St. John's Lutheran) rotated the responsibility for bringing Indian children aged 5-14 

across town to their churches for devotionals."^ 

From its inception, the UCW's purpose in bringing the "Good News" to the 

Indians by bettering their conditions was always focused on children and family. The 

Times-Herald reported the proud words of an UCW spokeswoman, "One of the brightest 

spots in the work at the center is the attitude of the residents toward others," and that 

"members believe they are making inroads on a situation that three years ago appeared 

impossible.""'* "Over the years the Center has accomplished much in raising the Indian's 

living standards...and that they declare, is all to the good of the whole community."^-^ 
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According to UCW's historian, real friendships also developed between the UCW ladies 

and Lakota women and children."® 

The UCW received national attention for the Indian Social Center project. Their 

mother organization bestowed the Alliance chapter with a national emblem,"' and 

articles were published in two magazines."^ The Indian Social Center was purported to 

be the first of its kind in the nation. Neighboring Nebraska towns with similar 

demographics, that had contributed to and/or inquired about the Center during its 

inception, and looked upon it as a model for their own towns. At least three border towns 

in South Dakota also looked at the possibility of opening a similar Center. In reply to 

Mitchell's inquiry the UCW president wrote of the practical economy of the Center, 

Our caretakers are educated Indians. Mr. and Mrs. Kenneth Austin and 

daughter Sharon, 14. They receive no remuneration. Mr. Austin is 

employed and Mrs. Austin manages the center. Their apartment is rent 

free and furnished. We pay the lights, water, and oil for heating."' 

The Center received praises from the Superintendent of the Pine Ridge 

Reservation in 1954.-^° In an October, 1955 segment of the "Radio Talk" Show on local 

station KCOW, the UCW spokeswoman reported that the Director of Indian Affairs, in 

Aberdeen, South Dakota had written them recently asking more information about the 

Alliance Social Center. He closed his letter with these words: 

1 would like to be able to show other Areas some of the work which is 

being done in your community and help to prove that a group of local 



90 

interested citizens can accomplish a good deal toward bettering the 

conditions of minority groups in their midst, and that such actions will 

directly benefit the town involved. Subscribing to the United Fund will 

help the Indians to become better American citizens. Our country can only 

be as strong as the unity of all her people.-^' 

The broadcast went on to report farther reaching inquiries about the Center. "Social 

directors and workers from Des Moines, Iowa, Lincoln, Omaha, Denver and even one 

from San Francisco have visited this Center and many letters of commendation have been 

received."^- Before the Center opened, UCW related to the Herald that people from New 

York City, California social workers, and some missionaries had toured or inquired about 

the project.-^^ 

The Center remained quite active under twenty years of UCW sponsorship. 

Unfortunately, a gap in documentation exists for the last ten years of UCW's reign. 

Therefore, the specific details of the transition of Social Center's ownership are unclear. 

Only one record was available from 1953 regarding the lease agreement: 

Councilmen tabled temporarily action in accepting a deed for land in 

South Alliance from the Association of Church Women until an agreement 

can be worked out covering operation of the Indian Recreation Building 

project. It was the understanding in 1951 that the church women would 

deed the property to the city.-^"* 

In 1968, at the request of the UCW, the lease was terminated. The Center had "outlived 
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its purpose" according to the Association's report to City Council.^^ The Council 

approved termination of the agreement, and the property returned to the City. A 

recommendation was made that "the barracks-type building on the lot be [razed] and 

cleared away. It was suggested that the ground may be added to Maxwell Park which 

adjoins it."^® 

Fortunately, the building was not leveled, and in 1969 the ownership transferred 

to an Indian family. They moved the Center a few streets away from its original site, 

moved in and took over operations. It now continues the legacy of reaching out to the 

less fortunate. The hungry are fed there, regardless of race or religious affiliation, and 

trips are made each week to medical facilities. 

The conception, construction, and operations of UCW's Indian Social Center 

constitute a heartwarming and multi-dimensional story. On one level, countless hours of 

hard work were required to raise funds from an alternating stubborn and generous public, 

solicit donations of materials and labor, hire and co-ordinate staff, plan activities, 

maintain the building, and provide services for twenty years. On a broader level, 

throughout the history of this "institution" many aspects of inter-racial dynamics were 

exemplified. 

The good intentions of UCW membership led them into a position of advocacy— 

many times taking unpopular stances amongst their peers. If it is true that UCW 

influence eliminated the remaining NO DOGS AND INDIANS ALLOWED signs, 

obtained the necessary City approval for their aid project, and sealed the installation of 
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water, sewer, and electric services in South Alliance, then this Christian organization was 

the most powerfully disruptive force in the face of social heirarchical convention. 

Whether the citizenry of Alliance was ready for it or not, the Indian Social Center 

was a community project all the way along. UCW publicity constantly emphasized that 

this project would not only better conditions for the Lakota, but improve the town as well. 

For once, businesses such as the media, agriculture, local stores, and the railroad 

combined with the City, churches, and private individuals came together in an effort to do 

right by the Lakotas in South Alliance. Many private citizens and small employers had 

never been before afforded a substantial way in which to help. 

On yet another level, this rare spirit of positive co-operation developed a forum 

for expressions of issues of prejudice and paternalism, also printed faithfully by the 

newspaper. Each week articles and editorials re-hashed issues as debates over long held 

beliefs, anger, and guilt. The key contention during the initial fund raising drives was 

over the water issue, which caused the Lakota to be unfairly targeted by lots of 

disgruntled citizens. Perhaps drawing regional and national attention to the Center as a 

model for similar towns inadvertently drew more attention to Alliance's own Indian 

problem than some would have liked. Concern over who was going to oversee Indian 

behavior at the Center exhibited the lingering presence of paternalism in Alliance. The 

article about Indians choosing to live and stay in poverty exemplifies ignorant thinking 

along these same lines. The quickly squelched idea of destroying the building at the end 

of UCW's tenure is indicative of skeptical attitudes which wondered if helping Indians 
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was in every instance a futile activity. The labor issue arose too, because of the Indian 

Social Center, exposing an old duality. The necessity of Indian labor to the health of the 

local economy was expounded alongside bragging over their hard working capacities, but 

the importance granted them only extended again as far into the ranks of the wage labor 

class. 

From its inception, UCW fostered Lakota self-determination at the Indian Social 

Center. Charging use fees, hiring Indian caretakers, implementing tutoring and night 

school programs were all ways in which this was encouraged. And finally, community 

outreach in the form of Christian fellowship facilitated lasting friendships and 

associations that transcended class and racial distinctions. 
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CONCLUSION 
"NOWADAYS WE CALL IT SOUTH ALLIANCE" 

When I first conceived this project, I called Mr. Mark Monroe to ask him if he 

would point me in the right direction to research the history of "Indian Town." His first, 

rather curt reply to me was, '^Nowadays we call it South Alliance.'''' My proper sense of 

humility restored, I embarked on the data collection and interviewing process. I was 

determined to write an accurate account of Lakota life in South Alliance firom the 1940s-

1960s in order to bring respectful and due attention to one Indian community in off-

reservation white America. 

It was important to trace the history of the Lakota back to the 1880s in order to 

determine what reasons led them away fi'om the Rosebud and Pine Ridge reservations to 

towns like Alliance in greater numbers with each ensuing decade. In doing this, I 

immediately discovered the most crucial elements at work in terms of researching these 

people, in this area, and during this time frame. The joint efforts of government, the 

military, business, the railroad combined with prevailing American attitudes towards 

Indians operated continually and powerfully at each juncture of Lakota history. In each 

chapter these forces exercised their domination, varying only throughout time in terms of 

which particular element was at the forefront. 

The speed with which Lakota territory was permanently altered by white 

settlement could not have transpired without the key players at work on the design. The 

army and the railroad worked together to ensure the area was cleared for homesteading, 



95 

and once the Lakota began adjusting to reservation life, an inevitable dependency on 

wage labor was engineered by these same forces. Federal Indian policies in concert with 

assimilation efforts aimed at transforming Lakotas into agrarians eliminated the previous 

economic base of the Lakota. When corruption within the governance of the reservations 

failed to provide sufficient support for the transition into farming, an economy seated in 

wage labor furthered the agenda of the OIA by facilitating even greater control over the 

daily lives of the Lakota. Such intense methods of domination betrayed the Lakota even 

more when the scarcity of this kind of work forced many off their reservations in search 

of better opportunities. 

Towns like Alliance which were located a short distance from the reservations 

were likely places for the displaced Lakota to start over. The city of Alliance itself was 

created from the strong ties between corporations and the railroad after the Army's 

presence secured the area. However, the legacy of expansionist, assimilationist thinking 

which created prejudices amongst the settlers of the panhandle followed the Lakota in 

slightly different forms once they left the reservations. This set of unresolved 

resentments against Indians combined again the with the railroad and agriculture 

industries, offered only limited access to jobs. Seasonal field work and menial labor were 

almost exclusively the only means of making a living until the 1940s. Racial 

segregations in Alliance meant housing options were also restricted, so the Lakota resided 

on the poor side of town alongside other ethnic minorities and lower class whites. 

The 1940s were a turning point terms of the history of this neighborhood in that 
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this was when large numbers of Lakotas and other minorities settled in Alliance 

permanently to fill the many jobs needed to build and maintain the paratrooper Base. The 

old Indian camping grounds which had previously sufficed for temporary housing needs 

failed to accommodate the large influx of Lakota who naturally migrated to that 

neighborhood. Since city services and facilities were absent south of the tracks, living 

conditions worsened, exacerbating health problems and other components of poverty. 

Although the Lakota filled an important need to the economic health of Alliance, they 

were not accorded an equitable standing in the economic arena. Indians worked at jobs 

no else one wanted, and remained the only kinds of work offered. It was a partnership of 

necessity and convenience, which served to keep Indians at the bottom of the economic 

ladder. 

South side inter-racial dynamics kept the Lakota at the bottom of the social ladder 

also. An interesting set of criteria created a unique internal social structuring based not 

only on race but economic status. Although economic class lines separated people on 

either side of the ttacks, within South Alliance racial distinctions tainted every day life. 

At times these class lines and distinctions intersected, in places like 101 Sweetwater. 

This boarding house turned bar/restaurant/brothel was originally created through a bank-

railroad partnership in a manner considered suitable to them, as a way of accommodating 

black employees. 

People of all races with shared social stigma became the regular clientele at 101 

Sweetwater. As the business changed over time with greater numbers and types of 
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customers, it became a place of criminal activity. This drew an inordinate amount of 

negative attention to the south side of town, drawing the attention of city police and the 

wrath of righteous north side citizens. Evidence of prejudicial treatment of Indians by 

law enforcement is centered in this thesis around the problematic existence of 101 

Sweetwater, expanding particularly in the subject area of liquor related offences. Alcohol 

was illegal throughout two Prohibitions, one national and one Indian specific before the 

mid 1950s. The efforts of city police to enforce liquor laws consumed a great deal of 

time even after the Prohibitions ended. Issues of injustice arising in interviews appear to 

be substantiated by the presence of Indian demographic information found only in city 

police records. Here again, a partnership between government institutions and big 

business worked in concert with stereotyping, keeping the status quo intact. 

The Indian Social Center is a fine example of how a cooperative effort between a 

powerful church group and Lakota people put social reform into action on a local level. 

Improvements in terms of living conditions and inter-racial dynamics resulted. The 

Social Center provided basic services, fellowship, and entertainment for Lakotas who for 

many years had done without and been banned from access to these things outside of their 

neighborhood. It is quite significant that even in the presence of overwhelming odds 

against the success of such an endeavor, the Indian Social Center thrived for twenty years 

under UCW leadership, and became a model for towns with similar Indian populations. 

In America, race and social class matter a great deal. Alliance/South Alliance, 

Nebraska is an excellent example of that lived reality in our not so distant past. The town 
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is even more unique because of the ways people acted, reacted, and adjusted to the larger 

forces which dictated the status quo, whether the average citizen recognized these forces 

at play or not. Hopefully this thesis provides adequate insight into all the complexities 

present for the Lakota living and working in South Alliance in the mid-20th century. It is 

with great pride that I tell even a part of their story. 



99 

APPENDIX A 
NARRATOR PROFILES BY PSEUDONYM 

Judith and Carleton Duel are a white couple, both over 50, who have lived in Alliance 
since grade school. 

Mary Dalton is a white woman over 70, who has lived in Alliance all over her adult life. 

Elizabeth and George Garden, mixed bloods, are sister and brother, both over 60, who 
were bom and raised in Alliance. 

Sally Huntley is a full-blood Lakota, over 50, who was raised in Alliance from an early 
age. 

Susan and Robert Kimball, a white couple, both over 70, have lived in Alliance since 
their youth. 

Charles Lewellen a black man, over 45, was raised in Alliance. 

Sara Lisco is a white woman, over 75, who has lived in Alliance since young adulthood. 

Tracy Stegal is a white woman, over 65, who was bom and raised in Alliance. 

Peter Yoder, a white man over 70, has lived in Alliance all of his life. 



APPENDIX B 
SAMPLE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

When and how did you come to live in South Alliance? 

Did you have any classmates who were Indian? 

Did you have any Indian neighbors? 

Do you remember the tent city? 

Did you play with any Indian kids? 

What do you remember about Fall Festival? 

Did you or your father work with any Indian people? 

What do you remember about the reputation of "Indian Town?" 

Were you told not to play with Indian children? 

Do you remember Indian people working the fields? 

Do you remember the signs that read, "NO DOGS OR INDIANS ALLOWED?" 

Did your father come ahead of your family to Alliance to find work? 

What do you remember about the Indian Social Center? 

Was there a lot of intermarriage in South Alliance? 

Do you still speak Lakota? 

Did most Lakota kids drop out of school? 

Do you remember the Opportunity Room? 

Did you live here when the blizzard of'48 hit? 

What do you remember about 101 Sweetwater? 
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APPENDIX C 
ABBREVIATIONS 

BIA Bureau of Indian Affairs 
CB&Q Chicago, Burlington, and Quincy Railroad 
FHA Federal Housing Authority 
HUD Housing and Urban Development 
OIA Office of Indian Affairs 
UCW United Church Women 
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