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The Marias/Baker Massacre and the Winter
of 1884 are pivotal, defining moments in the his-
tory and literature of the Blackfeet Nation, a nation
that cccupied what is today Montana in the US and
Atberta in Canada. A nomadic pedple who followed
and depended on the butfalo for their liveiihood, the
Blackfleet’s decline began in 1870 when US cavalry-
ren survounded the Blackfeet winter campsite near
the Marias River, killing some two hundred Piegans
{a tribe within the Blackfeet Nation}, most of whom
were the elderly, women, or children. The decline
culminated in the Winter of 1884 when the Blackfeet
people found themselves berefted of the buffalo, who
had become pearly extinet, and at the brink of starva-
tion, cutting the population by half.l eft devastated
an deitititeif, ey tnrfied td the US'gdvernment's
Indian Agency for food. For many Blackfeer, this
winter is a symbol not only of their decline but also
of their conquest by the US and Canuda. And just
as the internient has become the central theme and
focus in Japanese Amerivan literature, the Marias/
Baker Massucre and the Winter of 1884 dominate
Blackfeet literature, pusing the question of the con-
dition of possibility of survival after such traumatic
historical experiences,

James Welch (1940-20073) is the most promi-
nent Blackfeet author, and all of his novels concern
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contemporary Blackfeet life on the Fort Betknap and
Blackfest reservations and the surrounding towns,
with the Massacre and the Winter of 1884 in the back-
ground. In his masterpiece Foels Crow (1986), Weich
recanstructs the Rlackfeet Nation’s history, life, and
culture before and after the Marias/Baker Massacte,
the Winter of 1884, and the subsequent American
conguest and colonization. His classic Winver in the
Bicod (1974) concerns a contemporary nameless,
Blackfeet narrator who struggles to survive, after the
winter deaths of his father and brother. The narrator’s
struggle reaches a resolution when his now elderly,
speechiess grandmother, who survives the Winter
of 1884 and who earlier gives him fragments of that
history, dies, and e later Jearns of his grandfather
and his Blackfeer family history.

Blackfeet writer Stephen Graham Jones, in
Ledfeather, revisits Welch's contemporary Blackfeel
Reservation and the surrcunding towns, but he does it
not with the reatism of Welch —a genre that gives the
Tilesion that it really is the real, the troth—but with
the postmodern or metafictionai play of difference of
Chippewa Gerald Vizenor, Thomas Pynchon, Kurt
Vonnegut, Ishimaei Reed, John Barth, David Foster
Wailace, and others. {Many of Jones's other novels
such as- The Bird is Gene [2003] and The Fasr Red
Reuid 120001 Havé 8§ Vizetosdike, midtifictional play.)
Ledfearket poignantly tells the deep. humane, com-
phex, und heastfelt stary of the Blackleet Nation as its
subjects endure 1ifé, deuth, tove, humér, decline, and
survival, Understanding clemly Ut language (and
the novel) cannot master its subject, Jones in Led-
Jeather riskily but successfully plays with this almost
sacred Blackfeet history, He gives us a fragmented,
chapter-less, multi-voiced, non-chronvlogical, mult-
genre patrative, which constantly reminds the reader
that it is fiction unsaccessfully aying to capture the
Blackfeet story, In giving us a Kind of panoramic
linguistic disruption of the traditional novel through
his play with 2 pumber of its conventions, especially
the insertion of the letters nto the middle of the text,
Jones exposes the novel as a linguistic construct. Bur
the brilliance of Ledfvather is Jones™s ability to effec-
tively and subtly demonstrate how we can only know
the past excepl as it is mediated throngh language,
which is bnpreciss, without diminishing the power
and the ragedy of the Blackfeet story.

The main protagonist, Doby Saxon, is a con-
temporary Blackfeat whose life is cut of control. We
recelve fragments of his story from various narrators
and from different viewpoints. A are lmired and all
are beautifully rendered. There is the white female
narrator whose “words” Doby cannot understand, and
she cannot “translate”™ his words. The white couple,
who has been married for “thirty-eight years,” do not
kunow him but are frying to save him. There is Little
Step, the sixth grader, and the young, female high-
school freshperson who give the reader infonmation
about Doby that they do not fully understand, From
these dispatate narratives, the rexder provisionaily
has to piece together Doby's life. He grows up in a
dysfunctional famiy where the mother is either at
the casing where she is “drunk and disorderty” or is
in jail, and the father is either away or is also in jail,
They tell Doby nothing about being Blackfeet. But,
Doby receives love from his annt who tells him the

truth, as she knows jt. He hegins smoking and drink-
ing before his teens, and as the novel opens, Doby is
standing in the middle of the road at night waiting for
acar to hithim. Unhappy with his life and distraught
with the deuth of his best friend, Jamie. e s trying
to comymit suicide. This frst attemupt fails: Later, as
he sits In the snow by the side of the road, [ w]aiting
for another car to come kil him,” he begins to read
Frances Dalitnpere’s lefters, which he holds onto as
if “they were the most important thing in the world.”
“All the papers [Tetters and notes] Doby Saxon had
been gathering were in his lap, and he was reading
in his stupid way, where his lips followed what was
on the page.”

The brilliance of Ledfeather is
Jones’s ability to effectively and subtly
demonstrate how we can only know
the past except through the mediation
of lunguage.

in these tormentingly beautiful letters, writ-
ten mostly in the 1880s. in simplistic and elegant
prose, to his wife, Claire, who never receives them,
Dalimpere, the US govemment’s Indian Agent on
the Blackfeet Reservation. tells a tender. sad, and,
at times, hopelessty, complex human story (which
is full of life) about missing his wife, his attempt o
save one Blackleet boy, who wanted 10 stone hinself
to death, his reaijzation that his predecessor Collins
has wistmanaged affairs on the reservation, and his
conversations with Yellow Tail, who tells him of the
beautiful magical. nomadic cufture and the torturons
and declining history of the Blackfeet Nation, inclod-
ing the Marias/Baker Massacre, the smallpox epi-
dernic, and the Winter of 1884, before e (Dalimpere)
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succumbs to madness. As with previous' narrafors,

Dalimpere's letters are self-aware and inpreciie fié:
tions. They cannot captare Yellow Tiil’s “diverse and
unconnected” _stpr;‘es, nor can, they define Blackfeet
subjectivity because individuals have more than one
name. More important, Dalimpere's letters can never
teil the truth abour the Blackfeer people because he
“will never understand the Indian mind." Language
cannot refiect the real; it can only signify it,

In reading the letters, Doby Saxon learns about
the Blackfeet people’s history, culture, and their
struggles to survive. He changes, reconnecting to
Blackfeet history, Within Daby, a giimmer of hope
develops, When he “settled his voice down. ..youcan
see the Yellowtail in him the most.., from that crimi-
nal hope in his voice, but that's not the end eicher,”
These letters show that today the reservation is as

saciaily and culfurally desolate, beautiful, compli-
cated, humorous, and full of life as it was one hun-
dn:d'yéurs ago. Jones mastertully demonstrates the
sirmniarities and the differences between the Blackfeet
Nation of the 1880s and today, Uitimately, the letters
show that the Marias/Baker Massacre, the Winter
of 1884, the conquest of the Blackfeet Nation, the
smallpox epidemic, and the mismanagement of the
American Indian alfairs by the US government are
still kaving effects 2 hundred years later.

In Ledfeather, Stephen Graham Jones uses the
postmodern play of Gerald Vizenor and other post-
modem American writers o revisit Welch’s Blackfeet
Reservation, But, like Vizenor (and Welch), in this
revisit, hie creatively re-imagines a contemporary
American Indian subjectivity that is not trapped in
the whiteired hierarchy, which defines the American

Indian either as a victim or as a beneficiary of Ameri-
can conquest, With Ledfeather, along with The Bird
is Gone and The Fust Red Road, Jones picks up
where Gerald Vizenor (and James Welch) leaves off
in taking American Indian fiction in an entirely new
direction.
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