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John Cole:

Good morning, and welcome to the Library of Congress.  I’m John Cole.  I’m the director of the Center for the Book in the Library of Congress, which means I have the lucky job of being the reading promoter for the Library of Congress.  We have a network of state centers for the book throughout the country to help us in our job of stimulating public interest in books, reading and libraries.  We also have a partnership program that includes many interesting groups that share our interest in libraries, in books, in reading.  And one of those is Friends of Libraries USA.  And the center is cosponsoring today’s event with Michael Blake during our special American Library Association annual meeting, but also as a program in the Center for the Book’s author series.   

This means that we are going to be actually filming this presentation, this conversation, for viewing later on the Library of Congress and the Center for the Book’s Web site, where it will be video streamed.  And you’ll be able to share the experience.  So we will plan a major question and answer period, Michael tells me, following a few remarks that he’s going to make.  We hope you have questions; we know he has answers.  But when you do ask questions that means that really you’re giving us the authority to put your image and your words onto our Web site, and we thank you for that in advance.  

Secondly, if anyone has beepers, anything electronic, please turn them off at this time, because that of course will disrupt us a little bit in our electronic transmission.  We’re very pleased to have ALA here, and as I was saying earlier to some people, the Library of Congress is hosting a number of events today and tonight.  And it’s not often that we have a chance to host our fellow librarians and our fellow promoters of books and reading.  And we’re very pleased to take advantage of it today.  I’m going to turn the meeting now over to Sally Reed who is the executive director of FOLUSA.  

She’s been executive director since 2001.  FOLUSA stands for Friends of Libraries USA, which I think everyone in this room probably knows.  But FOLUSA also has been, Sally, a Reading Promotion Partner since we began our Reading Promotion Partner program many, many years go.  Sally is a librarian.  She’s really served in libraries in Virginia and New England -- I know of Vermont, New Hampshire, and there’s a Midwestern state, Ohio?  Iowa.  Iowa.  My mistake.  So she is a veteran librarian for the good of the library profession, and we are thankful that she became the head of FOLUSA in 2001, and I am pleased to turn the program over to Sally Reed.  Sally?

Sally Reed:

Thank you.

[applause]

Welcome, everyone.  It’s really great to see you all here.  You’re in for a real treat this morning, so I’m glad you got on the Metro and got over here.  I’m very delighted to introduce Michael Blake to you for a number of reasons.  The first one, really, is I met him about six or seven years ago, and I’m lucky in my job; I meet lots and lots of authors.  And believe it or not, they don’t stay with me, necessarily.  I don’t remember them all.  But I have always remembered Michael Blake, because he’s just a genuinely nice guy.  And he has stuck with me all these years, and I’m just delighted now to see him again.  As you all know, he’s a very prolific author.  

He’s written a number of books including “Marching to Valhalla,” “The Holy Road,” and of course he’s probably best known for “Dances with Wolves,” for which he won an Academy Award, which I think is just amazing.  He also has recently written a script for a four-hour miniseries on the Civil War, hopefully to air on AMC.  And I’m sure he’ll talk a little bit more about that.  He’s working on several books at the moment, and has just recently published a new one, or will with the University of Oklahoma Press.  So we’ll let him tell you more about that, and please join me in welcoming Michael Blake.

[applause]

Michael Blake:

Thank you, Sally Reed, and thank you all for coming this morning.   I appreciate it very much.  I have to tell you, I -- you know, after I won the Academy Award and started to make money as a writer, I’d never been to a Hollywood party; still haven’t, except for ceremonies.  And I wanted to do things for people and the country and the Earth, and so on and so forth.  So I took that time and I dedicated it as much as I possibly could to working for helping to move, in my small way, our lives and our culture forward.  One of the things I did from the very beginning was Orion Pictures.  I had cancer at the time -- well, I was actually recovering from my first bout with cancer.  And in those days, in the early ‘90s, if you had cancer, everybody pretty much figured you were [vocal sound--Tisk], you know?  

So when the film was released, shortly afterwards Orion Pictures had organized a sort of tour.  And they asked me if I wanted to tour for the movie, and I said sure.  And that was my first major tour.  I did 12 major cities in the United States, including Toronto, in 14 days.  And essentially what I would do was I would get on an airplane, with water everywhere to keep myself hydrated, get off the airplane, check into a hotel, get into bed, stay in bed until the appearance was coming, then get out of bed, go to the appearance, come back, get into bed, stay there until it was time to fly again.  And that’s how I did the tour.  But one thing I told Orion before the tour started was -- I said, “I’m perfectly happy to do this, but on one condition, that I appear at a library every single place I go.”  And they said “Okay.”  And we did.  And that started my work for that sector -- of my public work for libraries, and that has continued to this day. 

I recently came back from New Mexico, doing appearances at high schools, trying to ignite something in young people, and worked with the library at Los Lunas High School in the south of Albuquerque, a rather poor section.  And so it continues to this day.  And most of the work I do is trench work.  I call it trench work because it’s going to towns where prominent people never go, and giving people in those towns an opportunity to see that someone who has a name does care enough to come to their community and speak with them.  And throughout all of this time I’ve been as impressed with FOLUSA as I have with anything.  And that’s why I thank Sally for having me here today, and I have to thank Elizabeth Martinez, too, for her longstanding support of me.  But the friends of the library are wonderful because they’re always there.  And they’re always carrying out the trash, setting up the drinks, making sure the books are there and available and ready for people, and so on and so forth.  

I’ve been working a lot with the National Park Service, and we just opened a new visitor’s center at the Washita Battlefield’s site in Cheyenne, Okla., tiny little place.  But those people, like people who work for the library, whether they’re friends or actual library affiliates in terms of jobs -- the National Park Service people are very similar.  They’re not in it for the big money.   There isn’t any big, big money.  They’re in it because they believe in it.  And these National Park rangers remind me so much of people who are engaged with library work, because it’s the same kind of deal.  They do not look at it as a way to climb the ladder to the top.  They look at it as something that drives them and motivates them, and makes them feel like they’re using their lives in a good way.  And so I’m very happy about all of that.  Let me get some water here [coughs].  

Coming to Washington, D.C., too, is a wonderful thing, and I got to bring my son, Kuwana [spelled phonetically], with me.  He has never visited this place, and he’s been quite impressed with it, especially the Air and Space Museum, of course.  We’ve got -- how many airplanes are we taking home?  Six?  Yeah, I think six [laughter].  But it’s been a wonderful, wonderful trip.  Now I want to talk a little bit about writing and about my life as a writer.  Excuse me [drinks more water].  Just has to happen.  

“Dances with Wolves” was written in Los Angeles because I was sick, I’d been trying to break into the movies for many, many years.  And I was sick of making tiny amounts of money, just enough to live to the next possible job, and so I decided after I reread “Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee” -- I started reading about Indian history, and I couldn’t stop.  And as I read more and more I had, a certain kind of feeling grew in my head, with little anecdotes for stories and things like that.  And finally it all started to come together, and I decided to write a book instead of a screenplay.  

[Coughs] Now, I was living in a place I called “lower Guatemala,” because it was all immigrants from Central America, just south of the main part of Hollywood.  And I was living in an old house in the neighborhood, and I had no money, so what I decided to do was -- I had to decide, do I take a job, or do I write a book?  I decided to write a book.  And so I packed my desk in some friends’ houses, and a couple pieces of furniture that I owned.  I had an old 1970 Chrysler 300 that I’d bought for $700.  I packed my essentials in the truck and started driving around Los Angeles.  And that was when I started writing by hand.  I had used a manual typewriter up until that time, but now I was so impoverished, and there was no way to type in a car or in somebody else’s house, that I started writing longhand.  And I still do that today.  I’m one of the last, I suppose.  But I’ve written more than a million words with this hand, and it still work [laughter].  It’s pretty amazing.  

At any rate, I drove around LA for a year, mostly crashing at friends’ houses, watching their dogs and cats when they were on tour; you know, just hanging out on the couch at night and dipping into the fridge, and so on and so forth.  And [coughs] when that was finished I didn’t know what to do, so -- I couldn’t leech off my friends anymore.  So I borrowed a thousand dollars from a very prominent producer named Laura Ziskin, who was the only person I knew who had any money, and left LA and drove east to the west, and ended up washing dishes in a small town in southern Arizona.  In the meantime, Kevin Costner finally read the manuscript.  He didn’t want to read it because he was afraid he would like it, and if he liked it then he would want to make a movie of it.  And he knew that would be difficult, and of course it was extremely difficult.  

But, he did, finally, and two days after I was fired for the first time ever, from a job, because they wouldn’t -- I was getting $3.30 an hour, and they wouldn’t replace the gloves that were all torn up, and the boiling water was ruining my hands.  And we got in a kind of tussle over that because they wanted me to buy the gloves.  And I said, “Well, wait a minute; I’m working for you.”  “Well, you’re not a very good dishwasher anyway.  Go on out of here [coughs].”  

So I did, and a couple of days later Kevin called and asked me if I wouldn’t mind coming back to LA and write a screenplay for “Dances with Wolves.”  And if I’d had a cell phone, I still would have been talking to him when I was on the road.  But I did go back, we wrote the screenplay.  I wrote the screenplay.  

It ended up getting made into a movie against unbelievable obstacles.  Most people don’t realize that “Dances with Wolves” was a totally independent film.  We went to South Dakota with $7 million that had been raised in advances from overseas distributors, and started to film with that.  And Orion Pictures came on a little bit later and looked at what we were doing and said, “We’ll put some in there, too.”  We ended up, after everything was done -- even in 1990, we ended up spending $18 million to make that film.  And unfortunately that’s what should be done today, much more -- is people should make things for the value of a project, not the idea of what it’s going to do for them, you know, financially.  Unfortunately, that feeling has taken a deep dive in America.  

Now, after that I wrote a novel called “Airman Mortensen” which takes place in 1966, about a young teenager in the military and an unbelievable summer that he had; a life-changing summer. 

 Then I wrote “Marching to Valhalla.” After hating Custer for years and despising him, I actually started to read something about him and realized that he was an incredible person.  He wasn’t the jerk, nitwit and vanity guy that we all have been told that he is.  

Then after a long period of time I was able to write the sequel to “Dances with Wolves,” which I’d always planned.  When I was riding around in my car I felt like, “This story needs to go on.”  And that was called “The Holy Road.”  And unfortunately, it was published on 9/11; that was its official publication date.  And most people in America still don’t even know that it exists.  

Unfortunately, the way the publishing industry is, it’s a conveyer belt.  And your book has a moment to be sent out, just like these movies that they put out in the theaters for a week or 10 days, make as much money as they can, and then move onto the next.  So, unfortunately “The Holy Road” was obliterated, like so many other things, by 9/11.  However, it’s in almost 15 different languages around the world, and is in multiple hardcover editions in many different countries.  Here, you can’t find it.  It’s so like Yogi Berra said, “Déjà vu all over again.”  “Dances with Wolves” was the same kind of, went through the same kind of thing.  And now “The Holy Road” hopefully is going to be put into production next spring.  They’re trying to get the money up now to make it, in very much the same way that “Dances with Wolves” was made, without studies coming in and deciding what it’s going to be like.  

My latest book that was published is called “Indian Yell:  The Heart of an American Insurgency.” And it was written as a primer for the American public about history.  It’s my first nonfiction book, and it discusses what happened 150 years ago on the Great Plains of America when the final battles between Indian and white took place.  And all I wanted to do, really, was not be a historian or an academician, but to share my conclusions after so many years of study as to how things came about, what happened, and what the aftermath was.  And it was an odd experience, one of the oddest experiences I’ve ever had in my writing life because after I finished that book -- and I have to say that a small press called Northland, Arizona, in northern Arizona, published it and made a beautiful book out of it.  People are just -- they love how it looks.  And it’s full of pictures and illustrations, maps and so on, but it had an effect on me that I had never anticipated at all.  

It was a very life-changing effect that it had because after I put down all of this that had happened, I realized, in a very strange way -- it came together, that for me, that then was now, and that the connection between then and now is still here with us in America today.  Now I keep working and fighting for my children.  My son is 10; I have two daughters, nine and six.  Because of the way this world is going, I figure that we all have to stand up.  We all have to promote some kind of change, some kind of turnaround.  And writing “Indian Yell” put that into my heart in a way that it had never been there before, even though I’ve done this all of my life.  

People look at me as an Indian sympathizer, and so on and so forth.  And that’s not really true.  I am no more sympathetic to Indian people today than I am to a Vietnam vet pushing a cart down the street.  However, the culture that was there is what I relate to so strongly.  And one of the reasons that “Indian Yell” had that impact on me is because I could see that what happened then changed the course of our own history. The way we treated all of that has come on to today.  It is still with us, and it is hurting our country so massively.  

Indian people were not religious in our own sense of organized religion. But they did something that organized religion -- whether it’s Muslim, Christian, Catholic, whatever -- does not do today, period.  Now, I have nothing; I’m not affiliated with any religious group and never have been.  But I have deep respect for the faith of all people who believe in something greater than themselves.  Unfortunately, we don’t believe in the same way that the Indian culture believed in, they believed in  a creator, they called the creator “the mystery” because they didn’t know.  But what they believed in and what they considered to be sacred was what the creator had made, which was not only themselves, but it was the animal life, the trees, the grass, the rivers, the mountains; everything to them had sacredness.  And they treated it that way.  

Unfortunately, with ourselves, we think of God as a being that serves us, that’s here for us.  We don’t think of God as creator of this earth, because we haven’t treated it that way.  And it’s continuing to decline.  In “The Holy Road” -- at the end of the novel -- Ten Bears, the elderly chief, and Kicking Bird decide to come to Washington, D.C.  When they come to Washington, D.C., what happened to them was that the -- you know, there’s a dozen of them that came, Kicking Bird and Ten Bears among them.  And they go to horse races, they have their pictures taken, they go to ceremonies, and so on and so forth.  Ten Bears doesn’t do that.  He wants to understand how white people live, because it seems so bizarre to him.  And one of the things that he wants to know about and he asks about is -- he asks somebody one day, he says, “You know, what -- we roam around, and when our campground is kind of filled with feces and urine we move.  Now, all you people are staying.  How can you do that?”  

Well, it turns out that the time that Ten Bears comes back in 1874, this city has just had its sewer system in place for about a year.   So the head of the sewage system is so excited to show Ten Bears, “Hey, this is what we do.  So come on out here.”  So they go to a street in an exclusive neighborhood, they pull up a manhole cover, and the guy says to Ten Bears, “You know, in your hotel you have that water closet.  Have you used that?”  And Ten Bears says, “Yeah.”  He says, “Well, that house up there, for instance, they’ll use that water closet and then it goes through a tube, and it comes down here.”  And Ten Bears looks down and he says, “Wow, there’s a river going down there.”  And he says, “Where does it go?”  And the guy says, “Well, come on.  I’ll go show you.”  So they go out to the Potomac River, and Ten Bears sees these huge tubes full of raw sewage pouring into the Potomac.  

And Ten Bears says, “Well, um, is that -- I mean, is that a river of feces?”  And the guy says, “Oh, no, no, no.  It’s carried out into the great ocean.”  And Ten Bears says, “But what happens when the great ocean fills up?”  And the guy just laughs and says, “Ha, ha, has, verybody knows the great ocean will never fill up.”  Well, it is.  There’s a place right now called the [North Pacific] Gyre in the northern Pacific, and it’s where currents from all over the Pacific Ocean converge.  It’s an area of about 10 million square miles.  There’s a portion of it that is the same size as the state of Texas; it is filled with Styrofoam™ and plastic.  Some of it is as much as 100 feet deep.  They are telling us that by 2048 we won’t be eating shrimp or scallops or oysters anymore, because it’s all going to be gone.  We could do something about it.  We could clean it up.  But we’re not.  We’re not doing that.  

America brags about being the superpower of the world, the great leader.  We don’t do anything.  We’re not doing anything.  Some people are, but as a mass, the public’s not doing anything.  

Indian leadership was another difference that we could have learned something from.  Did Indians have jerks in their groups?  Sure.  Did they have bad marriages?  You bet.  Did they have child abuse in some cases?  Sure.  But their leadership wasn’t based on how many horses somebody had.  It was based on merit, all on merit.  If you could walk the walk and talk the talk, you became a leader -- didn’t matter.  Crazy Horse -- one of the greatest leaders, in my view, in the history of the world.  He was an odd little kid.  He had wavy kind of brown hair.  A lot of people on the Oregon Trail who saw him thought he might be a little white captive.  

He grew up from a family that was totally poor.  His father was essentially a religious man who tried to take care of people; wasn’t a warrior, or anything like that.  And Crazy Horse came from that family.  He didn’t spend time with adults when he got to be an adult; he spent most of his time with children.  That’s who he talked to.  And when he wasn’t talking to children, he was in the mountains  -- thinking, trying to connect with the earth.  He became such a great leader that no matter how a battle was going, if you heard the words “Crazy Horse is coming,” there would be victory.  There would always be victory.  

When he was assassinated at Fort Robinson in Nebraska in 1877, the United States government had a plan.  They didn’t like him because his people loved him so much and believed in him so much.  The United States was worried about Crazy Horse.  He came in because there was nothing left to eat; the buffalo were gone.  And he reported to the fort and was told he was going to have a meeting with the general, and that he was going to be given his own reservation site for his people.  Well, General Crook didn’t show up, never planned to show up.  What was planned was that Crazy Horse would be taken into custody, trained to Chicago, then trained to Florida, then taken to the Dry Tortugas.  

So, much of our leadership -- doesn’t matter whether it’s Democrat or Republican -- needs to be going to the Dry Tortugas.  

[laughter]

These kinds of things just don’t work for us anymore.  And the big problem we have, not only here but throughout the world, that nobody really wants to talk about but is true, is overpopulation.  There are too many humans.  In the ’60s we advocated zero population growth, and for a time that was achieved here in the United States for a year or two.  And then it was dropped as money pulled us into the dictatorship that it has assumed now.  

I’m always advocating doing something positive; unfortunately most everything today is negative.  But there is a positive thing I’m advocating, and I’ll close with this, and then I can’t wait to engage with you folks. 

In the 1700s someone went out to the Great Plains, and they saw what was out there and they couldn’t believe it.  People in the East called it “the great American desert,” people who had never been there.  But this individual who went out there saw millions of buffalo. Saw millions of animals. Saw unbelievable terrain, unbelievable flora and fauna, and said when he came back East, “This should be preserved.  We should make a buffalo commons out of this area.”  

For more than 200 years the idea of a buffalo commons pops up here and now, pops up here and now, and then it goes away.  It’s never executed, never worked on.  Fact of the matter is, the Great Plains of the United States, most of it’s empty.  Couple times a year the “New York Times” runs an article about how the schools have closed, the towns shut down; there’s no people there.  And that just continues on and on and on.  

And there are the Great Plains out there. If we took a section of those Great Plains and brought back the buffalo, brought back wild horses, brought back black-footed ferrets and all the other animals and the flora and the fauna and the water, we could create an American Serengeti.  The whole world would be thrilled to come and see something in America that is America, and also what it would do is that it would give people like our own youngsters a chance to see what it really looks like.  The buffalo, when they were there, were the top of the food chain, basically.  And they influenced everything around them.  A man wrote a book not long ago called “Buffalo for the Broken Heart.”  He had had a bad divorce, his cattle ranch was fading, meat prices were down, he didn’t know what to do.  And people were saying, “Well, you should raise buffalo.”  And he was going, “No, no, no.”  

Well, somebody dropped off about 20 calves in the middle of a snowstorm in his corrals, and he didn’t want to see them die, so he started arranging to raise buffalo.  And today he still has a large buffalo ranch there.  He sells meat; I eat it almost everyday.  It’s got 10 percent of the cholesterol and 20 percent of the fat of the burgers we consume, and it tastes good.  And he said in his book that when those buffalo came out on his land, all of a sudden he started to see birds he’d never seen before.  All of a sudden plants started to grow that he’d never seen before.  All of a sudden when the buffalo get in their wallows and dig around, springs started to come up out of the ground.  Creator made the buffalo; we killed them all.  

There were 500 left at the beginning of the 1900s, and that was just because a few people had said, “No, I don’t want to see them all die.”  Now there’s a lot more, but if we had a place in America to restore the country, even just in a fractional way, it would give so much inspiration to so many people.  This is why I write.  I write not to dominate, not to be a star.  I write because I want to give people a chance to think, to imagine, to maybe be inspired to do something on their own.  That is why I write.  

Anybody have a question?

[applause]  

Thank you.  Yes, ma’am?

Female Speaker:

I wanted to ask -- I read about the extensive historical research that you’ve done with “For Dances with Wolves” and other books.  Did you include in that, also, communications with American Indians today?  What kind of feedback have you had from them about your books?  I’m just curious about that interaction --  if it’s been collaborative, critical, celebratory -- what you’ve heard.

Michael Blake:

Indian people today, I’d say they’re very grateful for “Dances with Wolves” because all I wanted to do with “Dances with Wolves” was to let people view Indians as real people who have kids and have families and care about life.  And I think that was achieved in “Dances with Wolves”, and it made Indian people really happy.  I don’t have a lot of Indian friends.  I have a few.  I have a friend in the panhandle of Texas, a Kiowa guy, who was adopted by a white couple when he was an infant, and he made this bracelet for me, which I always wear on the road.  It’s got the numbers 12, 0 [zero], and two on it.  It’s the tail hair of a wild horse that I adopted.  It is the greatest animal that I’ve ever known in my life, and he died a couple of years ago.  And his tail hair is implanted in this bracelet.  

He’s a Kiowa guy, and he’s very into his heritage and his culture and all of that.  I would say that, well, I did -- I was working for Wolf Recovery [Northern Rocky Mountain Wolf Recovery Program], and I went to receive an award one time in Idaho, in Boise.  And after I gave a talk to a full auditorium I was walking to the backstage, walking up the side of the stage, and I saw these two kind of thuggy-looking guys, you know, kind of standing there.  And they were Indian guys.  I knew they were Indians guys.  But, you know, they seemed a little rough, but I stuck out my hand and said, “How are you doing?”  And they said, “Hmm, pretty good, yeah.”  And I asked them, “What are you doing here?”  

They said, “Well, we came to see you.”  And I said, “Oh, well thank you.”  “Yeah.  We drove from Salt Lake City up to see you tonight.  And we just wanted to give you this.”  And they handed me a necklace.  And one of the guys told me -- and I’ve been told a number of times -- and this is probably better than the Oscar, money, anything -- he said, “You know, after I saw that movie and read that book, that was the first time I ever felt good about being an Indian.”  How much better can you do than that?  I can’t imagine anything better.  And that’s happened numerous times.  Yes, ma’am?

Female Speaker:

I’m here from Oklahoma with another Okalhoman, and I don’t know how to ask this without sounding antagonistic, but are you aware of the tall grass prairie in Oklahoma where they have, where you can view the buffalo and they let the prairie grass grow where it is so think that you can’t even walk through it, it’s so think and it has?

Michael Blake:

Is this down by the Wichita Mountains?  

Female Speaker:

Well, it’s over -- it’s in Oklahoma, and I would say it’s north, north of the Wichita Mountains -- what would you say [Inaudible] by Wichita Mountains?

Female Speaker:  

Yes.

Female Speaker:  

Okay.  But it’s a wonderful  work [inaudible] with the nature conservancy ro [inaudible] this area.  And Oklahoma -- although the Native Americans were brought there on their horses under force and it’s not a very proud moment in American history -- we are very proud of our Native American heritage.  There’s a lot of pow-wows in Oklahoma, and many of the Native Americans are very proud of their heritage there.  There are a lot of, as you say, collaborative matters of where they have joined forces -- education and work with the government of Oklahoma, and it has worked really well.  I just wanted to point out that there is a place that Americans can go to see what the prairie looks like and buffalo and the sanctuaries. 

Michael Blake:

No, in Oklahoma -- I’ve been to Oklahoma many times.  My mother was born in Muskogee.  My father was raised in Oklahoma City, and I have many -- Fort Sill is one of my favorite places to go in Oklahoma.  I recently went and saw Quanah Parker’s Star House down near Lotten.  I’ve been through a number of different regions that are beautiful there.  And you’re right; there is a lot of that going on there.  And Oklahomans should be very proud of what they have.  My feeling is, let’s get the nation involved in this.  Let’s get more than people who have that kind of sensitivity in a certain state.  Let’s get the whole country involved if we can.  You know, that’s my goal.  And I would love to see that happen, but you’re right.  Oklahoma is a fantastic place in that sense.  There’s beauty there, there’s the Indian culture, theirs is still alive, and there are a number of regions that are beautiful and well kept.  Most people don’t go there, but they should.  Yes, ma’am?

Female Speaker:

In the East I have always heard that the fertility of the Shenandoah Valley was in fact attributable to the fact that it had been the ancient buffalo migration path, and that hundreds and hundreds of years ago the buffalo were [inaudible], was the basis.  Have you ever heard that?

Michael Blake:

Buffalo were everywhere.  Buffalo were in Maine, buffalo were in Georgia, buffalo were in Washington, buffalo were everywhere in this country.

Female Speaker:

They were on their way to Maine from Georgia?

[laughter]

Michael Blake:

No, they were everywhere, and they’re just amazing creatures, and you know we’re,  I don’t have to tell you, we’re just getting rid of everything on the planet.  And we’ve got to stop it.  If we don’t stop it, there’s not going to be anything left for us.  Because one of the things that Indian culture believed in, certainly 150 years ago -- and a Hopi gentleman -- I went to -- Leonard Peltier, who’s been imprisoned for over 30 years, had a recent art showing in northern Arizona.  And of course he wasn’t there, but I went up there and a Hopi medicine man opened the meeting and said, “You know, we are all blades of grass.” And that is what humanity doesn’t understand.  We think of ourselves as superior to everything, and we’re not.  We are part of everything. 

And that’s what Indian culture understood so well; that they were part of a whole.  They weren’t the whole deal, and neither is humanity.  And nothing lasts forever, and if humanity doesn’t start to understand that and start to respect it and honor it, humanity’s going to go.  It’s going to be gone.  The dinosaurs were here for hundreds of millions of years and they didn’t do anything wrong, and they’re gone [laughter]. We’ve got the brains.  We’ve got all of that. We’re superior in brainpower, but what are we using it for?  To get more channels on the TV [laughter].  You know?  That’s okay.  You want to go see a NASCAR race or a football game or a talentless celebrity, that’s fine [laughter].  You can do it. But why not do something else, too, to help balance this life that we have and preserve it? 

You know, I really -- I’m so proud of the things that I’ve done and the respect that I’ve gotten for my work, but you know what?  Once I’m gone, maybe people will read “Dances with Wolves” for awhile longer like they still read “Call of the Wild”, but eventually that’ll all end.  That’ll all end anyway.  My job, as I see it, is -- and I’m very fortunate to have made children, because I think that’s the reason I’m here, ultimately.  And being part of a continuum, that’s the role I see myself having.  I’m not the end of anything or the beginning of anything; I’m part of a continuum.  And that’s why I spend a lot of time with the children that I brought into the world with my wife, because I want them to be part of it, too.  And that’s the whole idea.  If you can do that and contribute something to life as we know it, you’ve done your job.  That’s the way I see it.  Yes, ma’am?

Female Speaker:

Just on that note -- and thank you for bringing that specific story to our attention, because I’m definitely going to go and look that up, now that you brought it to my awareness -- but thinking about future generations, I’m trying very hard, myself, to switch to using products conscious of [inaudible] generations inspired out of this very culture you’re talking about.  That it’s not enough to think about today.  We’ve got to think about what we’re leaving to our grandchildren, their gandchildren.  So I don’t know how good the materials are  -- I mean, they work.  But I can say that -- I don’t know really how good they are for the environment, but I like to think they’re better than what we were use to using.

Michael Blake:

No, that’s good.  I mean, that’s the right way to look at it in my view.  You know, these Democrats and Republicans, they talk about the future generations all the time, and I don’t think they give a damn about the future generations.  They talk about money for the future generations.  Well, at the Custer battlefield, when those guys got hit and went down -- and believe me, they weren’t running around goofing off.  They fought hard.  And Custer and all of the men in his command died.  And the Indians came out, stripped them down, mutilated them, took their watches, took their guns, took all their stuff, and a lot of the troops had been paid a few days after they left Fort Abraham Lincoln up in Nebraska.

They got paid on the road because they didn’t want them to spend all on their money on booze, you know.  And they had a lot of money in their pockets.  Well, the Indians looked at that money, and -- “What’s this stuff?”  You know?  And money isn’t going to matter a whit if we don’t have a world to live in.  You know, you’ve got a million bucks and you’re living in a spinning landfill?  What good is it going to do you?  We have to do it now.  We have to.  This -- not this, but you folks --

[laughter]

Female Speaker:

I know you’ve mentioned bringing back the buffalo and such, but what would -- it’s frustrating to me to know what to do besides the obvious, so what would be your top five, top 10 things the average person could do to help? 

Michael Blake:

Oh, top five, top 10 things an average person could do to help.  Well I think -- you know, when I was in high school, I think my favorite course, by far, was civics.  I loved the idea of how democracy was set up, and the various checks and balances, and all the different ways that it had been set up.  I thought that was totally cool, and I mentioned to some folks here earlier, I first came to Washington, D.C., in 1962 with a group of high school students from San Diego.  And we were given a lot of attention because we were the first group of high school students to fly from the West Coast to Washington, D.C.  So we met John F. Kennedy, we met Robert Kennedy, we met the Secretary of State, whose name I can’t recall now, who --

Male Speaker:

Dean Rusk.

Michael Blake:

Dean Rusk.  We met Dean Rusk, and you know, just about everybody.  And I was very, very excited about that.  My feelings about America’s system now -- I mean, that’s one of the places we have to start in a big, big, big way, is to stop the money being everything.  I mean, we’ve got these interesting people, both Democrat and Republican, who are all battling to live in the White House.  And what are they doing?  They are avoiding any kind of look at them that’s going to be degrading by being pretty bland with everybody.  But mainly what they’re doing is raising money.  That’s all they’re doing, is asking for money.  Money dominates our society in a way that it should not.  It has become our dictator.  Money is everything.  And until we find a way to start moving away from some of that, you know, I think our system needs to change.  

You know, Jefferson and all the rest of those people made the Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and all of that – fantastic. But there were three million people living here then.  It’s not the same anymore; it’s different.  And our politicians talk about the Constitution constantly, but they use it as is a shield, and they manipulate it, and they run around it.  And they do all of that kind of stuff.  I don’t know what’s going to happen in America, but we continue on this way, it’s like a pyramid scheme.  It’s going to collapse at some point.  And the problem is – is the fault of it all is not the president or the vice president or Congress or any of that.  It’s us.  We’re not doing anything.  

That’s, we have to stand up, and I think that we have to start looking for people who want to be leaders, rather than people who want to find a way to sneak in so that they can rule.  We need leadership in America; doesn’t matter whether it’s at your local library or in the Capitol or in the White House.  We’ve got to have real leadership, otherwise we’re in trouble.  We are in trouble.  We’re going to stay that way, and it’s going to get worse and worse if we don’t.  You know, one of the things that is really horrible to me, and has to change about our country, is that we’re the land of freedom.  We’re the land of the American dream.  We have two million people in prison.  We can’t -- it’s crazy.  It’s nuts to have that many people in eight-by-eight cells, and we’re paying people to guard them everyday, we’re paying their food, we’re paying their showers, we’re paying their court costs, we’re paying all this stuff.  

You know, if I was going to build a buffalo commons today, there’s about a quarter of a million of these people in prison that are on drug charges.  They didn’t kill anybody. They didn’t even steal a car.  They got caught with a bag of pot in their pocket three times.  And they’re in prison.  Well I would take the nonviolent offenders out of prison and have them start working for America under supervision.  I’d have these -- 100,000 of these guys go up in the north Pacific and clean it up.  Do something for your country.  I’d have them go out and help build the buffalo commons; do something for their country.  

I’d have a lot of these youngsters, like in Washington, D.C., who are impoverished, who are living in just terrible situation in the metropolitan area --I’d get them out.  I’d get them out.  I’d get them out to west Texas and have them spend the summer there, helping to clean up those oil fields that these drillers drill and then just leave.  You know?  When he drops a bunch of trash on the floor, I say, “Buddy, get over there and pick that up.”  But these corporations, do we tell them to pick it up?  No.  We don’t.  And they’re adults.  It’s nuts, and it has to change.  Yes, sir?

Male Speaker:  

You mentioned “Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee”.  Are there any other authors or words that you found [inaudible]?

Michael Blake:

In “Indian Yell”, my new nonfiction book-- at the end of each chapter, I recommend for anybody who likes it, or is interested in what happened, that they can go much deeper.  Dee Brown was a great, great writer, I think, and “Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee” was one of the most pivotal books ever in America, because it brought that Indian culture and Indian people to the forefront for the first time really.  Jerome Greene is a guy I know who’s written a number of historical books about those periods who’s a great, great writer.  I really could go on and on, but I like Upton and Sons Publishers in California.  They publish great history books.  I think the University of Oklahoma Press -- you look through their catalog, you’re going to see great history books.  Bison Books from the University of Nebraska, you’re going to see great books from them.  Any one of those three, you will find a tremendous amount stuff that is interesting.  

I wanted to make one more comment about “Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee”.  My mind was made numb by what HBO did.  I couldn’t believe that they made something that was so fraudulent and so untrue, and it got tremendous reviews from all over the country.  It’s gotten tons of viewers watching stuff that is not true.  They represented Sitting Bull as this kind of cranky dork, you know?  And Sitting Bull was anything but that.  And when I saw those three warriors hanging by their arms and Sitting Bull whipping them, I wanted to go find Dick Wolf and punch him out because that is so untrue.  That never would happen.  

You know when it happened, when Indians started punching each other?  When they had treaties.  They get their blankets and their cows and stuff from the government.  And they’d always get alcohol, always.   And that’s what started a disintegration that was unbelievable, because their systems had not adjusted to alcohol like those of us who are European descendants have.  So they had brothers killing brothers that were drunk.  And today in America, alcohol is considered to be okay, no problem.  

You know, you look at CNN and you’ll see this thing that says, “Boy, that marijuana, that’ll just mess you up so bad, man.  Your brain goes out.  You’re all messed up.”  And then right after -- Budweiser.  Now, how many people smoking pot kill other people in car wrecks every year?  How many people drunk as hell kill peoples’ families in others cars?  How many people who are drunk do rapes?  How many people who are drunk do murders?  It’s constant.  It’s all the time.  And we did that to the Indian people, and that was one of the major elements that ruined their culture and broke them apart, was alcohol.  And what do we have now?  Billboards.  Yes, ma’am?

Female Speaker:

I was just curious if you ever wondered, because I can’t help wondering, what this continent [inaudible] these two continents, would look like if Europeans had never arrived, went somewhere else, or just stayed put?  And we had all these various, different tribes [inaudible], there were certainly problems – a lot of violence, slavery, some environmental degradation as I understand – but what would it be like now – some four, five hundred years later?

Michael Blake:

It would be a dream.  You know, it would still be beautiful.  Everything that the creator has made would still be here.  I mean, it would be gorgeous.  I went up onto the Northern Plains not long ago to go to some of these great sites that are up there, and as I traveled around I drove over a thousand miles.  The roads were just jammed with these trailers with gas drillers and all this stuff.  I mean, you go to forests where logging is still going on, and they leave the trees at the front of the road, and then they cut them all down behind the road.  So what you don’t see you don’t know about, and you’re not going to complain about.  I think it would be fantastic.  Disney wanted me to write a story -- and I’m trying to remember his name, but the leader of the Indians who helped the pilgrims when they landed and couldn’t get any food -- I can’t remember his name, anybody?  

Female Speaker: 

[Inaudible]. 

Michael Blake:

No, that’s close, but that’s not it.  At any rate, this guy came to the pilgrims.  He taught them, “Hey, you can grow corn.  You can eat fish.  You can do all this stuff.”  And what did the pilgrims do?  Next thing they said was, “Hey, would you guys mind moving out a little further?  Because we’re -- you know, we need this.”  And then further, and further, and further and further.  Well, the Indians finally started to fight.  And they grabbed this individual and captured him, and sent him to Spain where he spent several years on exhibition in Spain in a cage.  Somehow he made it to England and was exhibited there for a time, and then some English person said, “No, no.  We need to send him back;” somebody with enough power to do it.  So he came back to the United States after 10 years.  

And he went to find his people, and there was not one of them left.  They’d either been killed in battle or died of disease.  His entire tribe was gone.  What would have happened had the pilgrims not landed?  I don’t know, but it would have been cool.  I’m not -- look, I’m not -- I love individuals, I really do.  It’s humanity as a whole that I have my problem with, and I don’t want to be Mr. Negative, negative, negative.  But at the same time, I can’t stand here in front of you and pretend that everything is cool, because it’s not.  And part of what I write about is based on that.  

I want to do a novel about my great-grandfather.  He fought in the Apache wars.  He was probably a white man who spent more time with Geronimo than any other white man.  He spent a couple of days and a couple of nights alone with Geronimo when he came over the border from Mexico to go back to the reservation.  It was a very interesting encounter.  Then he left the service, married a very rich woman in Michigan.  Went back to Michigan, tried to -- had a couple of kids, tried to work, couldn’t do it.  He just -- he didn’t have that vibe.  And so finally they broke up, he went to Africa, he rode through Uganda on horseback in the 1890s for -- now what’s his name -- I’m going to be 62, and it’s just [tongue click] -- who’s the guy that has the big scholarship?

Female Speaker:

Cecil Rhodes.

Michael Blake:

Rhodes.  He road for Rhodes looking for gold and silver and stuff like that.  And -- but when the British started hanging black people for fun, they started hanging Africans -- just for like at a party.  He got really mad. And he went down to South Africa, and  when the war broke out between the Boers and the English, he sided with the Boers and fought with them throughout the entire war.  And he wrote a book that was published in 1903 up in Boston called “A West Pointer with the Boers.” And I finally had a chance to read it, and that’s another thing.  

I talk to young people in high schools about it’s so great to read because it gives you a chance to make connections.  And I got to make a connection after living my whole life, wondering, “Who the hell am I?  Where’d I come from?”  I got to make a connection with my great-grandfather because I -- because he wrote a book, and there I had it.  I could understand a little bit more, and I made a connection with him.  And in his book, towards the end of his book he said, “I’ve lived with savages, and I’ve lived with the civilized.  Give me a choice, I’ll take the savages any day.”  You know, I relate to that.

[end of transcript]


