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Dr. Harriett Skye (Lakota, Standing
Rock) has a long and impressive re-

sume. What stands out is her Ph.D. in eth-
nic studies (emphasis on Native American 
Studies), and a documentary film she direct-
ed. Her film, “The Right to Be,” is an auto-
biographical story about her journey as an 
American Indian woman on the pathway 
of self-awareness and higher education. It 
was screened at the Sundance Film Festival, 
along with other Native films in 1994. To-
day she is a leader, role model and mentor at 
United Tribes Technical College, where she 
is vice president of Intertribal Programs. Yet, 
she is filled with appreciation and gratitude 
for those who helped her on her education-
al path. She credits her success to more than 
just hard work and lucky breaks. She believes 
everyone she needed in life was put in front 
of her for a reason.

Harriett Skye started her educational jour-
ney on the Standing Rock Reservation in 
North and South Dakota. With only a high 
school diploma, she went to work for Mrs. 
Josephine Kelly, the tribe’s chairperson. Lat-
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er, she became a tribal community coordina-
tor and editor of the tribal newspaper, Stand-
ing Rock Star. In 1974 she moved to Bis-
marck, North Dakota because her son want-
ed to be an engineer. He needed trigonom-
etry and calculus but the school at Standing 
Rock did not offer the courses.

In Bismarck, Skye took a job at United 
Tribes, where she directed the Office of Pub-
lic Information. She served as editor of Unit-
ed Tribes News, the college’s monthly news-
paper, and hosted radio and television shows. 
Her program “Indian Country Today” aired 
from 1973 to1984 on the local NBC affili-
ate, KFYR-TV. The bi-weekly, half-hour in-
terview programs placed prominent Indians 
before the public to talk about issues from a 
tribal point of view, something that had nev-
er been done on TV before, earning her a 
loyal following among tribal and non-trib-
al viewers. Among the accolades she cher-
ishes is one from a fellow broadcaster who 
said, “Skye is bringing Native people into 
the homes of an audience that wouldn’t al-
low an Indian into their living room.”

Talking and writing about issues led to 
involvement in civil rights. Skye served on 
the North Dakota advisory board to the U. S. 
Commission on Civil Rights and worked to 
further Indian Education Act legislation. In 
Denver and Washington, D.C., she partici-
pated in hearings on employment discrim-
ination that led to studies of the issue. Her 
involvement brought death threats, which 
she accepted as coming “with the territory.”

In 1984, Skye entered a new era and 
things changed dramatically. “Motherhood 
as I knew it was over. As a graduation gift 
I took my daughter to Washington, D.C. I 
introduced her to a lot of people, including 
the former Commissioner of Indian Affairs. 
On the plane home she said to me, ‘I have a 
job in Washington.’ I fought it and refused 
to let her to go, but in the end I realized I 
couldn’t stop her. But I was hanging onto her 
leg at the airport!” she laughs. “The consola-
tion was she went to live with her brother 
and his family.”

After her daughter left, Skye said “it 
seemed all I could do in North Dakota was 
done. Reaganomics impacted funding for 
programs I worked on and they ended. So 
I was out of a job and didn’t have an edu-
cation. I was so glad when my high school 
burned down because their records burned 
with them,” she chuckled.

“That summer I drove to Quebec City and Interviewing North Dakota Governor Arthur A. Link, a strong supporter of United Tribes and Indian programs.

Host of the biweekly TV interview program 
“Indian Country Today” on KFYR-TV, Bismarck, 
from 1972 to 1984
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presented a paper along with other Native 
women at a university. My daughter called 
and said ‘you’re just a little way from Wash-
ington. Why don’t you come and see me?’” 
Skye chuckled, saying it was not a short dis-
tance, but she went anyway. She decided to 
move to Washington and found a job. Lat-
er she was fired from the position and went 
into a tailspin. “I had never been fired in my 
life. I went on unemployment and was sit-
ting at my kitchen table crying and praying. 
I was 55, too young to retire, and too old to 
train. I couldn’t find a job. I picked up the 
phone book and called Northern Virginia 
Community College.”

After speaking with Dr. Fred Hecklinger, 
director of counseling and asking several 
questions, including whether they had pro-

grams for people over 50, she told him, “don’t 
ask me any questions because I don’t have 
any answers.” When she asked him where 
the school was, she was surprised to learn it 
was only two blocks away, practically in her 
back yard. She made an appointment, and 
learned that her work experience would give 
her a semester’s worth of credits, and filled 
out an application. Skye said Hecklinger 
was instrumental in her life. “‘If you could 
be anything in your life and didn’t have to 
worry about being paid, what would you do?’ 
he asked me. He also told me that an edu-
cation is an investment in me, and no one 
will ever be able to take your education away 
from you. I told him I’d be the oldest Indi-
an woman in the U.S. paying back student 
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loans,” she laughed, then added, “I paid it all 
back, too.”

Skye went on to New York University 
(NYU) to finish her bachelor’s degree. Edu-
cation was always like a spiritual need, Skye 
explained, and she had a hunger for what 
she was learning. “I couldn’t quit. I don’t 
know how else to explain it. I had to go to 
class. One spring day I wanted to sit and let 
the sun warm me and enjoy every minute of 
it. I lay on the bench in the park to let the 
sun warm me. Then I started thinking about 
the cost per credit hour. I couldn’t stay there 
and got up and went to class. After class, I 
passed the park where I had been and saw 
the police had cordoned off the area by the 
bench with yellow police tape. Four students 
had been killed there. A woman’s accelerator 
had stuck. The accident happened five min-
utes after I left.”

Skye said she loved her time in New York. 
It was there she met other Native filmmak-
ers and produced and directed her film with 
the help of Stefano Saraceni, a brilliant film-
maker and friend. “The students at NYU 
were upset when they thought they had the 
most incredible education but knew nothing 
about Native Americans. A kid from New 
Jersey said to me, ‘I thought we killed all of 
you a long time ago.’ In the evening they 
would come into my room and ask me ques-
tions, and I would teach an informal class, 
sometimes for an hour or two, sometimes 
three. I was like the resident grandmother.”

In 1997, Skye went west and was accept-
ed at the University of California-Berkeley 
as a graduate student in Ethnic Studies. But 
in December of that year she got the tele-
phone call that every mother dreads. Her el-
dest son had colon cancer and only had a 
few months to live. She quit writing and de-
layed her studies to be with him. After his 
passing, she credited American Indian col-
leagues, who worked with her on a spiritu-
al basis, with encouraging her to pick up her 
work at Berkeley.

Back at Berkeley she received help on her 
dissertation from another memorable per-
son. Professor Ronald Takaki helped her fo-
cus on a subject. Part of her film touched on 
the loss of 55,000 acres of land at Standing 

Rock due to construction of a dam on the 
Missouri River. “He told me to go home and 
write five pages about that. I went home and 
wrote 20 and cried and cried. I didn’t realize 
the emotional impact that event had on me. 
The food, the animals that lived on the riv-
er bottom, everything was gone. I told him 
the next time I saw him that I was an emo-
tional mess. He told me to write about it be-
cause there was great passion there.” That’s 
how she found her dissertation topic.

Skye’s 2003 dissertation offered what she 
called the “Iktomi Paradigm.” Iktomi is the 
trickster, a spider that can take on different 
identifies in Lakota myth and legend. Ex-
amining the loss of land at Standing Rock 
to the Oahe Reservoir, her work described 
how layer upon layer of government agen-
cies and bureaucracies, from the Congress 
and the U. S. Supreme Court on down, have 
dispossessed tribes of their land and natu-
ral resources. That the trickster has not been 
able to make Indians vanish entirely is be-
cause of their language, customs, and humor, 
she asserted.

When looking back at the path she took, 
Dr. Skye says, “It is spiritual. Everything and 
everyone that I needed was put right in front 
of me.” She credits many people and orga-

education full-circle

In her doctoral cap and gown, University of 
California-Berkley, Ethnic Studies. Her disser-
tation is about the effects caused at Standing 
Rock by the flooding of the Oahe Dam.

In her role as TV program host interviewing 
American Indian Movement activist Russell 
Means in 1974.

Continued page 24
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Other conference participants include 
Karen Ebel, also a daughter of a Fort Lin-
coln internee, who is working for passage of 
the Wartime Treatment Study Act as pres-
ident of the German American Internee 
Coalition; and John Christgau, Minnesota 
native and author of the 1985 book “Ene-
mies: World War II Alien Internment,” a 
non-fiction account of internment at Fort 
Lincoln, reissued this year by the Universi-
ty of Nebraska Press.

Participation and input will be invited 
from local and national groups and indi-
viduals, and internment scholars through 
direct invitations and public announce-
ments. It is believed that several former 
Fort Lincoln internees will be able to at-
tend. Most are in their mid to late eighties.

For more information about the con-
ference please contact Wes Long Feather 
701-255-3285 x 1218, wlongfeather@uttc.
edu or Dennis Neumann 701-255-3285 x 
1386, opi@uttc.edu.

United Tribes was awarded $18,919 to 
host the conference. Congress established 
the grant program in 2006. Eligible lo-
cations included the ten War Relocation 
Authority camps set up in 1942 that held 
Japanese Americans under Executive Or-
der 9066. Also eligible were dozens of ad-
ditional locations in at least 16 states, in-
cluding civilian and military-run intern-
ment camps.

Fort Lincoln was originally constructed 
as a military post between 1899 and 1902 
at a location now south of the Bismarck 
airport. It came into being after the mil-
itary decommissioned Custer’s Fort Lin-
coln post south of Mandan. The tribes of 
North Dakota acquired the facility as sur-
plus government property and began edu-
cation and training programs for Ameri-
can Indians in 1969. United Tribes Techni-
cal College is now one of the nation’s pre-
mier tribal colleges, granting two-year as-
sociate degrees and certificates in 20 tech-
nical-vocational fields. The annual student 
count is over 1,100.

Conference set...
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nizations along the way for helping her to 
stay on track and achieve her goals. “I was 
a Mellon Fellow through the American In-
dian College Fund, and without it I would 
never have been able to finish my educa-
tion. I was at a standstill, out of money. I al-
ways will be grateful because that pushed 
me over the top. And they didn’t care how 
old I was either,” she laughed.

More recently she came full-circle and 
returned to United Tribes at the invitation 
of Dr. David M. Gipp, college president. 
As vice president of Intertribal Programs 
she supervises six programs and serves on 
the college’s administrative council helping 
to guide policy and make key organization-
al decisions.

“I have always loved what we do here be-
cause everyone goes to school. We educate 
the babies, the pre-schoolers, the elemen-
tary students, and the parents – the whole 
family. Even the babies have a curriculum, 
one of the most amazing concepts in Indi-
an education. I feel lucky to be here.”  One 
of her hopes is that these students will be-
come teachers of Native studies, thus bring-
ing her work around the circle again for the 
benefit of another generation.
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““I have always loved 

what we do here because 
everyone goes to school. We 
educate the babies, the pre-
schoolers, the elementary 
students, and the parents 
– the whole family.

– Dr. Harriett Skye
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