Changemaker

A DAUGHTER’S

When she was gl'n'.\'iu;.: up ot Miom
tana s Blackfeet Indian reservation m
the 19505, Elowise Pepion Cobell
would stand in her tr:n;k}-';ird and
wa_td: L}u:_whitt men whio wvers :Iui:ug
business on her faﬂq.i:r'.-i kind. [here
WETE rIgiers il arter i, cattlemen
:_r,',r:ui!.tggl:.x_'n!b :Jl:l:l?ﬂﬂfh&t‘j:ick_'i cublng
down Lrees. Whatdver money they
wiere odwaouasly miaking was not g::in;;
to Cobell's £1J11il1_.', howeever. Bhe and
her erght siblings lived m a small
house witheue mnemg water ar elec-
wicity, Cobell, mow 39, recalls: "My
fadier wsed w say o ws, "Why am |
ol getring meyilene? [0y land.! ™
Cobell, the great-granddaugheer of
Mountain Chiel, vne of the great
warrior leaders of the Blackfeet Na-
tons. Do spent moch of ber aduble hfe
IVing 1o get an answier Afler years of
writing letiers o government offi-
cials, banging on doovs. pleading for
meetings—and gewing nowhere—in
(996 Cobell fled a class-uction la-
stalr against the Deparunent of the Lo
rerion, one of the birgest suels suis
LA, hastory, Tlee lowsuir, relesved 1o
in the press as "Uw Indian Eocon”
secks reparaons dating back genera-
fons thar could weal rens of billions of
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Mative American
Elouise Cobell says the
government owes
billions of dollars to
tribe members—and she
has vowed not to
rest until justice is done

dollars for some S00,000 MNanve Amer
s from :rul::,;h]}' LMY trabes, prim;u'-
y m Montana, Sooth Dakot, MNew
Mexieo, Arsona and Oklahoma,

=4 horrible frand was pcrtq‘.urmf:r[
o the poorest people mthe land.”
savs Cobell, So B courts seem o
ageee. “T've never seen more ggTe.
:_‘:'JIULL‘-: nscotcuce by the federal Bl
ernment.” the judse Ju:'.u'iu;; thie suc
has said. Settlement talks have he-
auin. but e case appears b be sever
al years away [rom resolution,

Sull. Cobell savs, "I dou’t ger dis-
couraged.” Her father. a vancher,
[cared rewaliation oo muoch w de
mand an accounting of the woney
owed him she says. *T do't want In-
dian childven e be like my parents’
generaton. [ighiened 1o L'J:.Liln_'ugu
authoriew. T wan them o ask sonp”

Cobell’s ownn education and earls
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work expencnce helped gve her the
confidence w0 push o justice. A busi-
ness collese graduate. she worked [or
seweral years as an accountant i Den
ver and Sesttle: i the mud- 19705, she
and her busbane, Alan, also 2 Black-
foor, aned dwir son, Turk, retwmed 6o
the reservation w st a ranch,
In 1978 Cobell was named the
Blackfeer tressurer and beoan sori-
i1ir_1':||;:'| olel financizal staiiements sent to
her tnbe h:..' the Boreau of Iidian Af-
fairs (BIA), the lederal agency thal
TATIACS 56 million acres of land oc-
;.'upir:cl h:.' Manive Americans. She
dicdin’t like what she saw. In [B87 the
BLA had set up a oost fuod o adisin-
ister to Namve Amcricans a farge por-
tion of the revenues generated by
timber oil, minng and grazing oom-
panics operating on their land, Ac-
cording to Cobell's investigation, very
little of the money got to the people
actually living on those ribal lands,
whether theough mismanagement o
catrighe theft, she alleges, The De-
partment of the Interor, svhich over-
sees the BIAL has conceded there
WETE F]]‘Qll]lr_‘l“'i wiath the trose bat de-
nees accsanons of thetr or eand,
Cobells SUpROTEETS, who miclude
Senator John MeCain of Arzona and
Hep. Mick Rahall of West Virginia,
are .‘:ZL:L‘IIL‘L'i.I];:" with her, no matrer hosw
long the strugale. Keith Harper, one
of the lead ALLOIIEYS 011 Cobell's
cise, sayvs, “Any ume you have a
movement that seeks Pundameneal
change [or a lowssianding infustice,
teve alwayvs las to be an wonie Lz
are whi lewds the charge, the prrson
who refuses w20 to the back of the
Los. Tl person is Elouwise” i



