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Spyglass-In-Hand’s Story 

 

 

The Mountain Crow reservation was about ten miles from Billings, Montana, nestled in a valley 

of rolling upland plains surrounded by the Pryor and Big Horn mountains. The Model T stopped 

at the edge of the reservation where Pigeon Foot asked Gladys Paws-the-Ground for directions to 

Spyglass-In-Hand’s cabin. Thanking her, he got back in the car with the white man, and they 

drove several miles to their destination. There was already a noticeable chill in the November air. 

 Pigeon Foot, a middle-aged Crow Indian with short-cropped hair like a white man’s, was 

a graduate of the Hampton Institute in Virginia. He had returned to the reservation with a 

commitment to integrate both white and crow cultures. This made him an excellent translator for 

capturing the stories of the remaining old Buffalo Indians.   

 The automobile pulled up to an unpainted cabin set back from the dirt road. A canvas-

covered tepee stood under the shade of several cottonwood trees. The two men walked up to the 

cabin’s door and knocked. 

 “Just a minute,” a woman’s voice hollered in the Crow language. When the door opened, 

Pigeon Foot, speaking in Crow, introduced himself and his guest. Responding in Crow that 

Pigeon Foot translated into English, the woman said, “You are the reporter who wants to talk 

with my uncle. I’m Burning Tree, his niece who attends to him.”  

“Yes, I’m from the newspaper. Pigeon Foot spoke with you several weeks ago about 

talking with your uncle.” 

She led them to a table in the middle of the cabin where an old man sat in darkness 

except for a kerosene lamp in a corner. 

Dressed in a denim work shirt and blue jeans, Spyglass-In-Hand wore a traditional bear 

claw necklace over a buffalo hairpipe breastplate decorated with glass and brass beads; his gray 

hair fell in braids across his shoulders. His sightless eyes gazed into empty space. 

 “Spyglass-In-Hand, I’m Marvin Lomacks from the Billings Gazette. Pigeon Foot spoke 

with your niece about talking with me.”  
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 The two men took chairs across from the old man. Pigeon Foot translated the warrior’s 

words. 

 “Pigeon Foot spoke to me about you. He says you are a good and honest man who sees 

with his heart. You knew our great leader Many Coup before he died two years ago.  You want 

to know something about my life when I was a young man and rode with him on raiding parties 

so long ago; I will talk with you about the old days.”  

“I am honored to have this opportunity. I hear that you are the oldest living Crow. It is 

now 1934. Do you know what year you were born?” 

“It was during the winter that the old people say the stars fell. I don’t know what year it 

was by the white man’s calendar.” 

“I believe that was at the time of the great Perseid meteor shower in November of 1833. 

If that’s true, that would make you one hundred and one years old. I would like to hear some of 

your earliest memories.” 

 “Absaaloga is the word for our people. It means Children of the Large Beaked Bird. I 

remember when the Crow people were free and masters of the plains. We had more horses than 

any other tribe. Our village had plenty of buffalo meat to eat. Shortly before I was born, small 

pox reduced us to a much smaller tribe. Our traditional enemies took advantage of this. We had 

to move often, and my earliest memories are of a crier riding through our village telling us to get 

ready to move. We boys rode out and gathered the horses. Lodges were taken down, horses 

packed, and travois loaded; people, horses, dogs, and travois moved to the next place where our 

leaders took us. It was a beautiful sight to see this long line of all those who made up our village 

moving across the rolling plains or up a mountain trail as far as the eye could see. We boys had 

to stay with the women and loaded travois while young men rode past us on spirited horses to 

catch the eye of the single girls. Mothers with eligible daughters spoke of their dashing exploits 

as they pranced by, and I longed for the day I could join them.” 

The old warrior, an excellent sign talker, drew pictures with his hands while speaking. 

His wrinkled face glowed with excitement as he remembered his boyhood.  

 “I was several winters older than Many Coup, whose Crow name is Aleak-Chea-anoosh. 

We went on raiding parties together against the Lakota, Arapaho, Blackfoot, and Cheyenne. It 

was on one of those early raids that I obtained my name. After hiding out in a buffalo wallow, 

we crept into an Oglala village at early dawn, and stole horses when the snow was deep against 
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the enemy’s tepees. A warrior grabbed me as I snatched his favorite spyglass that he had 

received from a white trader. Plenty-coup killed him before he could harm me. I gave the 

spyglass as a gift to him for his deed. For this, my new name, Spyglass-In-Hand, was announced 

at the council fire the following night. Many Coup treasured the offering for the rest of his life. 

“Plenty-coup had his first vision when he was nine years old. The village was moving to 

the Little Rockies, and he went ahead before the people arrived.  

While on one of the Two Buttes, he was told that he had strong powers, and would become a 

great chief. When he was eleven, during his vision quest, he had a dream in which he saw many 

buffalo coming out of a hole. They spread over the plains and then disappeared. Cattle came out 

of the hole and covered the plains. Wind blew down the trees in the forest, leaving only one 

cottonwood standing. In it was the home of a chickadee. In the dream he went and looked over a 

cliff and saw an old man sitting by a log house.” 

“That was an amazing dream to have at such an early age. The Crow people at that time 

did not have log houses. What do you think the dream meant?” Lomacks asked. 

“The elders of the tribe told him his dream meant that all the buffalo would be killed and 

cattle would take over the prairie. The fallen trees represent those tribes that fought the white 

man. They would lose everything. The lone cottonwood tree, able to bend with change, would be 

the Crow people. They said the dream meant that we must be friends with the white man to save 

ourselves. Plenty-coup was told that the chickadee was to be his medicine. The old man he saw 

in his dream was himself.” 

“And it came to pass,” Lomacks asserted. “Plenty-coup was the greatest chief of the 

Crow Nation when he died at the age of eighty-four. I have been to the log house he built; he and 

his wife Strikes The Iron lived there until his death in 1932.” 

“Buffalo Who Goes Ahead of the Wind was his first name because he was the first to 

strike the running animal with his hand when we went on a hunting party. He was already 

counting coup at an early age. It is said that at his death, he had up to one hundred feathers on his 

coup stick.”  

“Yes, in Washington, D.C he was the Indian representative at the dedication of the 

Unknown soldier’s Tomb. After speaking to the gathering, he laid his war bonnet and coup stick 

on the tomb,” Lomacks added. 
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“Of all the plains tribes, ours was the only one that did not wage war against the whites, 

but helped them in their fight against our mutual enemies. My cousin, Goes Ahead, was one of 

the Crow scouts with the yellow-haired general at the battle of Little Big Horn.” 

Pigeon interrupted Spyglass-In-Hand to explain that he was referring to General 

Armstrong Custer.  

“The white general was a fool,” the old warrior continued. “He refused to listen to his 

Crow scouts and led his soldiers into a trap. “My cousin was on a high ridge overlooking the 

battle, and he said the general was one of the first to be killed. Goes Ahead died many winters 

ago, but his wife Pretty Shield still lives on the reservation; she tells the whites the Indian’s side 

of that battle.” 

At this point, Pigeon Foot spoke to Lomacks. “We believe that Plenty-coup and his Crow 

scouts saved General Cook from Custer’s fate at the battle of the Rosebud against the Lakota. 

The chief never stopped believing that both white and Crow should work together. He was the 

first of us to take up farming, but he believed in keeping the old traditions while the Crow took 

up the ways of the white man.” 

“Our most sacred ceremony, the Sundance, was outlawed many years ago,” Spyglass-In- 

Hand said. “This was like putting a knife in the Crow people’s heart. I joined the Sundance in my 

youth; it gave me strength and courage on the battlefield. In the Sundance ceremony we gave 

thanks to the Creator for all our blessings. Like the buffalo, the white man took it away from us. 

Our young people are taken from us and sent to schools in the East. They are punished for 

speaking the Crow language, and they come back like strangers to the reservation, ashamed of 

being people of the Crow. This is all very bad.” 

Pigeon Foot indicated that the old man was tiring. Lomacks ended the interview, 

thanking him for his help, and indicating that he would like to continue interviewing him at a 

later time. 

“I am always happy to talk about the old days. The buffalo are gone; the old ways will 

someday be abandoned. I will soon die and join my ancestors. When you speak of my life, 

remember that I lived as a proud man who loved the Great Spirit who moves in all things. It has 

been a good life. I am not afraid of dying now.   
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After leaving the cabin, the men got into the Model T and drove back to Billings. Marvin 

Lomacks realized he had just documented a most important piece of history and wondered if 

time would allow him to speak again with this amazing man. 

Two weeks later he read of the death of Spyglass-In-Hand. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

   

 

  

 

 


