
In My Father's Footsteps: My Journey Into 
Lakota Country

 Free Book Online

 William Matson

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eamo/OPMw/XpYmr/In-My-Fathers-Footsteps-My-Journey-into-Lakota-Country
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eamo/OPMw/XpYmr/In-My-Fathers-Footsteps-My-Journey-into-Lakota-Country
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eamo/OPMw/XpYmr/In-My-Fathers-Footsteps-My-Journey-into-Lakota-Country
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eamo/OPMw/XpYmr/In-My-Fathers-Footsteps-My-Journey-into-Lakota-Country
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eamo/OPMw/XpYmr/In-My-Fathers-Footsteps-My-Journey-into-Lakota-Country


For nearly a century, the Lakota and Cheyenne had kept private their ancestors' history of

Battle of Little Bighorn. Few non-Lakota knew the full story. That is, until author William

Matson set out to fulfill his father's dying wish: to tell the Lakota side of the Little

Bighorn struggle and its aftermath. Matson reached out to the closest living relatives of Crazy

Horse and Sitting Bull to document, with permission, their never-before publicly told oral

histories-a journey that even renowned historians had not accomplished. The ensuing odyssey

entailed building trust and true relationships across cultures and within individuals. In My

Father's Footsteps spans over twenty years marked by spiritual visits from the ancestors, as

well as the author's own spiritual awakening. This page-turner is a book for the ages.



In My Father’s FootstepsMy Journey into Lakota CountryWillliam MatsonReel Contact

PublishingSpearfish, SDIn My Father’s Footsteps—My Journey into Lakota Country by William

MatsonPublished 2020 by Reel Contact Publishing www.reelcontact.com Spearfish, SD 57783

info@reelcontact.comCopyright © 2020 by William MatsonAll Rights Reserved. No part of this

publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by

any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise, except as

permitted under Section 107 or 108 of the 1976 International Copyright Act, without the prior

written permission except in brief quotations embodied in critical articles and

reviews.Messages from Our Most Ardent BenefactorsLove Honor Respect Mitakuye Oyas��à

Thomas Marziale and Teresa Balmer•In Memory of Howard Epstein•Wopila Tanka Marion

KrottDedicated to:Mae MatsonEmerson and JoAnne MatsonRobert Matson and Mariellen

Matson TaylerAll Our Benefactors Who Made This Book

PossibleContentsForewordVietnamDad’s Dying WishThe Search BeginsMy Father ReturnsThe

Sweat LodgeA Visit From The WakiyansThe Little Bighorn BattlefieldThe RideHomelessThe

GrandfathersA Lakota NameThe BookA GiftForewordIn 2016, I wrote the book, Crazy Horse:

The Lakota Warrior’s Life and Legacy, based on the Crazy Horse family’s oral history, as told to

me by family members of Crazy Horse: Edward Clown, Floyd Clown Sr., Doug War Eagle, and

Don Red Thunder. During the early portion of the book-signing tour, I knew there would be

questions about my relationship to the family, but I underestimated just how many.As of the

writing of this current book, we have held 317 book signings for the first book. Our audiences

invariably asked “How did you meet?” and “Why did they pick you?” But both the family and I

believe what they were really asking is: “What is a white guy from the West Coast doing with

this sacred Native family? Why would this family, of all families, trust a member of the race of

people that had disenfranchised them from their land and way of life? Why did he get to hear

their most treasured stories?”Good questions.With this book, I incorporate the answers to

those questions, trying to put them to rest for those who could not attend our signings.The first

few chapters give a background of who I was prior to meeting the Crazy Horse grandsons, and

why I needed to meet them. The next few chapters tell how I earned enough of their trust for

them to tell me their story. The final chapters recount our journey together, along with my

meeting and working with Sitting Bull’s great grandson, Ernie LaPointe. The entire book details

my search for the truth. It’s really an incredible adventure.Chapter OneVietnamIn the summer

of 1966, I was awkward. Immature. I felt inadequate. I had just graduated from high school.

Now I was supposedly a grownup.I spent the first two years as a “grownup” at the University of

Washington. I hadn’t partied in high school. My mother had watched me like a hawk to insure I

didn’t. So after I got to college, I felt the need to know what partying was all about. I partied

nearly every night—and I promptly flunked out of college.The Vietnam War was being waged.

The US government was drafting young men into the armed services like there was no

tomorrow. It wasn’t long before I got the “Greetings” letter from Uncle Sam, telling me they had

drafted me into the army. I didn’t want to go. But I had to.I did the only thing any reasonable

person would do. I made a vow to dedicate myself towards surviving my mandatory two years

of military service.In retrospect, it was my army experience that transformed me from a boy

into a man. It was there I gained the confidence to make “impossible” things possible.But to

understand how my thinking developed, long before I met the Crazy Horse family, to

understand what events I experienced that enabled me to let my heart lead me, and ultimately

to receive the honor to hear and then tell their family’s oral history—we need to go back to a



place called Vietnam, on April 30, 1969.When I first stepped off the plane in Vietnam, the hot,

humid air felt heavy in my lungs. My body felt like a licked postage stamp. The humidity sapped

my energy as I walked down the steps from a United Airlines passenger plane onto the

tarmac.I was nervous and scared.My first night there I slept on a cot inside a great big tent with

the rest of the newly arrived. Rats as big as full-grown cats were everywhere. All night long they

scurried along the tent supports above me. I laid awake that first night fearing one would fall

and land on me.The next morning those in charge of our in-country processing sent us to a

two-day orientation class. I remember little from that class. One thing I do remember was them

requiring us to brush our teeth with a grainy, awful-tasting toothpaste. They warned us not to

swallow or get it onto our clothing because it would make us sick or permanently stain our

uniform. Its purpose was to keep our teeth healthy for an entire year. What it did to the rest of

our bodies was anybody’s guess. But in the army’s defense, brushing was not an option in the

remote fields of Vietnam.They then whisked me and seven other newly arrived medics away to

a resupply convoy. I found myself a passenger in a deuce-and-a-half (two-and-one-half ton)

truck cab on its way to the Americal Division in Chu Lai.From Chu Lai they sent me to a

medical unit in the 196th Light Infantry Brigade at a place called LZ Baldy. Our unit later moved

north to LZ Hawk Hill. (LZ stood for landing zone, which is like a fort. Strands of razor-sharp,

coiled barbwire surrounded the LZ. Bunkers populated the perimeter every hundred yards.

Soldiers manned the bunkers twenty-four hours a day.)William in Vietnam 1969During my initial

two months, I assisted at the medic station. I gave shots, filled sandbags, and did my best to

make myself indispensable to keep from being sent to a combat unit. They finally assigned me

as a temporary platoon medic for Bravo Company, 2nd of the 1st Infantry Battalion, on July 6,

1969.There I substituted for their regular medic, Doc Elliott. They had sent Elliott back to the LZ

so they could treat him for jungle rot, which is a tropical infection that eats skin and muscle. If

left untreated, it can result in amputation. Spending days walking through the wet Vietnamese

rice paddies while on patrol was the primary cause of the infection.I had been with Bravo

Company only four days when I experienced my first fire fight (battle), on July 10. With my

platoon mates’ help, I patched up our wounded platoon leader from the middle of a hotly

contested rice paddy. I must confess I wasn’t overly enthusiastic about responding when I first

heard them call “Medic.” I really didn’t know what I was doing when I finally made it to his side.

But I didn’t want to be the reason he died.One guy in our platoon was a cocky New Yorker

named Fox. Everyone called him Foxy. I never learned his first name. Full names were not

something I learned during my tour, at least not while I was with a “grunt” (infantry) unit

operating in a hostile area. My reasoning was if I got too close to someone and lost them in

battle, I might not handle it well. I have never been good at accepting death and I knew not

everyone would make it home.Foxy’s peers regarded him as a man of great instincts—instincts

that kept them alive. He was one of three soldiers that led me to our platoon leader, a second

lieutenant, shot twice in the upper thigh. He had lost an inordinate amount of blood.While at the

lieutenant’s side, I saw the fear in his eyes. A fear greater than my own. Somehow that gave me

strength.“Am I going to live?” he asked in a shaky voice.I didn’t know the answer, but I told him

“yes.” I didn’t want him to give up.I put a bandage on his wound. It was all I had. Then a

Medevac (a helicopter that transported wounded to a hospital), picked him up and took him

away. Thankfully, he lived.After we returned to the LZ, my platoon buddies expressed their

appreciation for my efforts. In my mind, I didn’t think I had done anything noteworthy. Putting on

a bandage and telling him he would be okay? Anybody could have done that. Their gratitude

made me feel awkward. They were the ones that escorted me to his side. They were the ones

who kept me safe with their covering fire. They were the genuine heroes. Not me. I’m not sure I



would have even found our platoon leader among the thigh-high, slender rice leaves without

their help.Two days later, in the early morning of July 12, we did a road sweep outside our LZ,

sweeping the road with metal detectors in search of enemy land mines. After we finished our

sweep, Foxy encouraged me to stay and spend time with him and the Vietnamese soda girls. I

wanted to learn as many survival skills as I could. I instinctively knew if I stayed close to Foxy, I

could survive this war. Two of our other platoon members also stayed out with us.Soda girls

were teenagers or youthful adult women who followed the GIs around on bicycles. They sold

warm beer and soda for one Military Pay Certificate, known as MPC. An MPC dollar was

equivalent to a US dollar. The soda girls would not accept their own country’s currency, the

Vietnamese piastre, because it was too volatile. So each soda girl picked one GI to give free

drinks to, but only if that GI agreed to be her “boyfriend.” If he agreed, she gave him a bead

necklace to wear to show he was spoken for. She did this because occasionally the military

changed the color and design of the MPC. A new design made any previously issued MPC

obsolete. Only authorized military personnel could exchange the obsolete for the new. That’s

why a boyfriend was important. Someone she could reliably ask to exchange her old money for

the new.A cute teenage soda girl asked me to be her boyfriend. I agreed. As a result, she gave

me a bright orange and green pop bead necklace. I had hoped for something more subtle, but

the pop beads were what I got, so I wore them. She also gave me a warm can of

Budweiser.Spotting my newly acquired beer, Foxy showed me how to make it cold. He bought

a block of ice from our “girlfriends” and rolled my beer rapidly on it. Then handed it to me. I

popped it open with a “church key” (can opener), waited for it to finish spraying its built-up

energy, and then drank it. It was cold. I was impressed.For the next hour we sat and drank our

ice-cooled beers while flirting with the soda girls. As I sipped my beer, I wondered what would

happen if the enemy attacked us just then. We only numbered four. So I asked Foxy if he had

any concerns.He laughed. “Don’t worry. You’re covered. The soda girls are here. If there was

any danger, they would have di di mau-ed a long time ago, Doc.”They nicknamed all medics

“Doc.” Di di mau is Vietnamese for hurry or run away.Foxy and I had a blast talking about the

lives we had lived back in the “world” (a GI expression for the United States), and we quickly

formed a bond.As morning faded into afternoon, we headed back to the LZ. Foxy and I walked

together down the same road we had earlier swept for mines. Our other two platoon brothers

trailed us by about fifteen meters. One brother went by the name of Richard Fell. I remember

his full name for a reason. As we continued to saunter back to the LZ, I suddenly heard a

grating noise that sounded like wheels skidding on the dirt road behind me. When I turned

around, I saw Fell, hurled into the air like a rag doll, falling belly up onto the road.A speeding

American jeep had gone out of control and hit him.I rushed to his aid. Upon kneeling by his

side, I found his eyes open, covered in dust and lifeless. He was pale and had no pulse.He was

not breathing.His tongue had slid into the back of his throat.All around me the soda girls were

crying and screaming “he’s dead.” Foxy and my other platoon buddy were vehemently cussing

out the jeep driver for hitting Fell. Ashamed, the driver shrank back into his seat and radioed

the LZ for help. I somehow entered a world where everything became surreal. The cries,

screams, and cussing receded into the distant background.I stuck my finger in his mouth to

dislodge his tongue, which was blocking his airway, but to no avail. His tongue was too

slippery.Then I remembered a film on tracheotomies I had seen during my medical training. I

thought if I could open his windpipe using this method, I could get him breathing again. I took

out my bayonet and pushed the point against his windpipe. My bayonet was dull. I failed to

penetrate his windpipe as I pushed harder and harder on his throat. Suddenly I became

frightened that once my bayonet broke through his skin, it might pierce his neck all the way to



the ground. I know that sounds silly, but extreme situations make you think extreme thoughts.I

put my bayonet down.Then I remembered I had a hollow plastic tube in the top left breast

pocket of my uniform. I had picked it up at the medic station for no reason. It had seemed to

call to me from a forgotten corner of the station. So, I pulled it out of my pocket and shoved it

down his throat. Thankfully, it opened his windpipe. I began giving him mouth to mouth through

the plastic tube while the sole passenger from the jeep pounded on his chest to get his heart

beating again. We did this for about ten minutes. Those ten minutes felt like an eternity.Finally,

an ambulance dispatched from the LZ rolled up, carrying our battalion surgeon, Doctor Wong.

He was a South Korean national who had joined the US Army hoping to become a US citizen.

He had expected to work in a hospital. But he was as close to the front lines as a doctor ever

gets. And now, being outside the safe confines of the LZ, he was even further outside his

comfort zone.After glancing around nervously for any hidden enemy combatants, he knelt

down and quickly examined Fell. Then he stood up. He slowly shook his head, looked me in the

eye and said, “I’m sorry Matson, but he’s dead.”I didn’t believe him.If Fell was going to die, he

would have told me—as non-sensible as that sounds, that’s what I believed. I was still that

young.We then loaded Fell onto a stretcher and placed him in the ambulance.William with a

Vietnamese Army scout, 1970The ambulance sped off towards our field hospital inside the LZ.

I rode in the back with Fell and continued to give him mouth to mouth. Doctor Wong sat in the

front, encouraging the driver to hurry back to the LZ. Foxy and my other platoon buddy followed

us in the jeep that had hit him. The jeep had remained undamaged because of its thick

armor.When we got to the hospital, we carried Fell in on the stretcher. We set him down on an

operating table. Doctor Wong’s medical assistant inserted an I-V into his arm.And then

something remarkable happened.Fell sat up and asked what had happened.There is no way I

can describe what I felt. My heart jumped through my throat. It was the best feeling I ever

experienced in my life.After Fell settled back down on his stretcher, I felt Foxy’s arm draping

over my shoulder. He whispered, “That was something, Doc.”I didn’t know how to reply. I was

shaking. I said nothing. My efforts had been an act of desperation. I had not revived him

through some special skill. I had revived him because something inside me told me he was

supposed to live.On the way back to our platoon, Foxy walked by my side while I tried to

process what had just happened. Unexpectedly, the head of my medical unit, First Lieutenant

Simonetti, intercepted us. After congratulating me on saving Fell, he gave me an order,

“Matson, Elliott’s jungle rot has cleared up. He’ll be rejoining Bravo. Your job is done here. This

afternoon there’s a chopper leaving for Charlie Company. That will be your new unit. You need

to be on the chopper pad at fourteen-hundred hours. You’ll be joining them in the

field.”Sadness replaced my euphoria. I had grown to love Bravo Company. I really didn’t want to

leave them.As soon as Simonetti left, Foxy spun me around and said, “You ain’t going. You’re

staying with us.”In the brief time I had been with Bravo, I had developed a powerful connection

with the guys. Especially Foxy. “I want to stay, but I have to go. I’ll get in trouble,” I replied.

Disobeying an order, especially while in a war zone, was high risk. It could land me in a military

prison.“Doc, I’m going to tell all the guys and we’ll make sure you ain’t going nowhere. You’re

part of us now.”Foxy was just a private. I did not understand how he expected to buck the brass

and keep me in Bravo Company. But true to his word, he told the rest of the platoon. They

watched over me like a bunch of mother hens to make sure I did not wander away or end up

being escorted to Charlie Company without their knowledge.Then fourteen hundred hours

arrived.I was eager not to cause trouble. I said, “I got to go. I don’t want to, but I got to.”“We’re

coming with you,” Foxy stated matter-of-factly.So with my rucksack in hand, I headed to the

chopper pad with the entire platoon following me. Lt. Simonetti was waiting. The platoon



stopped directly behind me.The lieutenant paused and surveyed the scene.“Say your

goodbyes, the chopper will be here any minute.”Then their reasons for accompanying me

became clear. From behind me I heard Foxy shout, “He ain’t going.”The lieutenant paused

again. His eyes found Foxy, “This is a matter between Matson and me.”“He ain’t going,” Foxy

shouted again.Lt. Simonetti was not about to back down. Not to a lowly private. “Matson, put on

your rucksack and come with me,” he ordered.Foxy didn’t speak this time. Instead, he

chambered a shell in his M-16 rifle. The rest of the platoon followed suit. They locked and

loaded on the lieutenant, who froze. It had escalated into something that I would never have

imagined.I just stood there between the lieutenant and my platoon mates, holding my breath.

Afraid to move. I could feel and hear my blood pulsating.With locked and loaded rifles pointed

in his direction, the lieutenant’s self-assurance evaporated like a drop of water on a red-hot

skillet. He gulped air and sputtered, “But maybe we can work something out so that Matson

can stay with your unit.”Several voices behind me grunted “Yeah” and “You do that.”“I’ll make

sure it happens,” Simonetti said meekly.Foxy and the rest of Bravo lowered their weapons, and

the lieutenant slinked away.My body melted in relief. I did not know if my new platoon brothers

would have shot the lieutenant that day. I was just thankful that I never had to find out.All my

platoon mates shook my hand to congratulate me on staying. I was happy and numb at the

same time. Happy I could stay. Numb over what had just happened. Like myself, they all just

wanted to survive this war. Bringing one of their own back to life made them think I was more

skilled than the other medics. I was not. But their reaction motivated me to try to live up to their

expectations, anyway.In listening to my gut, I had saved a life. I was further rewarded by being

able to serve in the platoon I most desired. The army gave me an Army Commendation Medal

for saving Fell’s life. To me, all of this was a potent argument for trusting my gut. It had been my

gut that had told me to ignore the doctor’s expertise and keep trying to save Fell’s life. The

concept of being an “expert” lost its validity. It is something that became a big factor in my

pursuit of the Crazy Horse family’s story even after reading numerous books and research on

Crazy Horse by so-called “experts.”A month later the brass pulled me from the field. My father

had written a letter to our Congressman complaining that my eyesight was not adequate

enough to keep me safe in the field. As a result, the Congressman had ordered a

Congressional investigation into my ability to see properly. Thus, the brass brought me in to

cover their asses.After a subsequent eye examination, they deemed me unfit for combat. At

first I was thrilled, but soon I became bored having to stay in the rear area. I missed the

camaraderie and adrenaline rushes I had experienced in the field. So, I asked if I could return

to the field. The brass told me I would have to sign a waiver. I did.I never told my parents about

the waiver. I just told them I got fit for a proper pair of glasses and thanked them.Unfortunately,

I was not reassigned to Bravo but to Alpha Company instead. I was with Alpha until just before

Thanksgiving when I was wounded with shrapnel from a 60mm mortar round while out on

patrol.I took three pieces of shrapnel in my left leg and one in the left temple of my head.Once I

healed, they sent me back to the field with Charley Company, after two of their medics were

killed after sitting on a booby trap. I was the only medic available at the time.After my tour

ended and it was time to go home, only three of the original seven medics that I had entered

Vietnam with would fly home with me. They had killed four of us. Two of our four survivors had

suffered combat wounds. I counted myself just plain lucky to be one of the wounded.William

with a buddy, Rudy, on last day in VietnamWhen I returned to the “world,” the army scheduled

an appointment for me to have my wounds looked at by some “experts” to determine disability

compensation. I didn’t show up. I had had enough of the military. Their rules. Their regulations.

Their “experts.”As I entered civilian life, I found my time in Vietnam had given me a lack of



tolerance for everyday life. I could not understand why people got excited over saving a nickel

on a grocery item. Going from saving lives to saving nickels was difficult.I missed the

adrenaline rushes. So I replaced my adrenaline highs with marijuana highs. Every morning I

got up and smoked a bowl of marijuana, ate, smoked another bowl, and went back to bed. I

repeated this every day for about a year. I was a mess until a pretty redhead came into my life.

She gave me a fresh kind of adrenaline rush—love.She convinced me to give up smoking

marijuana and lead a sober, drug-free life. She took over my heart. I went cold turkey and

stopped.Her name was Sandy Plumb. We married on November 22, 1971. I embraced the role

as her provider and by my thirtieth birthday, together we owned a beautiful, two-story home on

six acres with an in-ground swimming pool, a large barn with a hayloft, six large horse stalls

and tack room, eight thoroughbred racehorses, a creek with spawning salmon, and a beautiful

view of the rural countryside. We also owned forty acres of farmland on the Twisp River in

eastern Washington and five acres of vacant land inside the Olympia, Washington, city

limits.We were the envy of our friends. We were living the American dream.Sandy kept me

straight. Unfortunately, I felt my life was narrow and unfulfilling. Spending all my time

concentrating on accumulating wealth was too confining. I felt like a robot. I no longer believed

in what I was doing. I had to ask myself, “Is money and material things all there is to

life?”Sandy didn’t understand my thinking. She wanted to continue to accumulate and build for

our retirement. But for me, I reasoned, retirement just wasn’t in my vocabulary. Life beckoned

me to do something greater than just save for retirement. Thus, the glow in our relationship

dimmed. Following the so-called American dream had not made me happy.We separated in

1980 and divorced in 1982.After the divorce, I re-arranged my priorities. I now had the freedom

to pursue what I wanted. I let my heart run free to go after my original dream, the dream I grew

up with as a child when I was alone in my bedroom daydreaming: about making a movie. One

that would affect people’s lives and make the world a better place. Once that dream re-ignited,

my adrenaline came back like an old friend.However, my decision came with fallout. My inability

to afford the things I needed to survive replaced my inability to pursue the things I wanted to

do. As a result, I lost my house for failure to maintain payments. I became a broken man,

financially.When I finally found alternative ways of surviving, I still put most everything I earned

into trying to finance a movie.This went on for years—until one fateful day. . . .Chapter

TwoDad’s Dying WishMy heart was heavy as I walked down the hospital hallway. The smell of

sickness permeated the air. Near the end of the hall, I found my father’s room and entered.
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genie, “An incredible journey. I loved the description of how the book came to be and how the

author made contact with the family and slowly earned their trust. This book brings the family to

life and shows its real connections to the past. I am amazed how they have such direct

connection with their ancestors whom they honour and respect. They have much to teach us

and the life of their amazing ancestor Crazy Horse should be an inspiration to us all.The fact

that they have had to hide their identity for so long for safety reasons speaks volumes about

the corrupt even evil American administration and government”

Les Down Under, “Easy and interesting read. I bought this book expecting more information on

the Battle of the Little Bighorn. I was surprised but very pleased with the story of how the

author, in endeavouring to fulfill his fathers wishes built his relationship with the Crazy horse

and Sitting bull descendants. A short but intriguing story.”

The book by William Matson has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 9 people have provided feedback.
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