THE MYSTERIOUS FIREBOMB INCIDENT AT PINE RIDGE….

In one of Tim Giago’s columns not long ago he reflected on the early history of the Lakota Times newspaper – the journal that launched him into national notoriety. In particular, he recalled a firebombing incident that he surmised was in retaliation to his editorial criticisms of the American Indian Movement. Then he told about having the windows of his office shot out, and telephone threats to his home, and of having to dodge bullets late one rainy night as he left his office and made a dash for his car. 

In researching for a possible book on the 1960s-1980s era in Indian history, I’ve found that one of the important resources I have is the entire run of Lakota Times newspapers, from the first issue in 1981 to when it became Indian Country Today. So I dug out the October 22nd, 1982 issue of the Times in which the headline blazed across the width of the front page “Terrorists Firebomb Lakota Times.” The story described a Lakota holy man trying frantically to phone Giago to warn him of the impending attack. It seems that in a sweat lodge ceremony, the holy man received a premonition of the bombing and he immediately cut short the ceremony to get to a phone and call Giago.

Although the incident occurred on a late Sunday night and was first reported in the Times’ next issue three days later, the story appears hurriedly put together to meet deadline. Excitedly, the story tells of a car that drove slowly by the Times office, finally stopping. Two young men jumped out and one of them yelled, “Let’s do it!” whereupon they threw several undescribed firebombs against the building. Word of the firebombing apparently spread fast across America for, according to the Times story, phone calls flooded their office all the following day, and these came from all across the nation wishing Giago well, and encouraging him not to give in to terror. 

I researched all the Lakota Times issues for the six month period following the firebombing story to learn more of what happened, but could find no more facts about it. Giago’s own column the following week gives no further details but expressed a brave resolve never to be bullied by such terrorist actions. Several other mentions of the incident are only in the letters to the editor. 

But the Times’ news section carried no further coverage about the incident. There were no reports on any involvement of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, which has primary jurisdiction on Indian reservations in certain crimes under the Major Crimes Act, which includes arson and, presumably, terrorism. Although the original story told of witnesses who saw the two young men throw the firebombs, there was nothing telling about anyone being caught. The Lakota Times never carried a single follow-up news story on the firebombing – no further details on what happened or of investigations by tribal police, FBI or ATF. Nothing.

This historical event warrants an investigative follow-up by some journalist who has much more time and energy than I do. Such an investigation would be important to future historical research. And more importantly it would look into the failure of the FBI to do any serious investigating, and to protect the First Amendment rights of an Indian newspaper.

Because it was allegedly an AIM member that killed two of their agents, the FBI seemingly would have taken every measure possible to arrest and convict any AIM suspects. But no news appeared in the Times about any investigation, and there was nothing on the editorial page demanding an accounting by the FBI or the Tribal police as to why nothing was being done.

There have been questions in the past regarding this incident in an underground journal that called itself Lakota TIM* (acronym for Truth In Media). Published randomly in the early 1990s, this one-page Xeroxed journal was produced on the Pine Ridge Reservation and issued anonymously. It was written as satire reportedly by two or three Lakotas under the by-line of Iktomi, and mailed only to several members of the Native American Press Association Board. However, it obviously got much wider circulation via fax. 

Here is Iktomi’s satirical commentary on the Lakota Times firebombing incident:

“Here at Lakota TIM* we’d always had questions about the firebomb story. First of all, how did AIM fail in their nefarious mission? These are the guys that torched the tourist bureau at Custer, SD, and burned it to the ground; occupied the BIA headquarters building in Washington and left it looking like Chernobyl; and then occupied Wounded Knee trading post and left little more than twisted tin and cinders blowing in the prairie wind – all in one year!

“We wondered also why AIM never took credit to warn off other critics? Russell Means never learned the meaning of the word covert. If AIM meant to turn the Times into a wienie roast, there would have been flames, and Means would have held a press conference there by the light of the raging inferno.

“Finally, we wondered why the FBI never got involved in the investigation, which would have been covered by the Major Crimes Act on an Indian reservation. The FBI had lost two agents allegedly at the hands of AIM members and, if they suspected any braided perps, would have tracked them all the way to Tripoli to nail them on charges of terrorism, attempted arson, and violating an Indian newspaper’s First Amendment rights. That would have been the only scenario that could possibly have made the FBI look good at a time when they were rated below even the BIA in public opinion polls. How could they have missed such an opportunity?”

All humor aside though, someone should do some journalistic investigating and come to the bottom of this story. True, the incident has lofted Tim Giago into the etherium of editorial martyrdom among the likes of the Freedom Forum, the H.L. Mencken Foundation, and Harvard University. So, something good has come of the whole mess.

But the story is not complete until the terrorists that perpetrated the foul deed are brought to light and law, or the FBI is made to account for their lapse in duty, or the story is found to be at worst a hoax, or merely an exaggeration. Justice must be served, and so must history.
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