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He looks like a rodeo clown, darting across hoof-disrupted dirt, Nikon camera in hand, snapping shots amidst 

thoroughbreds and quarter horses, stopping only for the National Anthem and a Native American prayer. But 

Alex is no clown. And this is no rodeo.

 I am fresh to Billings, Montana—still hungover from a book-reading afterparty the night before—

and sporting a press pass granting me full access to this MetraPark event of  which I know nothing about: 

the Professional Indian Horse Racing Association’s All Nations Relay Championships. An exhausting title, 

yes, and I’m exhausted sitting in exclusive bleachers, designated for family, with other members of  the media 

encircling me—photographers and reporters—all asking which syndicate I represent. Poor things: I catch 

them trying to read my notes. They have no idea I have no idea what I’m doing.

	 I	struggle	to	answer	their	questions,	being	there	on	a	fluke,	so	I	look	to	Alex,	the	fuax	rodeo	clown,	as	

my guide through this unknown rhetoric. “Montana State,” I stutter, getting blank stares. “The university,” I 

add, diverting my eyes.

 Alex asked me on this journey days earlier, an actual Montana State grad student in the Native 

American Studies Department. This event is in his wheelhouse. But here I am, butt to bleachers, haunted by an 

unaccompanied child tossing dirt in the air—the atmosphere already replete—which then catches the breeze 

and settles in my eyes. One thought repeats: What the hell am I doing here?
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Crow patriots represent



Indian relay is an impressive and lesser-known Montana sport, a counterbalance to the ubiquitous cowboy 

rodeo of  which most people are familiar. Indian relay, to clarify, is such: teams from myriad tribes across 

the	Pacific	Northwest	and	the	Great	Plains	come	together	to	compete	on	a	half-mile	track,	racing	to	be	the	

fastest around a three-lap voyage of  chaos. Riders begin standing beside their steeds and, when the starting 

gun	sounds,	they	leap	up,	riding	bareback,	to	then	bolt	around	the	course.	After	the	first	lap	they	jump	off 	the	

initial horse, moving at near full speed, handing the reigns in midair to the “mugger” (the person designated 

to stopping the animal), then run to the next horse in waiting (contained by the “holder”), leap up, and make 

another lap. This is then repeated once more, with the race ending upon the third lap.

 When executed smoothly these exchanges are a graceful dance, the rider gliding from one horse to the 

next. The crowd recognizes this athleticism, although, I’m sure, like me, they understand little of  what makes 

the act seem so simple. But they cheer. They cheer loud.

 When things get dicey, however, which occurs often, Indian relay becomes a hazardous affair. This 

happens,	because,	as	you	can	imagine,	with	that	many	riders	(four	or	five	at	a	time)	rushing	into	the	holding	

area—competitive energy surging—the horses get unnerved. They start defying orders. It’s not uncommon to 

see a horse bolt before instructed, to see a rider slip and get trampled, or to see opposing teams collide.

	 The	first	race	I	witness	exemplifies	this:	two	riders,	fumbling	to	gain	control	of 	their	second	horses,	

smash into each other just seconds after starting the lap. One thoroughbred tumbles and rolls, the rider in tow. 

A billow of  dust and earth rises from the track. Contained within is an assumed mix of  heartache and failure. 

Contained within are bodies of  both man and beast.

 I am certain bones are broken—shattered even—by human or horse, as the crowd remains silent, 

convinced they’ve witnessed a catastrophe demanding immediate medical attention. But both stand with no 

visible	afflictions,	shake	it	off,	and	walk	back	to	their	teams	as	if 	this	is	just	another	day-in-the-life.	And	from	

what I come to learn, it is.

I learn a lot of  other things that weekend as well. Mostly how to be nosey, a skill necessary in photojournalism—a 

skill of  asking forgiveness, not permission. That’s how Alex and I end up following the event’s co-founder, 

Jeanette Sassoon, around—from press room, to VIP lounge, to horse stables. She introduces us to various 

liaisons, the head equine veterinarian, and various friends in town for the spectacle. She introduces us to a 

prominent spiritual leader of  the Montana Crow Nation.
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Newton Old Crow



 Newton Old Crow’s discourse is intentional and methodical, much in the way I assume he’d lived his 

younger years, but age has slowed his idiosyncrasies. We ask him about the event.

 “The Crow adapted to horses quickly—took to them and knew it was something special. We still use 

them to compete, but now for bragging rights.” He spits to his right, near a beautiful brown steed in waiting, 

adding saliva to the growing mix of  dirt and excrement. Flies and wasps swarm. No one cares. A river of  

sullied drainage streams down the road, a watershed beginning with hosed-off  horses. I shouldn’t have worn 

my new running shoes.

 “Newton,” Alex asks, “if  I was to bring gifts to Indian elders for speaking with me, what should I give 

them?”

 I hear “bagels” as if  spoken through a mouth full of  marbles. Alex, luckily, knows better: tobacco.

The next morning we show up to the stables with four packs of  Marlboro Reds. It’s the championship day and 

the races don’t start for six hours. I’m tired as hell, but Alex wants to photograph the farrier shoeing the horses.

 We wander the still-muddy streets, Alex’s camera operating as an all-access pass. People look and I 

think they think we’re more important than we are. Coming upon a group of  young men lingering by a trailer, 

we use the absent farrier as an access point.

	 “Haven’t	seen	him,”	the	first	man	says,	breath	visible	in	the	crisp	morning	air.

 “So who do you guys ride for?”

 “Omak Express. I’m a holder. This guy, he’s our rider.” The second man nods.

 “Your team won last year, right? Down in Sheridan?”

	 Another	affirmative	nod.

 “Being a Washington team I bet all these Plains tribes are looking to knock you off  that throne. Is it 

pretty competitive out there?”

	 The	first	man,	Virgil,	spits.	“Yeah,	we	race	all	summer,	against	our	friends	and	family.	But	we’re	not	

racing for money. We’re racing for pride.”

 “Is there even any money in racing?”

 “No, I mean, if  you win, but we’re driving horse trailers from Washington to Wyoming to Montana 

every weekend. It’s not cheap. If  we win the championship again this year we might be in the black.”
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Virgil Tonasket and Tyler Peasley of  team Omak Express from the Colville Reservation in northern Washington



The	next	group	we	meet	 is	Medicine	Horse,	a	 local	Crow	team.	The	horse	trainer	and	a	holder,	Gary	Lee	

Plenty Buffalo, echoes these convictions.

 “It’s a tough life, but damn it’s fun. We start in May and race almost every weekend. It’s kind of  like 

a high—you just want to win! And yeah, it’s dangerous out there—I can’t ride anymore because of  back 

injuries—but when people call us crazy for doing this I think, There are people out there shooting and killing each 

other—that’s crazy! This is fun and games!”

 This is a common story, a participant segueing from rider to mugger or holder to horse trainer or 

eventual team owner. Injuries demand the change. An addictive dedication to the sport demands the persistence.

	 In	regards	to	ownership,	however,	Gary’s	team	has	a	unique	circumstance:	they	are	one	of 	the	few	

teams	ever	managed	by	a	woman.	Because	of 	this	Gina	Medicine	Horse	has	had	her	own	struggles:	“It’s	been	

hard earning respect from all the guys, but I think I’ve proven myself. We’ve had a good year.”

	 This	is	Gina’s	first	season	running	the	team,	but	she	is	not	without	support.	Her	brother	Spike	ambles	

over: “You tell them how we’re a drug and alcohol free team?”

 “Yeah, I told them.”

 He smiles to us, “We’re drug and alcohol free.”

	 Their	father	Cleo,	who	provided	Gina	the	horses	needed	to	start	the	team,	is	also	visibly	proud	of 	what	

his daughter has achieved, but this doesn’t come without his own concerns regarding the future of  the sport.

	 “Sometimes	you	see	fights	over	how	the	money	is	divided;	the	owner	generally	gets	40%	of 	the	cut	and	

the	other	four	(the	rider,	muggers,	and	holders)	get	15%	each.	There	are	also	disagreements	over	the	rules.	The	

Indians	only	have	two	rules	in	racing:	if 	you	lose	a	horse	you’re	disqualified	and	we	do	mounted	starts.	The	

whites though, at tournaments like this, have whole stacks of  rules. They want us to do dismounted starts.

 “The association needs to insure us, too—we’re the ones putting on the show and should be protected. 

People and horses get hurt.” In fact, the day before a different team’s horse broke its leg, getting kicked by an 

adjacent rider, and had to be put down—euthanization, it turns out, is cheaper than recovery. For many, like 

me, this is the hardest part of  the event to accept.

 Cleo continues, “It’s hard, but we don’t cry over a horse. If  a horse dies we believe their spirit goes to 

someone else in the family who needs it. And we don’t say goodbye. We say, I’ll see you again.

 “Despite these hardships, we all love relay. I’m trying to get the kids away from drugs. That’s why I’m 

doing this.”
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Gary Lee Plenty Buffalo

Cleo Medicine Horse, Jr.



Team Medicine Horse from the Crow Reservation in central Montana 

Veya and Nelson



Gina’s	grandfather	ran	horses,	too,	making	this	a	third-generation	pursuit.	As	such,	you	begin	to	understand	

the honor inherent in the effort. It beams from Cleo’s face. “This sport,” he says, “is faster than NASCAR.”

 Alex and I are then ushered around the makeshift camp, from trailers to tents, and I can feel us getting 

sucked into the rapport of  these people. They want to talk about their passion. “We like staying at the track. It’s 

much cheaper,” we’re told. “But we do get tired of  eating bologna sandwiches all the time.” These sentiments 

are expressed in a typical Native playfulness that become addicting to be around.

	 Lastly	 we’re	 shown	 the	 horses	 giving	 Indian	 relay	 its	 “faster	 than	NASCAR”	 reputation.	 They’re	

getting	washed	and	decorated	with	bright	green	paint,	Gina’s	 favorite	color.	Three	of 	 the	grandkids,	neon	

paint staining their hands, give us the equine introductions: “This one is Nelson, that one is Mr. Beemer, and 

this one is Sizzle and Fun. The grey one over there, his name’s You Make Me Blue.”

Later	 that	day	You	Make	Me	Blue	 is	bolting	around	 the	 track	with	a	young	 rider	named	Andy	Whiteman	

hunkered	against	his	mane	to	guarantee	the	speed.	Andy’s	been	racing	since	the	age	of 	eleven,	whether	in	flat	

track,	rodeo,	owning	his	own	team,	or	this,	Indian	relay.	Like	most	people	here,	it’s	deeply	in	his	bloodline.	Like	

most people, he shows visible signs: a limp.

	 Andy	had	a	poor	start	but	makes	up	for	it	on	his	first	exchange.	It’s	poetry	in	motion	and	distance	is	

gained. This, however, is lost on the next exchange, and now Andy can’t compensate for the lost time.

	 You	see	this	a	lot	in	Indian	relay:	one	poor	exchange	can	ruin	an	otherwise	great	run;	one	little	mistake	

can take you right out of  the possibility of  winning. That’s what makes this sport so dynamic. So invigorating. 

So unpredictable.

	 Medicine	Horse	will	not	be	in	the	finals	this	year.

	 That	afternoon	I	am	mesmerized	by	five	other	heats	of 	racers	darting	around	the	track,	each	round	

intermixed with unique events: the warrior race, the ladies race, and the kids relay. At intermission I visit the 

food	stands	and	enjoy	an	Indian	taco.	Buy	a	Lakota	pamphlet	of 	ghost	stories.	A	bandana	of 	Native	design.

	 I	make	my	way	back	to	the	track—for	the	finals—and	my	eyes	are	fixed	on	Omak	Express,	last	year’s	

returning champions. Tyler Peasley, their rider, is doing great, making everything look effortless with each new 

horse:	no	minor	mistakes	or	wasted	motion.	He	keeps	his	cool	even	when	the	race	intensifies:	hooves	and	

hearts	pound,	of 	participants	and	spectators;	blood	and	snot	pour	from	noses,	of 	horse	and	human.	One	team	

gets	disqualified	for	a	collision.	Everything	is	on	the	line.
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Lakota Warpath on the exchange

“Things get dicey”



 Sinews stretch taught, near-snapping ligaments amplifying desperate riders’ arms and desperate horses’ 

legs,	fighting	to	keep	muscle	to	bone,	bone	to	bone,	or	otherwise.	Fighting	to	keep	each	team’s	pride	alive	in	

this	competition.	It’s	palpable	from	the	arena	floor	to	the	grandstand	apex.	Dirt	flavors	the	air.

	 And,	for	the	second	year	in	a	row,	Omak	Express	wins,	earning	the	$10,000	bounty.	My	heart	sores	a	

little. I like these guys. I like this sport. And I hope, maybe, this has put them back in the black.

Thousands	of 	fans	then	flood	to	the	parking	lot,	leaving	the	one-of-a-kind	four-day	tournament	to	the	past,	

ready no doubt, for next year’s competition that will once again be held at the Billings MetraPark. But we 

remain.

	 Alex	reverts	to	a	rodeo	clown	with	a	camera.	He	runs	into	Gina,	the	owner	of 	Medicine	Horse,	and	

asks how she feels overall.

 “We did great and I’m really proud of  how the season ended.” When asked what her aspirations are for 

the next season she only says, “To win,” and then repeats the two-word phrase, to herself, for good measure.

 Alex and I will be there to see if  she does. Because this experience has made us invested fans and 

friends.	Gina	invites	us	to	come	out	to	the	reservation	to	watch	them	train	the	horses	in	the	interim.	We’ll	be	

there, too.

On	the	drive	home	Alex	and	I	make	a	quick	stop	by	the	Yellowstone	River	just	outside	of 	Big	Timber.	Golden	

hour is upon us and the big sky is illuminated by hues of  corral pinks, blood reds, and purples fading to blues. 

We smoke.

 We smoke because, during the event, Alex only gave away three-fourths of  the cigarettes purchased 

earlier	in	the	day.	We	utilize	the	remaining	pack,	sitting	in	silence	for	forty-five	minutes	and	thinking	about	our	

recent	exposure	to	a	living	history	of 	culture	and	pride	and	perseverance	exemplified	by	the	antiquated	art	of 	

horse racing.

	 We	smoke	knowing	we’ve	made	new	friends—Cleo,	Gina,	Gary,	and	the	crew—and	that	though	we’ve	

said	our	goodbyes,	this	story	isn’t	over.	Like	a	horse	sent	back	to	the	heavens,	we’ll	see	each	other	again.
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Cleo Robert Medicine Horse, Jr.
This	Publication	is	Dedicated	to	the	Loving	Memory	of

September	15,	1950	–	January	28,	2016
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Born and raised in Montana, Tyler Dunning developed a feral curiosity at a young age. This has led him around 
the world and to the backcountry of  his own creativity and consciousness, dabbling in such occupations 
as professional wrestling, archaeology, social-justice advocacy, and academia. At his core he is a writer.

tylerdunning.com

Alex is a real Montana kid. He grew up under the Big Sky in Belgrade, where he learned to shoot, ride, drink, and 
curse. But it was the written word that captured his imagination, so, mostly, he read. It opened worlds of  possibility. 
At seven, his mind was blown at church camp . . . by Crow kids . . . speaking Crow! He introduced himself  to his 
worldview eclipsers, he listened, he made friends. They taught him that reality has many viewpoints. A hunger 
developed, to experience other people’s. After his studies in Philosophy at MSU, Alex escaped to Siberia and 
lived there for twelve years. Now, while pursuing his masters in Indigenous Studies, he cherishes this thought, 
“To know a place, you must know her people.” He owes the Crow people thanks for teaching him this lesson.

transfromsiberia.com
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