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By DANA ATTOCKNIE
Comanche

Walter Echo Hawk Jr. faced no shortage 
of encouragement from his family when 
it came to attending law school. His fam-
ily wanted him to be like his cousin John 
Echo Hawk, who Walter considers one of 
his heroes.  

“He’s considered one of the icons of 
federal Indian law,” Echo Hawk said of his 
cousin John, who is the director for the 
Native American Rights Fund (NARF).

By the time Echo Hawk himself gradu-
ated law school, he was one of about a 
dozen attorneys in the United States at the 
time who was Native American. One of 
the overarching lessons he learned is that 
a person has to care about what they’re 
doing.

“I think you have to have compassion 
for whatever you do because that will 
enable you to do your best work,” Echo 
Hawk said. “Anything that is worthwhile 
is always very difficult to do … you have 
to have … a firm grounding in culture. 
That will help you out along the way.” 

Echo Hawk, Pawnee, first earned an 
undergraduate degree in political sci-
ence from Oklahoma State University in 
1970. During summer 1968 he attended a 
program at the University of New Mexico 
(UNM) School of Law and at that point 
knew he would like to become a lawyer.  

He said during this time the Civil Rights 
Movement and the Red Power Movement 
were ongoing and a lot of youth from his 
generation began attending law school. 

“I thought it was pretty tough to go to 
law school,” Echo Hawk said. “I found it 
to be very difficult as a young student. It’s 
not the most pleasant task. It’s very diffi-
cult, very trying to go through law school. 
You have to be very serious about your 
studies. It’s not a pleasure cruise.”

Echo Hawk graduated from the Uni-
versity of New Mexico School of Law in 
1973. While at UNM he met his wife, 
Pauline of the Yakama tribe. They’ve been 
married since 1973 and have three chil-
dren; Amy, Walter (Bunky) Echo Hawk 
III and Anthony.

He served as a legal assistant for NARF 
in 1970 then  as a staff attorney for them 
from 1973 to 1981. While at NARF, he 

focused on civil right issues and constitu-
tional law. He also worked on education 
law, water and treaty rights, Native Amer-
ican Graves Protection and Repatriation 
Act (NAGPRA) issues, and served as di-
rector for the Indian Corrections, Swift 

Bird Corrections and Indian Religious 
Freedom projects. 

He took a year of absence from NARF 
to represent the Pawnee Nation Business 
Counsel on a range of issues then re-
turned to NARF as a senior staff attorney. 
His most memorable case with NARF 
was working on the American Indian Re-
ligious Freedom Act Amendments.

“It was a very bad decision when the 
Supreme Court said that the First Amend-
ment to the U.S. Constitution did not pro-
tect religious use of peyote by members 
of the Native American Church. It was 
just a very bad decision. But it weakened 
religious freedom for all Americans. It 
prompted a lot of church groups to go to 
Congress to overturn the decision,” Echo 
Hawk said. “ I represented the Native 
American Church of North America to 
get one of these laws that passed in 1994. 
It restored rights for Indians to use peyote 
for religious purposes. That was probably 
my proudest moment.”

Former president Bill Clinton signed 
the American Indian Religious Freedom 
Act Amendments of 1994 on Oct. 6, 
1994.

Echo Hawk worked at NARF from 1982 
to 2009. He also began serving as an asso-
ciate justice for the Supreme Court of the 
Pawnee Nation of Oklahoma in 2002. He 
can practice law in a number of federal 
district courts, the U.S. Courts of Appeals 
for the Eighth, Ninth, District of Colum-
bia, and Tenth Circuits, Colorado Su-
preme Court, Oklahoma Supreme Court 
and the United States Supreme Court. 

Although he has been before the U.S. 
Supreme Court twice as part of a legisla-
tive team, he said his goal has always been 
to argue and win a U.S. Supreme Court 
case. 

As an attorney he understands how eas-
ily it can be to get swept up in a case, but 

Warrior Nerd: 

Pawnee fights for Native rights

Walter’s son Bunky 
depicted his father as a 

“Warrior Nerd” in a painting 
created while Echo-Hawk 

was speaking at a 
booksigning event in 

Oklahoma City last year. 

“It was a very bad decision when the Supreme Court said that the First 
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution did not protect religious use of 

peyote by members of the Native American Church. It was just a very bad 
decision. But it weakened religious freedom for all Americans. 
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Walter Echo-Hawk in Washington D.C. • Photo by Michael McBride
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advises attorneys to stay focused and not 
let personal emotions take over.

“As an attorney you’re an advocate for 
other people. The best attorney’s are the 
ones that try to maintain a professional 
outlook … It can be very trying some-
times,” Echo Hawk said. “You always have 
to maintain your professional duties. It’s 
not about you, it’s about your client. Try 
to be grounded in your own culture and 
spirituality that you have. That will give 
you strength.”

Echo Hawk said he has “a whole 
bunch of heroes,” and Vine Deloria was 
a great influence on him both profes-
sionally and spiritually. He said he al-
ways relied on the late F. Browning Pip-
estem for advice. He also thinks a great 
deal about his cousin John with NARF 

and his cousin Larry Echo Hawk who he 
called a ground breaking attorney and is 
now the assistant secretary for the U.S. 
Department of Interior.

Echo Hawk said there are now new ar-
eas in law that tribes have never had to 
deal with before, and recognizes the ne-
cessity for young students to attend law 
school. 

“There is a great need for Native Amer-
ican attorneys in the next generation. 
We have many issues not only in federal 

Indian Law, but many tribes find them-
selves in uncharted territory in gaming,” 
he said, mentioning labor and taxation 
laws. “I think also this next generation 
is going to have to reform federal Indian 
law so it’s always used as a shield to pro-
tect tribal people.”

Echo Hawk has also begun teaching 
the next generation of lawyers as an ad-
junct professor at the University of Tulsa 
School of Law.  “I’m very thrilled to do 
that,” he said.  He also remains of counsel 
for the Crowe & Dunlevy Law Firm in 
Tulsa, Okla. and is the Board of Direc-
tors vice-chairman for the Native Arts 
and Cultures Foundation. 

Outside the courtroom, but still in 
the realm of the law, Echo Hawk has au-
thored two books: Battlefields and Burial 
Grounds and In the Courts of the Con-
queror: The Ten Worst Indian Law Cases 
Ever Decided. His latest book featured 
artwork from his son Bunky. “He’s a real 
fine young artist … It’s always fun to 
hang out with him,” Echo Hawk said. 

His two books are only a morsel of the 
published works he has contributed to 
or been featured in. His major film ap-
pearances have been in: Thieves of Time 
(1992); The Peyote Road (1992); Every-
thing has a Spirit (1993); Who Owns 
the Past? (2000); and A Seat at the Table 
(2005). 

He has received an abundant number 
of awards and recognitions, including 
the Judge Sarah Hughes Civil Liberties 
award from the Federal Bar Association, 
the Martin Luther King, Jr., Peace Award 
from the Metropolitan College of Denver 
and the American Civil Liberties Union 
of Oregon “Civil Liberties Award.” He 
has also been a member of or remains a 
member of nearly 20 organizations. 

Overall, Echo Hawk said when people 
look over his career, he hopes they think, 
“He was an attorney and that he wanted 
to do his best for our Native people.”

When Echo Hawk is with his Pawnee 
people, he participates in powwows as a 
straight dancer and said he is fortunate to 
have a family that taught him his culture. 
His father is the late Walter Echo Hawk 
and his mother is Jeanine Echo Hawk. He 
has two brothers, Lance and Roger, and 
one sister, Debbie.  His father served in 
the Air Force and once moved his family 
to Puerto Rico when Echo Hawk was in 

Walter Echo Hawk Jr. signs copies of his book, “In the 
Courts of the Conqueror - The ten worst Indian law cases 

ever decided,” Sept. 21 in Oklahoma City. 
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“There is a great need for Native American attorneys in the next generation. 
We have many issues not only in federal Indian Law, but many tribes find 

themselves in uncharted territory in gaming,” he said, mentioning labor and 
taxation laws. “I think also this next generation is going to have to reform 

federal Indian law so it’s always used as a shield to protect tribal people.”
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high school. Echo Hawk said he learned 
to speak Spanish while working at riding 
stable in Puerto Rico. 

Today, he likes to travel with his wife 

and three grandkids to powwows across 
the country. His wife owns and operates 
Echo Hawk Indian Trading Company 
and sells items at powwows.  

“I’m very proud of him and that he 
maintains his cultural ties to the commu-
nity … It’s what guided him throughout 
his career,” Pauline Echo Hawk said. 

Echo Hawk during the 
Klamath Tribes’ Water 

Rights Trial in 2010 
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