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Rent this 
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(minimum three month commitment) 
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HEY RETAIL BUSINESS OWNERS!!! THIS IS AN INCREDIBLE OPPORTUNITY TO ADVERTISE!!!

SHOP THE BLACK HILLS! SHOP THE BLACK HILLS! 
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Searching for Savannah: Eight months and no answers since woman’s disappearance
By John Hult, South 
Dakota Searchlight and 
Amelia Schafer, ICT 

 
There are rumors.  
About what’s known and 

who knows it. About why 
what’s known has never 
moved out of the realm of 
rumor and into the investiga-
tory record. 

Savannah Standing 
Bear’s family and friends 
have plenty of rumors, but 
not many answers. It’s been 
eight months since she dis-
appeared from the Parmelee 
community on the Rosebud 
Reservation in South Dako-
ta, and the only thing that 
feels certain, they say, is the 
feeling that someone knows 
something. 

There’s also a nagging 
suspicion that something ei-
ther won’t be shared with 
authorities, or won’t bring 
resolution if and when it’s 
reported. 

“The feeling around here 
is you can murder a Native 
woman and get away with 
it,” said Hollis Flowers, a 
family friend who’s helped 
lead the push to keep Savan-
nah’s story in the public eye 
as temperatures drop and an-
other season of uncertainty 
begins. 

There’s still hope, 
though, that an answer will 
emerge—especially after a 
celebration last week in 
Parmelee meant to mark Sa-
vannah’s 23rd birthday and 
keep her name on the tip of 
the community’s tongue.  

About a week before the 
event, Savannah’s mother, 
Gayla Smith, said the eldest 
of her two daughters has a 
heart for those who suffer. 
It’s a personality trait that’s 
been evident for as long as 
Smith can remember. 

“She’d see people on the 
street, like when we would 
go to Rapid City,” Smith 
said, referring to the home-
less population. “She’d see 
people like that, she would 
always want to go and help 
them.” 

It’s Smith who’s suffered 
since March 24. That was 
the last day she heard from 
Savannah, setting off a po-
lice investigation and a se-
ries of searches that’s contin-
ued into the fall. 
Sixty percent of missing 

South Dakotans are 
Native Americans 

Savannah is one of an un-
clear number of Native 
Americans who’ve gone 
missing or been killed in the 
state of South Dakota. Na-
tionally and internationally, 
the movement to draw atten-
tion to Indigenous people 

who disappear or die under 
violent circumstances is 
commonly called Missing 
and Murdered Indigenous 
People.  

South Dakota has taken 
some steps to track the cases 
in recent years. The South 
Dakota Missing Persons 
Clearinghouse, which 
launched in 2020, lists the 
names of those whose disap-
pearances have been report-
ed to law enforcement local-
ly and passed along to the 
South Dakota Attorney Gen-
eral’s Office. On any given 
day, the list has at least 100 
missing people, though the 
names shift in real time as 
people are found or go miss-
ing. 

On Tuesday morning, 
Native Americans made up 
60 percent of the 112 listed 
names. Of 59 missing fe-
males, 66 percent were Na-
tive American. The percent-
ages, as compiled periodical-
ly by South Dakota Search-
light, typically fall in or near 
that range. 

Around 8.5 percent of 
South Dakotans are Native 
American, according to cen-
sus data. 

Ten of the cases in the 
state missing persons clear-
inghouse as of Tuesday 
morning — Savannah’s 
among them — came from 
the Rosebud Sioux Tribal 
Police Department. That’s 
approximately 9 percent of 
current missing persons cas-
es. Residents of the Rosebud 
Reservation represent less 
than 3 percent of South 
Dakota’s total population. 

A mother’s warning 
The last time she saw her 

daughter, Smith remembers 
warning her to stay at home 
and stay out of trouble.  

“But when I got up, she 
wasn’t in her room,” Smith 
said.  

In the days following, 
Smith said she heard differ-
ent things from different 
family members. Some said 
that Savannah had ended up 
in the tribal jail and would 
be out later, but when Smith 
looked into it, her daughter 
hadn’t been in jail. 

So Smith went to check 
in with other relatives 
around the Rosebud Reser-
vation. One relative in 
Parmelee said Savannah had 
“walked off” with a friend, 
Smith said, but it wasn’t a 
friend she recognized.  

‘Truly a homebody’ 
Smith and Standing Bear 

are close. They’ve always 
been. 

One of Savannah’s distin-
guishing features, noted on 
the missing persons posters 

hung up around the Rosebud 
Reservation and posted to 
social media, is a tattoo of 
her mother’s first name un-
der her right eye. 

It’s now been eight 
months since Smith last 
heard from her daughter, 
since Savannah played with 
her nephew and since Sa-
vannah logged into the so-
cial media accounts where 
she loved to chat. 

“She has a really big 
heart,” Smith said. “She’s 
my baby.” 

She loves to listen to mu-
sic, take photos and just 
hang out, Smith said. Her 
absence has left a void for 
her family.  

“She loved the sunset, 
taking pictures of it,” Smith 
said. “It’s really hard for me 
to see the sun go down with-
out her.” 

Tips don’t yield results 
Tips have yet to aid in the 

search for Savannah, the 
family said. 

Early this year, reports 
that Savannah was sighted at 
a Maverik gas station on the 
north side of Rapid City — 
two and a half hours from 
where she was last seen — 
led investigators to switch 
gears and focus on the Black 
Hills city.  

Police spent days comb-
ing over footage from the 
gas station, only to find the 
“sighting” was a different 
Native American woman, 
tribal officials said.  

“There’s no proof she 
ever left,” Flowers, the fami-
ly friend, said in May.  

More frightening tips 
have emerged, as well. 

Once, the family heard 
that a body was found on the 
reservation. Family mem-
bers jumped in to respond 

alongside law enforcement, 
but it turned out to be animal 
remains that had previously 
been reported and docu-
mented, according to offi-
cials with Rosebud Sioux 
Tribe Emergency Services. 

Frustration grows 
That all-for-naught excur-

sion over animal bones was 
just one entry on a long list 
of disappointing searches for 
Savannah’s father, Severt 
Standing Bear, who was 
among those to accompany 
police when the alleged hu-
man remains were discov-
ered. He told South Dakota 
Searchlight this month that 
he’s lost track of how many 
trips he’s made through the 
areas he thinks Savannah 
might be. It’s been that way 
since March. 

“When I first heard it, my 
thought was, ‘Let’s go. We’ll 
go find her,’” he said. 

He’s also passed along 
more tips than he can re-
member to the Rosebud 
Tribal Police and the detec-
tive assigned to Savannah’s 
case. 

“I can’t say that I call 
them every day, but I bug the 
s— out of them,” Severt 
said. “To no avail.” 

Rosebud Police Chief 
Waycee His Holy Horse did 
not reply to South Dakota 
Searchlight requests for an 
interview on Savannah’s 
case this month. 

Having spent as much 
time searching as he has, 
Severt said, he’s come to un-
derstand the frustration felt 
by other families that go 
months, years or longer 
without knowing what hap-
pened to a missing loved 
one. 

“These officials are al-
ways coming up and saying, 

‘We’re doing these things,’” 
he said. “But I’ve learned 
and lived it now, and 
watched these other people 
that are missing their pre-
cious ones, too. They’re hav-
ing the same darn problem.” 

Communication, 
collaboration 

Dolores “Totes” Waln, a 
Rosebud Sioux Tribal Coun-
cil member, said her experi-
ence helping the family has 
exposed gaps in communi-
cation between emergency 
managers, police and the 
volunteers who’ve pitched 
in. 

“When they were going 
to drain the dam, nobody 
knew about it until we heard 
it live on the air from the 
tribal president,” Waln said 
of a summer search effort 
from the tribe around a stock 
dam about 6 miles east of 
Parmelee, which was dis-
cussed on the radio. “And 
we’re all like, ‘What?’” 

Shelby Lorenzo Homer, 
of the 4Corners K9 Search 
And Rescue nonprofit, said 
collaboration and communi-
cation has been a struggle 
for months. Recently, how-
ever, she worked with agents 
from the federal Bureau of 
Indian Affairs on a search in 
October.  

“That’s when we really 
started seeing some commu-
nication and some collabora-
tion,” Homer said. 

In a statement, a BIA 
spokesperson said the 
agency is working closely 
with the FBI and Rosebud 
Sioux Department of Public 

Safety on Savannah’s case, 
coordinating search opera-
tions, offering a $5,000 re-
ward through its Missing 
and Murdered Unit and “ac-
tively supporting Savanah’s 
family during this difficult 
time.” 

After Savannah’s birth-
day celebration and candle-
light vigil in Parmelee over 
the weekend, the hope is that 
extra attention can be com-
bined with improved collab-
oration to yield results. 

The hope goes all the 
way to the top in Rosebud. 
Tips sometimes land in the 
inbox of Rosebud Sioux 
Tribal President Kathleen 
Wooden Knife. When that 
happens, the president said, 
she passes them along to po-
lice. 

Then, like everyone else, 
she waits. 

“And my hope is that 
‘OK, this time will be the 
time we’re going to find 
her,’” Wooden Knife said. 
“It hasn’t happened yet.” 

The BIA’s $5,000 reward 
is open to anyone with infor-
mation that can lead authori-
ties to Savannah. The BIA 
can be reached at (833) 560-
2065, by email at 
OJS_MMU@bia.gov, or by 
texting keyword BIAMMU 
and a tip to 847411. 

South Dakota Searchlight 
is part of States Newsroom, 
the nation’s largest state-fo-
cused nonprofit news organ-
ization. See more at south 
dakotasearchlight.com.

ON LOCATION — A birthday cake for Savannah Standing 
Bear is displayed on Nov. 23, 2025, in Parmelee. [Submitted 
Photo/THE STANDING BEAR FAMILY VIA SOUTH DAKOTA 
SEARCHLIGHT]
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