
 



Timeline of Lyon Park Citizens Association Discussion of Renaming Clay Park 

 
Prior to 2019  

- Lyon Park resident Julia Young wrote a two-part article on Zitkala Ša for the newsletter. 
 
2019  

- Arlington News featured an article about Zitkala-Ša, and the fact she lived in Lyon Park 
- LPCA Steering Committee member Christa Abbott introduced the topic of Clay Park, its 

renovation, and proposed renaming it - calling to the community to propose names that 
then can be considered and voted on.  

 
January 2020  

- Presentation on Zitkala-Ša to the Lyon Park Board of Governors and the (Not just for) 
Women's Committee. 

 
February, 2020 

- Article in LPCA newsletter about Zitkala-Ša by Lyon Park resident, Toby McIntosh. 
 
March, 2020 

- Presentation to the LPCA about Zitkala-Ša, published author, poet, composer, activist 
and educator - former resident of Lyon Park. This presentation included a proposal from 
the LP History Committee to rename Clay Park after her, perhaps using her name Red 
Bird, as the name of the park. It was also proposed to include additional panels with 
other information about the history of the site. The subject would be re-introduced at 
the May meeting for a vote. Again, a call went out for any other proposals for additional 
names to be considered. 

 
April, 2020 

- Articles about Zitkala-Ša were included in the April LPCA Newsletter, including a book 
review of one of her children's books, a poem of hers, and some biographical notes. The 
house she formerly lived in was also part of the scavenger hunt. 

- Article on Zitkala-Ša appeared in April Ashton Heights newsletter. 
- The LPCA monthly meeting was scheduled to be a zoom conference call, but technical 

difficulties prohibited the meeting from starting.  
 
May, 2019 

- The May LPCA newsletter included her in the crossword puzzle. 
 
June 2020 

- LPCA meeting was held via Zoom meeting. Quorum was present. The proposal to change 
the name of the Henry Clay park to honor Zitkala-Ša was on the agenda. A vote was 
taken and it was unanimously decided to move the project forward and continue work 
with Arlington county to rename Henry Clay Park. 
 



Zitkala-Ša (Red Bird) Park: Supporting Information for LPCA Renaming Recommendation 
 
Summary 
Zitkala-Ša (Red Bird), who lived in Lyon Park, was an advocate for Native-Americans in the early 
20th Century. She was a leading social activist, campaigning for the right to vote for Native-
Americans, better living conditions and many other causes. She was a grassroots community 
organizer while living in Utah on a Ute reservation. A violinist and musician, she co-wrote the 
first opera based on Native-American tunes and rituals. Much published, she wrote about the 
trauma of being educated in a system that tried to make her forget her language and culture. 
Her books brought Sioux stories to a wide audience for the first time. Born Gertrude Simmons 
Bonnin in 1876, she used Zitkala-Ša (pronounced Zit-ka-la-sha) as a pen name. She lived on the 
corner of 3rd Street N. and Barton Street in Lyon Park with her family until her death in 1938. 
She is buried with her husband in Arlington Cemetery.  
 
A Short Biography 
Zitkala-Ša was born in 1876 in South Dakota of a Native-
American mother and a Caucasian father. Her name was 
Gertrude Simmons and she went by “Gertie.” 
 
At age eight she traveled by train to Indiana to attend a 
boarding school for Native-Americans. Her long hair was cut 
off and speaking her language was forbidden. She later 
wrote: “I felt the cold blade of the scissors against my neck, 
and heard them gnaw off one of my thick braids. Then I lost 
my spirit.” 
 
She became a talented musician (violin and piano), writer 
and orator, later attending Earlham College. She came in 
second place in a state-wide competition, delivering a nuanced speech contrasting American 
values with the treatment of Native-Americans. Some in the audience held up a large derisive 
sign that said “Squaw.” She was denied first place by a Southern judge who objected that she 
had mentioned slavery. 
 
Throughout her life Zitkala-Ša was a sought-after speaker, with a flair for the dramatic, often 
wearing buckskins and beads. In 1934, she gave a talk entitled “Indian Music, Art and Legends” 
at the Woman’s Club of Arlington. 
 
After college, she attended the New England Conservatory of Music in Boston and taught music 
at the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania.  
 
She began to publish in national magazines under the name Zitkala-Ša, which means Red Bird in 
the Dakota Sioux language. Her mostly autobiographical articles were published in Harper’s 
Monthly and Atlantic Monthly. She wrote about her traumatic education experience and 
criticized the boarding school system. A book in the children’s section of the Arlington Public 



Library, Red Bird Sings, describes her early life. Her collection of Sioux stories, Old Indian 
Legends, published in 1901, is considered a classic.  
 
She took a job in 1901 as a clerk at the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) office at Standing Rock 
Indian Reservation, where she met her husband, Raymond Bonnin, also Native-American and a 
BIA employee. They moved to Utah in 1902 where they lived for 14 years on a Ute reservation. 
Their son was born there. While there she started an Indian community center, with a lunch 
program and classes for women.  
 
While in Utah she co-wrote “The Sun Dance,” considered the first Native-American opera. 
 
She was increasingly active in Native-American groups advocating for national causes including 
voting rights, land allotment, and BIA corruption. She was an active opponent of the use of 
peyote. In 1916 she was elected secretary-treasurer of the first pan-Indian political 
organization, the Society of American Indians (SIA), and became the editor of its quarterly 
magazine, American Indian Magazine.  
 
Zitkala-Ša and her husband moved to 
Washington D.C. in 1916 to carry out 
her SIA duties. She lived in Lyon Park, 
261 North Barton Street, from 1925 
until her death in 1938 in a beautiful 
stone house which is still there 
today. The current homeowners 
honor Zitkala-Ša’s memory with a 
picture of her in their home and have 
a collection of her books. They 
enthusiastically support this 
proposed park renaming request. 
 
Zitkala-Ša was very involved with the 
General Federation of Women’s 
Clubs, speaking at their 1921  
national convention and integrating 
Indian human rights issues in their mission. As their representative she helped conduct a major 
investigation in 1923, "Oklahoma's Poor Rich Indians," about land fraud against the Osage tribe 
in Oklahoma. In 1926 she founded and was president of a new organization, the National 
Council of American Indians. 
 
She died in 1938 in Arlington. Her husband was an Army captain in WW I. They are buried in 
Arlington Cemetery. On the other side of their tombstone is a picture of a teepee.   
 
Recommendation for Park’s Renaming Meets Arlington County Guidelines 

Zitkala-Ša (Gertrude Simmons Bonnin and her husband 
Raymond Bonnin’s former home.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bureau_of_Indian_Affairs
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bureau_of_Indian_Affairs
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Standing_Rock_Indian_Reservation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Standing_Rock_Indian_Reservation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Standing_Rock_Indian_Reservation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Standing_Rock_Indian_Reservation


This proposed name change comports with the County’s naming guidelines and will add 
significantly to the diversity of park names. There are about 160 parks in Arlington, most of 
them with names that are historic or describe the place. Of the parks that commemorate 
people, about a dozen have names honoring men; only four are named for women. 
 
The existing name was inherited from the former school on the site, named for a Kentucky 
politician, Henry Clay. However, there appear to be no local connections apart from a duel he 
fought near Chain Bridge.  
 
Educational material on the history of the site and the elementary school should be installed 
along with information about Zitkala-Ša. 
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