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By Chief Judge Jeremy Brave-Heart
Klamath Tribal Court

In the Klamath Tribal Court, I rpreside 
over many different and important 

cases. I also preside over a juvenile 
docket. Did I mention I am important? 
Ok. Stop. Re-write. I have a juvenile 
docket. I also preside over many other 
different and important cases. Did I 
mention I am pretty unimportant?   
 This is life: A never-ending river of 
events that can never be separated from 
the one before or after and it is immune 
from case law citations. As adults, we are 
not so different from children. 

Mom 
 Dad accused her of stealing his meth 
pipe. She collapsed on the hardened and 
unforgiving, inflexible pavement of 
barely living. She appeared before the 
Judge in shackles and is relieved she can 
spin another story. The Judge would ei-
ther believe her or not. She would not 
mention why she collapsed again into the 
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unknowing shadows in her mind that 
were so beautiful every time she got high. 
She did not know it could matter. She 
did not know it should matter. The Judge 
would lecture her. Or not. Who cared 
and who cares. The Judge is just an idiot. 
The Judge doesn’t know anything except 
for sparkling golf clubs and white expen-
sive wine and cheese. The Judge pays 
taxes and gets a nice car and probably 
never saw shit. She is thinking she will 
do her time, meet her “conditions” the 
Judge or probation officer would bellow 
out, and move on. She thinks she has 
good waders to get through this swamp, 
she will tell the world to fuck off again, 
and dull her pain along the slog with bad 
sex or meth or pot or maybe some china 
white. And she is immortal. Death will 
only end the inflexible pavement of life 
and then people will mourn and care and 
make her live forever. Even Dad will tell 
a good story about her, and he’ll cry. 
Before he runs off and gets high. Prob-
ably with her stash. 

The Judge
 Except now she is confused when she 
walks into the courtroom. The Judge is 
a long-hair. She can’t pin him. Maybe he 
even has some ink under the black robe 
that makes him look like those little 
people in Charlie and the Chocolate 
Factory. Funny. Case number called. 
Announce your names for the record. 
This will be a cakewalk. She’s got a good 
story, and her face won’t give her away. 
Not ever. 
 The Judge tells her to sit up straight. 
She can’t. The Judge tells her to stop 
spinning her chair back and forth while 
she’s spinning her story. Whatever. She 
is a juvenile. A child. Worst case she goes 
back to lock-up while she waits for a 
treatment program and then screws with 
the counselors’ heads until everyone gets 
worn out and leaves her alone. 

The end of the beginning
 But the Judge knows. He knows she 
is terrified of being alone, but that is all 
she has ever known. The Judge stares 
down her Dad. Does the Judge want to 
fight her Dad? Wow, this is crazy, and 
maybe she will tweet it while she’s tweak-
ing next time. The Judge isn’t acting 
pissed off but there is some kind of edge 
that makes her nervous. Something hap-
pened or is happening and it’s moving 
too fast to stop. She tells the Judge all of 
it. All of the taunts and self-taunts that 
sent her into another tailspin of spinning 
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tales where “The End” always ends the 
same way, oh, and by the way she feels 
fat and pukes herself to sleep if there isn’t 
a pipe somewhere nearby. She cries. And 
the weird Judge stares off into the empty 
space over her head. Is he listening? She 
thinks so. And the Judge is thinking this 
is the end of the beginning, this is the 
final place where they can begin. 

Empathy and human connection 
 Our juvenile justice systems are an 
evolving and strengthening local, state, 
tribal and federal undertaking. There are 
innumerable organizations, resources 
and groundbreaking professionals in 
psychology, law, social/human services 
and public policy dedicated to juvenile 
justice systems and reforms (although 
those categories are not prioritized as of 
yet, as compared to expending resources 
on the adult penal system). 
 We have, as a general matter, begun 
to view juvenile justice systems as an 
important legal and social tool to address 
many ills in our diverse society. How-
ever, in my experience as a jurist, I often 
do not feel like there are enough re-
sources. After considerable deliberation 
and sleepless nights on this feeling, I 
believe one of the oft-missing pieces is 
glaring: The dispensaries of “justice” 
must confront how close we are to these 
juvenile defendants. And we must get 
comfortable with that. 
 Let us turn back to the snippet of a 
story with which I began. The headings 
titled “Mom,” and “The Judge” reflect 
two people in the child’s life that she 
believes are absent. There is no “Dad” 
heading for a reason: She thinks Dad is 
there no matter how unhealthy her rela-
tionship with him. It is all she knows. 
Have we not, at least some of us, felt this 
about someone or something in our lives? 
This is only one example. The “End of 
the Beginning,” as I have characterized 
it, is the Judge doing something beyond 
ordinary fact-finding when hearing juve-
nile cases. The purveyors of law and 
justice must find a pebble, a rock in the 

river or a piece of driftwood, that we 
share with the children before us in this 
never-ending river of life. Although it is 
easy and extremely taxing at the same 
time, we cannot expect our juvenile 
justice systems to honestly and holisti-
cally address the underlying issues in 
most of our juvenile cases unless we 
ourselves are honest in the most unforgiv-
ing parts of our minds. Let us all use 
those unforgiving parts of our minds to 
connect with our children in all our ju-
venile justice systems. I have not revealed 
what the Judge actually found to share 
with “she,” nor would I do so. That is a 
fluid and complex human endeavor, and 
it is a personal one. It should be per-
sonal. 
 We must stop thinking of juvenile 
justice systems as a post-script to a life 
practicing law. I do not presume that 
swaths of jurists nor attorneys hold this 
view. To the contrary, every Judge and 
practitioner I have encountered holds the 
opposite view. But we should still take 

note. The world that sprang to life in my 
courtroom when I first began hearing 
juvenile cases reminded me I was guilty 
as charged of the post-script mindset 
without even knowing it. After those first 
juvenile hearings, I returned home and 
looked at my daughters. Then it struck 
me like a tempered sledgehammer. The 
children in my court are also my children 
and represent part of me as a Judge, at 
least for a little while. 

Chief Judge Jeremy Brave-Heart, a citizen 
of the Shawnee Tribe of Oklahoma, serves 
as Chief Judge for the Klamath Tribes. As 
a tribal citizen, judge and lawyer special-
izing in all aspects of federal Indian law 
and tribal law and policy, Judge Brave-
Heart has been honored to serve dozens of 
tribes and their tribal citizens. Klamath 
Tribes Judiciary is located at 116 E Chock-
toot St., Chiloquin, OR 97624. Judge 
Brave-Heart can also be reached at jeremy.
braveheart@klamathtribalcourts.com or 
541-783-3020.


