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Between North Dakota and Matamoros, Mexico


			Once the only entirely paved route from Canada to “Old Mexico” (as hard-to-find postcards along the route still say), US-83 is still likely the shortest—from Swan River, Manitoba, dead south to Brownsville, Texas, and beyond to Matamoros, Mexico, seemingly without turning once. Its grim moniker, The Road to Nowhere, is alternately unfair and then not severe enough, for the route navigates some of the widest and most aesthetically challenged landscapes in the country—the yawn-inducing rolling grasslands of the northern Great Plains, the beefy expanses of western Nebraska and Kansas, and the mesmerizing heat of the Texas/Oklahoma Panhandle—before following the lower Rio Grande south to the Gulf of Mexico. Yet on US-83 you’ll also take in some phenomenal country: verdant farmland dotted with truly small towns, endlessly shifting prairie grassland, winding Missouri River roadways, and plain, isolated, where-the-hell-am-I agricultural expanses.
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			Following roughly along the 100th meridian, US-83 marks the historic divide between the “civilized” eastern United States and the arid western deserts. Physiography aside, this route’s cultural landscape centers on small but self-sufficient farm or cattle communities that date back to the last days of the Wild West and that are far enough off the tourist trail to retain an unselfconscious, aw-shucks quaintness. For endless miles in every direction, telephone and power poles provide some of the few signs of life between the highway and the distant horizon, though the towns—where average speeds drop suddenly from 70 mph to radar-enforced 25 mph or slower—are spaced just often enough along the highway to serve your food-and-fuel needs.

			Perhaps best of all, US-83 manages to transnavigate this broad, odd nation, albeit north-to-south, without once grazing a conventional tourist attraction. Here along the backbone of the nation, conversations over a daybreak breakfast, afternoons spent cooling off by municipal swimming pools, and twilight American Legion baseball games provide the stuff of truly memorable Road Trip diversions, and for that reason alone, US-83 remains a must-do long-distance byway.
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NORTH DAKOTA


			Beginning at the U.S. border with Manitoba, Canada, US-83’s route across North Dakota is a 265-mile-long rehash of childhood back-of-station-wagon dreamscapes: epic plains too green or golden-hued for your eyes to process rationally, and endless cultivated fields punctuated by umpteen farmers’ cooperatives, storage bins, silos, and grain elevators. Hay bales of all shapes and sizes dry perilously close to the roadside, and Stetsoned figures in dusty pickups or mighty tractors amiably lift their index fingers off steering wheels in back-forty greetings.

			 US-83 doesn’t really follow a straight plumb line south—it just seems that way. After meandering from the border across the fertile residuals of ancient Lake Souris near lonely Westhope, the route seems to fall straight down the map while crossing the drift prairie south to Minot. Continuing south across the viaduct separating giant Lake Sakakawea and the much smaller Lake Audubon, US-83 winds across slightly more ambitious hills and plateaus along a historic and hardly changed stretch of the mighty Missouri River to Bismarck, the state capital and a better-than-expected place to spend some time. South of Bismarck, US-83 cuts away from the riverfront through a pastry-rich pastoral landscape settled around the turn of the 20th century by German immigrants—including the parents of dance-meister Lawrence Welk—while a recommended detour follows the Missouri River across the huge, historic Standing Rock Indian Reservation that stretches into South Dakota.

			
				A half-hour side trip east from US-83 along Hwy-5 brings you to the town of Dunseith, where a giant turtle named Wee’l has been constructed out of 2,000 old car and truck tire rims. If you like what you see, nearby Bottineau, North Dakota, has a statue of a giant turtle riding a snowmobile.

			

			Westhope

			US-83 begins winding its way from the Canadian border at the small United States entrance station (daily 8 am–9 pm only) six miles north of Westhope (pop. 429). Westhope, named by an optimistic Great Northern Railway official, is a good example of North Dakota’s small agrarian towns. There’s the Gateway Motel motel/lounge (701/245-6100), cafés, gas stations, a sparse two-block-long downtown, and that’s about it.
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				Minot Air Force Base logo

			

			Six miles south of Westhope, US-83 zigzags west along Hwy-5 for about 15 miles before sharply banking south. The next 37 miles to Minot are a straight shot south, passing nothing save two sweeping wildlife refuges and a lonely Domino’s Pizza, all by itself beneath the occasional B-52s thundering overhead to and from Minot Air Force Base, one of the primary bases for the U.S. military’s tactical and strategic nuclear forces. Along with bombers and fighter planes, Minot AFB also controls hundreds of nuclear-tipped Minuteman III ICBM missiles, which are housed in high-security underground silos that look like high-security parking lots amidst the wheat fields all over the northern Great Plains.
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			Minot

			Snug in the Souris River Valley at the junction of US-2 and US-83, Minot (pop. 40,888; rhymes with “Why not?”) grew so rapidly after the Great Northern Railroad came through in 1887 that it was dubbed “Magic City.” Perhaps “Event Capital” would be more apropos today, for despite the city’s importance in other areas, most people visit during the huge state fair (near the end of July) and during autumn’s burgeoning Norsk Hostfest, “North America’s Largest Scandinavian Festival.” The fairgrounds, along the grandly named Burdick Expressway (Business US-2) a half mile east of downtown, also hold the small Pioneer Village and Museum (June–Aug. daily 10 am–3 pm; by appointment the rest of the year), the usual assembly of turn-of-the-20th-century buildings and artifacts gathered from all over the county.
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				remnant of Minot’s Populist past
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			Minot also has all the traditional, homespun attractions of most Great Plains downtowns, with stores selling cowboy hats and Western wear, along with the world-class collectibles (including baseball cards, old magazines, and more than 120,000 classic comics) on sale at Tom’s Coin & Gem Shop (2 SW 1st St.; 701/852-4522).

			On US-83 south of town, Minot’s newest attraction, Scandinavian Heritage Park (1020 S. Broadway) is set in a pleasant, tree-shaded city park and includes all sorts of things tracing—guess what?—Minot’s Scandinavian heritage: a 230-year-old house from Sigdal, Norway; a Danish windmill; a statue and eternal flame honoring famous Scandinavian skiers like Casper Oimoen and Sondre Norheim; a number of waterfalls; and a statue of that famous Viking wanderer, Leif Eriksson. Towering over the whole ensemble is a beautiful (and huge!) wooden replica of the medieval Gol Stave Church in Oslo, Norway, and right along US-83 there’s a 20-foot-tall red Dala horse, symbolizing Minot’s Swedish heritage.

			
				East of Minot on US-2, the town of Rugby is nearly the geographical center of North America.

			

			In summer, when daytime highs hover in the mid-90s, Minot’s most enticing attractions are the expansive gardens of Roosevelt Park, along the banks of the Souris River between the fairgrounds and downtown Minot. Named, like everything else in North Dakota, for Teddy Roosevelt—there’s a larger-than-life statue of him, astride a horse in full Rough Rider regalia—the shady green space also holds a large swimming pool with a 350-foot-long water slide, a slacker’s dream of a skateboard park, a rideable miniature train, and a 20-acre zoo with a Northern Plains habitat.

			To rent bikes and explore the trails of Roosevelt Park, try Val’s Cyclery (222 E. Central Ave.; 701/839-4817).

			Minot Practicalities

			Along with the usual crossroads barrage of franchised fast-food places, Minot supports a couple of local cafés, including a retro-styled train car diner, Kroll’s Diner, just off US-2 (1221 SE 20th Ave.; 701/839-4111), and a great old 24-hour truck stop, Schatz Econostop Family Restaurant, farther east on US-2 (1712 SE 20th Ave.; 701/852-5044).

			
				In range for an hour or more in all directions, Minot’s KRRZ 1390 AM broadcasts oldies from the 1950s and 1960s, along with Minnesota Twins baseball games.

			

			Downtown, the longstanding favorite is Charlie’s Main Street Cafe (113 S. Main St.; 701/839-6500), just a couple blocks east of US-83, its fluorescent-lit pink vinyl booths full of gossiping Minot ladies. A couple blocks north, across from the old Soo Line train depot, any big-city superiority complex you might bring with you will disappear during a meal at the warm but sophisticated 10 North Main (10 N. Main St.; 701/837-1010), where a wide range of dishes (from locally raised elk and bison steaks, to exotic, line-caught Tasmanian salmon!) is complemented by fine wines and smart cocktails.

			After dark, choose from over a dozen haunts, from bingo parlors and low-stakes casinos to country-western honky-tonks and low-key beer bars like the Blue Rider (118 1st Ave. SE; 701/852-9050), a friendly, smoke-free pub with what may be rural North Dakota’s best selection of bottled brews—look for the Grain Belt Beer sign.

			Motels are scattered along the congested arteries of both US-83 and US-2, so you shouldn’t have trouble finding a place to sleep (except perhaps during the state fair). To cope with the extreme weather on the northern Great Plains (winter cold and summer heat), locals seek relief in the Dakota Square Mall, southwest of downtown, where room rates at the “World’s Largest” Sleep Inn & Suites, 2400 10th Street ($130 and up; 701/837-3100), include free use of the Splashdown Dakota Super Slides water park, which has 24,000-square-feet of water slides, swimming pools, and a 48-person hot tub.

			East of downtown Minot near the fairgrounds, there’s a nice Holiday Inn ($120 and up; 2200 E. Burdick Expressway; 701/852-2504 or 888/465-4329).

			The Minot visitors center (1020 S. Broadway; 701/857-8206 or 800/264-2626), on US-83 south of downtown near the Scandinavian Heritage Park, has complete listings and detailed information on events and activities. Being so central to the state, Minot hosts everything from chili cook-offs to the state softball championships, and there’s usually something going on.

			Lake Sakakawea and the Garrison Dam

			At 178 miles long and with nearly 1,600 miles of shoreline along the dammed Missouri River, Lake Sakakawea is the third largest man-made “lake” in the United States. There are countless things to do on the water, most of them involving fishing. The pleasant town of Garrison (pop. 1,453), six miles west of US-83 on Hwy-37, has a pair of red-roofed water towers labeled Hot and Cold, and a photogenic fiberglass statue of Wally-the-26-Foot-Walleye.

			
				Lake Sakakawea is one of many places in the northwestern United States named for the legendary Shoshone Indian woman, also known as Sacagawea, who accompanied the Lewis and Clark expedition across the Rocky Mountains.

			

			At the south end of Lake Sakakawea, and 12 miles west of US-83 via Hwy-200, the Missouri River backs up behind wide but low-slung Garrison Dam, the fifth-largest earth-filled dam in the United States. The powerhouse is enmeshed within a labyrinth of huge power stanchions, high-voltage lines, and transformers. In the adjacent fish hatchery on the downstream side of the dam, tanks hold hundreds of thousands of walleye, bass, and northern pike, plus rainbow and brown trout.

			South of Garrison Dam, roadside interest along US-83 focuses on leviathan testimonials to engineering prowess. Huge tractors and bulldozers raise clouds of dust at the extensive coal mining operations around Underwood—the whole area on both sides of US-83 has been strip-mined and restored, though current operations are hard to get a good look at—and some 7.5–8 million tons of the valuable black rock each year ends up at the 1,100-megawatt Coal Creek Station, six miles north of Washburn and two miles off the roadway but readily apparent. This is one of the largest lignite-fired coal plants in the country, boasting a four-mile-long coal conveyor belt, which passes over the highway in a tube.

			However, unless you have an abiding interest in fossil fuels, a more interesting alternative to driving this stretch of US-83 is to follow the Missouri River’s western bank south of Lake Sakakawea, where it reverts to its naturally broad and powerful self for the next 75 miles.

			Knife River Indian Village National Historic Site

			Between Garrison Dam and Washburn, scenic Hwy-200 passes two of North Dakota’s most significant historic sites: Fort Clark and the Knife River Indian Village, both of which, though small, saw key scenes of the late 18th- and early 19th-century interactions between Native Americans and interloping European traders and explorers. Downstream from Garrison Dam along the west bank of the Missouri River, the Knife River Indian Village National Historic Site (daily; free; 701/745-3300) is one of North Dakota’s most fascinating historic places, and the only federally maintained site devoted to preservation of the Plains tribes’ cultures. Standing above the Missouri floodplain, on the site of what was the largest and most sophisticated village of the interrelated Hidatsa, Mandan, and Arikara tribes, the park protects the remains of dozens of terraced fields, fortifications, and earth lodges, remnants of a culture that lived here for thousands of years until the 1830s, when the tribes were devastated by smallpox and other diseases within a few short years of European contact.
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				Knife River Indian Village’s earth lodge

			

			A highlight of the park is an earth lodge, reconstructed using traditional materials, which gives a vivid sense of day-to-day Great Plains life. Measuring 40 feet across and 12 feet high at its central smoke hole, the earth lodge looks exactly as it would have when the likes of George Catlin and Karl Bodmer were welcomed by the villagers during the 1830s. Just north of the earth lodge spread circular depressions in the soil—which are all that remain of the Hidatsa community where, in 1804, the Lewis and Clark Corps of Discovery was joined by the French fur-trapper Charbonneau and his wife, Sacagawea.

			The modern visitors center, well signed off Hwy-200 at the south edge of the park, has high-quality reproductions of the drawings and paintings that Catlin, Bodmer, and others made of the Knife River Indian Village, along with archaeological and anthropological summaries that help bring to life these intriguing Native American peoples. The center also has information on the many annual events, festivals, and powwows held at Knife River throughout the year, including the Northern Plains Indian Culture Fest in late July.
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			A half mile south of the visitors center, the tiny town of Stanton (pop. 366) has two cafés, two bars, and two gas stations along its three-block main drag. For breakfast or lunch before or after a hike around the Knife River Indian Village site, stop off at Glo’s Kitchen (701/745-3535) on Hwy-31 in tiny, tidy “downtown” Stanton; Glo’s specializes in homemade ice cream sundaes but also dishes up a mean sandwich or boxed lunch for those more inclined to pack up a picnic to nosh on down by the river. The Mercer County Courthouse (8 am–4 pm Mon.–Fri.; 1021 Arthur St.), at the center of Stanton, displays arrowheads and other Indian artifacts.
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