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“He who learns must suffer. And even in our sleep 
pain that cannot forget falls drop by drop
upon the heart, and in our own despair,
against our will, comes wisdom to
us by the awful grace of God.”

AESCHYLUS



coyote: a mythical, spiritual, or human being living on the geographic and social fringe of a community, whose role within that community is to use humor, shock, cunning, and surprise to assist individuals in “waking up,” and to prevent the community from developing self-destructive modes of behavior

warrior: a protector of the people, a high distinction earned through fidelity to truth, common sense, physical and mental prowess, and personal integrity  



Introduction

We are a comet without a tail, streaking across the desert at one hundred five miles per hour in a rented Buick. The Mojave, a vast and silvery landscape, slipstreams by in a whisper. Ours are the only headlights we have seen for many miles. Tom Goldtooth, the national director of the Indigenous Environmental Network, glows like a Buddha in the dash lights. 

“A black guy, an Indian, and a white guy arrive at the pearly gates,” he begins. “Saint Peter says, ‘Welcome to heaven. This is your lucky day. You get to pick the heaven of your dreams.’ So the black guy goes first. ‘I want to be in heaven with lots of brothers and sisters and great music.’ Saint Peter says, ‘No problem, that’s exactly what you’ll find behind door number one.’ Next, the Indian steps up. ‘What do you want heaven to be?’ The old Indian doesn’t hesitate. ‘I want heaven to have beautiful mountain streams and deep forests and plenty of food to eat.’ Saint Peter says, ‘No problem, Chief, that’s exactly what you’ll find behind door number three.’ Then the white guy steps up and Saint Peter says, ‘What do you want heaven to look like?’ And the white guy says, ‘Where did that Indian go?’”

Ever since Hernán Cortés waded ashore in Mexico in 1519, white guys in funny hats have been asking, “Where did that Indian go?” For Goldtooth, this question carries as much freight today as it did five centuries ago. Indians comprise less than 1 percent of the population, yet they own 40 percent of the nation’s coal reserves. Indians also own 65 percent of the uranium reserves in the United States, untold ounces of gold, silver, cadmium, and manganese, and billions of board feet of timber, all still in the ground or standing on the stump. They own oil, billions of cubic feet of natural gas, and an unopened treasure chest of copper and zinc. They guard the door to 20 percent of the nation’s freshwater and millions of acres of pristine real estate. A recent commentary in Forbes magazine observed: “Now, at a time when the United States seems to be running out of practically everything, Indian reservations constitute one of the least-known repositories of natural resources on the continent.” They might have added, “and the largest.”

The pressure on tribal governments to begin selling off these resources has never been greater. State and federal politicians, industrial tycoons, and international mineral conglomerates are not easily discouraged. In their world every commodity has a price. But a new generation of Indian leaders has arisen. These coyote warriors, as they are known, have resisted the seductions of the global marketplace. To that end, the coyotes have declared much of Indian Country off-limits to mineral and resource development. From the hardwood forests of Wisconsin to the panoramic mesas of the Southwest, Indian Country’s crystalline rivers and virgin forests, its gold-bearing hills and fresh, clean air, are not for sale.

In the late 1980s many young Native American biologists, hydrologists, atmospheric chemists, and lawyers began returning to their reservations of origin and reconnecting with their ancestral traditions. Foremost among those traditions was the Sacred Trust, or what the Sioux call wouncage, the guiding ethic of conducting the life of the individual and the tribe in a state of reverence and balance with the natural world. For many throughout the indigenous world, wouncage is the enlightened state of living in harmony and balance with the “great mysterious.” 

Back on the res, these young leaders banded together to find new economic and political solutions to long-standing ailments. More often than not, that meant working independently of tribal institutions with vested interests in the status quo. The coyote warriors were soon to learn that their interests had not been served either by tribal institutions or by the federal agencies assigned by Congress to safeguard tribal resources. The long-overdue accounting of a century of thievery and malfeasance finally came to a boil in August 1999. Ruling from his federal district court in Washington, D.C., Judge Royce Lamberth found the federal government guilty of swindling thousand of Indians out of $10 billion in mineral royalties, a practice that went unchecked for more than a century. Reliable information from government ledgers was such a scarce commodity throughout the three-year trial that Judge Lamberth has since cited two secretaries of the interior with contempt for bureaucratic foot-dragging and repeated failures to produce subpoenaed evidence. Any figure the court settled on, said the Price Waterhouse accountants who crunched the numbers, should be viewed as a gift to the thief from his victims. When the government appealed the decision in August 2002, attorneys for the plaintiffs estimated the true value of the missing funds at $50 billion.

About ten years earlier, a young Navajo biologist named Lori Goodman stunned the mainstream environmental community when her grassroots coalition, Diné CARE, succeeded in halting the construction of a nuclear-waste incinerator at Dilkon, Arizona. For two years, Goodman and her loyal volunteers went from hogan to hogan, patiently building their case against their tribal leaders and the federal government. This was new. Until then, native political activists had been viewed in the mainstream as a ragtag group of marginalized hotheads. In the 1970s members of AIM, the American Indian Movement, were persecuted and jailed along with militant Black Panthers and more radical revolutionaries in the SDS, Students for a Democratic Society. After these tumultuous years, AIM fizzled for want of effective leadership. Its leaders could force a siege at Wounded Knee, but they could not organize a car wash if their bail bondsman was holding the hose. Goodman’s Diné CARE was a bold departure. When the contest of rhetoric and wills was finally put to Navajo voters, the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) waved a white flag, and the tribal chairman was sent to federal prison for embezzlement. 

Demonstrating a familiarity with “the real world,” Goodman and Diné CARE were victorious at Dilkon, signaling a maturing of tactics and organization—proof that the coyotes were a force to be reckoned with. In order to capitalize on the publicity that followed, visionaries such as Goodman, Winona LaDuke, Gail Small, and Walt Bressette formed the Indigenous Environmental Network, a group dedicated to carrying the work to the 100 million acres of Indian Country that stretched from the tropics to the tundra. When Goldtooth opened the IEN for business in the spring of 1990, the greatest challenge was deciding where to begin. Like the cavalry of another century, the machinery of the industrialized world was camped out on every horizon. By the mid-1990s, the IEN had evolved into an international cyber network connecting Inuit coyotes to their counterparts in Minnesota, Panama, Nigeria, and New Zealand.

“In the old days we used bows and arrows to protect our land, our families, our resources,” Goldtooth recently told one of his many audiences. “But that wasn’t very effective, so a hundred years later we exchanged our bows and arrows for science and law. Science and law, combined with sovereignty, work much better. They can be very persuasive.” 

Dateline: Isleta, New Mexico. As the city of Albuquerque grew by leaps and bounds in the 1990s, the Rio Grande became so foul with untreated sewage that the Isleta Pueblo tribe’s young governor, Verna Teller, had no choice but to challenge the city. With help from the federal Environmental Protection Agency, Teller invoked a little-known provision in the federal Clean Water Act to assert her tribe’s right to establish its own water-quality standards. The city of Albuquerque filed suit to prevent the Isleta standards from taking force. The city lost. In the final appeal to the U.S. Supreme Court in 1998, the tribe’s right to establish its own water-quality standards was upheld. From Maine to California, dozens of tribes have since followed the Isleta’s lead.

Dateline: Hanford, Washington. Visionary architect William McDonough met with a team of DOE engineers to explore long-term storage solutions for nuclear waste. While in Hanford, he was invited to attend a powwow hosted by the nearby Yakima tribe. Over dinner the tribal chairman inquired about the nature of the project. McDonough explained that his team was looking for a fail-safe way to tell people ten thousand years from now that the nuclear waste at Hanford was extremely dangerous. “That’s what all this is about?” said the chairman. “Don’t worry, we’ll tell them.”

Whether at Isleta, Hanford, Dilkon, or a dozen other hot spots, the particulars in these cases are window dressing that often conceal much larger issues. Strip away the clams and oysters, remove the copper, gold, and fishing rods, and what lurks behind the details are battles over self-determination and cultural survival, the ownership of natural resources, and the challenge of living in fidelity with the promises and contracts of generations long gone. 

In the decade or so since their victory at Dilkon, the coyotes have won dozens of landmark courtroom battles by successfully coupling science with the law. When combined, these seemingly disparate disciplines have forged for the coyotes a powerful new weapon in the defense of treaty-protected rights and resources. In the difficult and often discouraging process of erecting those defenses, they have also learned that politics and economics are simply weather, the thunderstorm in the foreground. Law, on the other hand, is the ground beneath their feet. The new social contract presumes that the courts will steer them toward reckonings with the shoals of principle that few politicians have the courage, or vision, to navigate.

Dateline: Missoula, Montana. It is late winter, 2000, and a federal commission convened by the Army Corps of Engineers has come to this railroad and logging town of seventy thousand citizens to find out what people think about salmon, the Snake River dams, and the economic future of this vast region of the American outback. Missoula is one of ten stops for the commission. At every venue thus far they have drawn angry, standing-room-only crowds. Apart and alone, a man with short cropped hair and penetrating black eyes sits quietly at the back of the room. With his legs crossed, fingertips pressed together, he measures the milling crowd. Mandan attorney and law professor Raymond Cross finds himself at the center of the national debate over how to rescue twelve endangered stocks of native salmon, and the tribal people who have depended on that resource for millennia, from extinction. Born fifty-two years earlier in the village of Elbowoods, North Dakota, he has made a longer journey than anyone else has to get here. Raymond Cross knows that there are distances across the American landscape that cannot be measured in miles. 

But Raymond Cross’s story does not begin with that journey, or even with his birth in 1948—the youngest of ten children born to tribal chairman Martin Cross and his wife, Dorothy, the daughter of Norwegian homesteaders. It begins in October of 1804, at the mouth of the Knife River, in what is known today as central North Dakota. Here, Raymond Cross’s ancestors welcomed Captains Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, the leaders of Thomas Jefferson’s Corps of Discovery, to the five Mandan and Hidatsa Villages. This constellation of semipermanent enclaves sat at the hub of a trade network connecting the Cree of Nova Scotia, in the far northeast, to the Pueblo and Comanche of the desert southwest. Dozens of European traders, entrepreneurs, and explorers preceded Jefferson’s Corps of Discovery to the Mandan Villages at the Heart and Knife Rivers, some by as much as eighty years. The first American expedition was in fact the last chapter in the Age of Exploration of the Upper Missouri and the American West.

In his seminal work, Lewis and Clark Among the Indians, historian James Rhonda observed that the Americans were sailing out of their depth as they approached the Knife River. “The simplistic diplomatic model Lewis and Clark brought with them sought to reduce the highly complex social and economic structure of intertribal relations . . . into one of childlike servility to the Great White Fathers, a model that served neither the Indians nor the whites in future dealings.” Yet the Mandan set aside their doubts about the Americans. They saw them safely through the winter of 1805 and helped them prepare for the journey ahead. “No set of men that ever I associated with have better hearts than the Mandan,” wrote the artist George Catlin, when he lived among the Mandan in the 1830s, “and no man in any country keeps his word, and guards his honor, more closely.”

From the moment of “first contact,” the Cross family story is spun from the same thread that binds together the larger story of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara people. Across the next two centuries, their tragedies and triumphs would lay bare the cultural and legal paradoxes that were already at work, shaping the America we live in today. Conflicts and contradictions built into the nation’s foundational charter would lead inevitably to a legal high noon in the final decade of the twentieth century. When that day arrived, Raymond Cross would be standing at its center. 

In the twelfth century, the Mandan people were establishing their first permanent settlements on the Upper Missouri River. Simultaneously, the Papal See was asserting its “divine prerogative” to send crusading armies to the Holy Lands in order to confiscate land from Muslim “heathens and infidels.” These papal prerogatives were formally incorporated into canon law by Popes Innocent III and IV, and would continue to evolve through discovery-era Spain, through the Elizabethan and Jacobean courts in England, and, finally, through the U.S. Supreme Court—becoming Chief Justice John Marshall’s reckoning with the Doctrine of Discovery, and its offspring, eminent domain. 

This was the evolutionary lineage of the laws that Congress would invoke midway through the twentieth century to forcibly remove the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara people from their homelands of prehistory to make way for a giant dam at the Mandan Bluffs on the Upper Missouri River. While the tribes claimed an absolute right to protect their ancestral lands from being inundated by the dam, the Republic of the United States asserted a countervailing prerogative to trump the tribes’ aboriginal title by claiming a superior right—under eminent domain—to take that land away. Twice threatened with extinction in the previous two centuries, the descendants of the tribes that saved Lewis and Clark were once again face-to-face with their own demise. The ensuing struggle for survival would span five decades.

“How these paradoxes play out in real people’s lives is not simply a story about Indians,” says Raymond Cross. “It is the story of America, about all of us. How we resolve those great paradoxes is our own Age of Discovery, one that asks all Americans, ‘After the storms, who are we?’”

On the Yellowstone, 2003



CHAPTER I

Heart of the World

“The white man does not understand the Indian for the reason that he does not understand America. The roots of the tree of his life have not yet grasped the rock and the soil. He is still troubled with primitive fears. In the Indian the spirit of the land is still vested. Men must be formed of the dust of their forefather’s bones.”

STANDING BEAR, OGLALA

For twenty years after the spaceships landed in the pintail tulies and gooseberry woods on the floodplain, downstream from Elbowoods, Phyllis Old Dog Cross was afraid to look at the moon. A lifetime later, on a June evening in 2002, an unexpected glimpse of the prairie moonrise still sends shivers up her spine. She laughs self-consciously, then turns away and settles into a ladder-back chair at the kitchen table. The opening in the wall beside the table seems less like a window than a picture frame, one that corrals an intimidating sweep of purple sky and a bright yellow coin, balanced edgewise on a bruised horizon. Cowlicked and wind-scoured, the silver swells of storied landscape framed by this window have sustained members of the Cross family for dozens of generations. At the end of a life spent in other places, Phyllis has come back to the only home she has ever known.

“My memories of that night are very evocative, like a smell that reminds you of your mother’s kitchen,” she says. “I was only eight years old, but before it was over I knew that nothing would ever be the same for us.”

At seventy-two, Phyllis’s short gray hair and high forehead frame the clear, darting eyes of a teenage girl. The muscular deterioration brought on by Parkinson’s disease is advancing slowly, but things she took for granted ten years ago, such as getting in and out of her car and walking down the street to her sister Marilyn’s house, require a cane and extra effort. She lives alone in a modest frame house on the outskirts of Parshall, a small community with one stoplight and eight hundred residents, farmers and ranchers mostly, perched at the edge of the world in central North Dakota. Her home is a comfortable, solidly built refuge from extremes of prairie weather. A lifetime of mementos and souvenirs surround her in every room. There were the years in the Carter White House working for mental-health legislation, the 1981 Wonder Woman of the Year Award, and her career with the Air Force as a flight nurse and with the Department of the Interior as a pioneering mentalhealth specialist. Despite the familiarity of local landmarks such as grain silos and cemeteries, Phyllis has been away so long that sometimes she feels like she is trespassing in her own memories. 

At the center of those memories lies the broad, meandering valley of the Upper Missouri River. Where the valley begins upstream, the river shakes itself free from the high, sunbaked bluffs and sandstone pillars of the badlands, then bends southward after being joined by the Yellowstone for the long run to the sea. When Phyllis was a little girl, the alluvial valley of the Upper Missouri River was a lush, thickly wooded floodplain that snaked its way across the continent some four to eight hundred feet below the surrounding grasslands of the Great Plains. In central North Dakota—at the middle of this green, four-mile-wide belt of terraced woodlands and open meadows—was the village of Elbowoods and the small house where Phyllis lived with her mother and father, Dorothy and Martin Cross, and her nine brothers and sisters. The house sat at the edge of a dense woodland of maple trees, live oaks, and Russian olives, an unfenced wilderness that was home to white-tailed deer and sparrow hawks, badgers, black bears, rabbits, meadowlarks, bull snakes, and whooping cranes. There, just a five-minute walk from the shallow back eddies in the river where Phyllis learned to swim as a little girl, her mother and father raised cows and chickens, pigs and goats, and grew vegetable gardens and crops of grain on 160 acres of the richest bottomland in North America. 

Phyllis is the oldest of the four girls and six boys, their ages spanning eighteen years. Raymond, the youngest, was born in 1948, a year after Phyllis left home. With so many chores around the ranch, and so many little brothers and sisters, Phyllis became the third adult in the Cross household on her sixth birthday. Clustered around the edges of the family portrait are aunts and uncles, and all the far-flung cousins and secondhand relations who played supporting roles in a cast of hundreds. She flips through the pages of a scrapbook. “If you live long enough, your head turns into your own private ghost town.”

Phyllis’s fear of the moon began on an ordinary school night at her childhood home in Elbowoods. It was an autumn evening, with the usual routine of dinner and dishes, homework afterward, then early to bed. As she and her mother finished up in the kitchen that evening, her father, Martin, fiddled with the dials on the small cherrywood radio in the living room. He tuned the frequency dial to KFYR, a station in Bismarck, hoping to pick up CBS’s Mercury Theater on the Air. Back then, the radio’s antenna was nothing more than a bare copper wire strung from a window sash at the house to the steel frame of the windmill out by the barn. Slung beneath the prairie sky, this was their ear to the world beyond the horizon, one that captured everything from basketball games and cowboy crooners to New York City jazz clubs. But that evening, instead of the familiar radio drama, Martin and 9 million other people suddenly found themselves listening to a live, eyewitness report of spaceships landing in a small town in New Jersey. Orson Welles’s dramatization of H. G. Wells’s novella The War of the Worlds had just begun.

It was October 30, 1938, the night the twenty-three-year-old theatrical wunderkind would become a household name. The radio drama, staged as a breaking news flash of an alien invasion, instantly spread terror across the nation. The panic that swept through the Cross household would visit thousands of other homes from Boston to San Francisco. In the CBS studio in New York, however, Welles and his cast were completely oblivious to the chaos being unleashed in towns and cities across America. In fact, prior to going on the air the cast found the script so dull that they asked for a last-minute replacement. None was available, so once the drama began, the cast’s lingering doubts about the script charged their on-air performances with a heightened air of realism. Ten minutes into the show, a squad of New York City police stormed into the CBS sound studios with revolvers drawn. Out in the great beyond, from Manhattan to Elbowoods, an estimated 2 million Americans were frantically planning their escapes from the invasion. 

“My memory of that night starts with my mom and dad running around the house like a couple of crazy people,” says Phyllis. “To this day I can hear Orson Welles’s voice describing the spaceships flying across the face of the moon as they came in for a landing. There was no doubt in my mind that they would be in Elbowoods in minutes.”

The house where Martin and Dorothy Cross raised their ten children sat in a copse of trees on the northeast side of a cottonwood lane. Rutted to ankle-deep dust by horseshoes and steel-rimmed wagon wheels, the country road disappeared over low-lying hills on its way up the Missouri River from Elbowoods to the village of Lucky Mound. The house itself, a thirty-by-forty-foot rectangle, was a modern abode by the standards of the day. It was built by Phyllis’s grandfather Old Dog, a Hidatsa tribal chief and judge who managed to complete it just months before he died in April 1928. When Old Dog’s twenty-two-year-old bachelor son, Martin Cross, courted and married Dorothy Bartel, a Norwegian girl from the nearby village of Van Hook, on September 2, 1928, the house became the son’s by right and custom.

The young couple’s home lacked any sort of newfangled amenities, such as a washing machine or telephone, but for Grandfather Old Dog, frame construction was a bold step into the modern era. Until then, the revered chief had spent his entire life living in traditional, dome-shaped earth lodges and log cabins. The new house allotted each of the Cross family members a hundred feet of space. Typical of most homes built on the Great Plains by do-it-yourself carpenters, this was a practical, no-frills single-story structure. Beneath the hipped roof were three small bedrooms, a living room, a kitchen, and a screened-in porch that doubled as an extra bedroom during warm weather. The Cross house owed its longevity less to mastery of trade by the builders than to the holding power of galvanized nails and the miracle of tar paper. Without tar paper, barbed wire, and the centrifugal pump—the holy trinity of American ingenuity at the turn of the twentieth century—the central highlands of the North American continent might well have remained an unfenced sea of grass. 

The tallest order for any house on the Great Plains was keeping out the weather. Temperatures in Elbowoods could range from sixty below in February to a hundred and ten above in August. Old newspapers were stuffed into the voids between siding and lath. Tongue-and-groove floors in the kitchen and living room were covered with rolled linoleum to cut down on drafts from the root cellar. Windows let light and summer breezes into every room, a dramatic improvement from the shadowy interiors of traditional earth lodges, but this was the extent of the home’s architectural luxuries. There was no plumbing or electricity, no central heating, and no closets in the bedrooms. During the winter months, a coal stove squatted in the middle of the living-room floor, consuming fuel around the clock. Beside the radio and Martin’s overstuffed easy chair, a plain coffee table sat on an oval-shaped rag rug. A narrow corridor connected the living room to the kitchen, where the family ate its meals. Here were the simple necessities: a cast-iron wood stove that vented into a chimney; a table and chairs; and a hand pump that drew water from a well beneath the house. 

“My mom baked bread in that oven at least four days a week,” remembers Phyllis. “She chopped the wood and cooked three meals a day for twelve people on that stove. She canned enough food to get us through the winter, and when the temperature dropped to fifty below, we’d get that stove so hot it glowed like a cherry. Why that house didn’t burn down I will never know.” 

When things got too hot in the kitchen in the summertime, a door was propped open onto the back porch. Beyond the porch was the requisite menagerie of outbuildings: a barn and an outhouse; the tack shed with harnesses, saddles, and bridles for Martin’s small herd of horses; and chicken coops, whose occupants helped fertilize a two-acre garden that started at the clotheslines and kept on going until Dorothy Cross ran out of energy. At that very spot lay an invisible boundary to another world. Beyond Dorothy Cross’s garden there was nothing but open prairie until the outskirts of Minot, sixty miles north. But neither Minot nor Bismarck conjured images of actual places in the young minds of Phyllis and her siblings. “Whatever was out there, beyond Elbowoods, was a big blank.”

A half-mile walk from the Cross’s front steps was the small town of Elbowoods. The town itself was a simple, right-angled grid of pretty tree-lined streets laid out around a central square on the cardinal points of the compass. A team of government surveyors had picked the site in the early 1890s. It sat at a bend in the Missouri River, about eighty free-flowing water miles upstream from the state capital at Bismarck. Most years, when the river behaved itself and stayed within its banks, the town sat high and dry on an elevated bench of land that overlooked a fertile hundred-year floodplain. As it had for centuries, the river dictated the terms of life for the valley’s widely scattered residents. The only thing predictable about the Big Muddy, as locals called the river, was its unpredictability. 

Within rock-throwing distance of the town’s main square were Simon’s and Twilling’s general stores, a courthouse, a clump of official-looking Indian agency buildings, the sheriff’s house and jail, and the agency-run boarding school. When Phyllis was a teenager, the boarding school was home to more than 250 children for nine months of the year. There were electric lights in the dorms, central heating in the classrooms, flush toilets, and running water that poured from taps. Down the street from the main square was a state-of-the-art hospital and outpatient clinic. Built by the federal government in 1929, this facility was staffed year-round with a doctor and three nurses. It had eighteen beds, six cribs, a surgical center, and a new ambulance. News of local emergencies could be transmitted to the outside world on a Western Union telegraph key at the agency office, which also boasted the only telephone between Elbowoods and Parshall, thirty miles to the north. For the two thousand members of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara nations, Elbowoods was the heart of the world.

The War of the Worlds broadcastquickly transformed an ordinary school night into a frightful drama. Phyllis’s father told everybody in the household to dress in his or her warmest clothes and to meet him at the truck. Then he raced out of the house to tell his sisters, Alice and Lucy, who lived in a small house out by the barn. The two youngest children, Forrest and Marilyn, were both with Dorothy in the kitchen. Phyllis collected the babies, one under each arm, and quickly bundled them up in coats and blankets on the living-room floor. While Phyllis was helping her little brothers, Bucky and Crusoe, into their coats, Dorothy was frantically packing food and filling water jugs from the hand pump in the kitchen. 

“That’s when I heard the news reporter describing more spaceships landing, and I was instantly terrified,” says Phyllis. With baby Forrest on her hip and sister Marilyn holding her hand, Phyllis pushed Bucky and Crusoe out the door ahead of her and led them through the dark toward the waiting truck. 

In a crisis, Martin Cross was the guy you wanted making the important decisions. At six foot four, 220 pounds, the former rodeo cowboy was physically self-assured and tougher than a fence post. Having spent years at an Indian boarding school in Wahpeton, South Dakota, and several more following the rodeo circuit, Martin had a reputation for being a man of the world, a guy who could think under pressure. But in the haste of the moment that night, he had gotten a step ahead of himself. The car battery, which also powered the cherrywood radio in the living room, was still in the house. As his wife, sisters, and five children all huddled under blankets in the back of the truck, he cursed a blue streak and raced back into the house to fetch the battery. 

Squeezed between her two aunts and pinned beneath her little sister, Phyllis held her breath as precious minutes slipped by. Lying under the starlit sky, she fully expected lights from spaceships to begin appearing over the treetops. She was certain that this was their only chance to get away. What were her friends doing? What was happening at the school, in the dorms? Had they heard about the aliens? As her aunts chattered anxiously in their native Hidatsa, Phyllis fretted over what was taking her father so long. Then, a yellow lantern flame ignited in the front room and threw her father’s shadow across the wall. Finally, the front door opened. After descending the front steps, Martin Cross paused for a moment with his hands on his hips, gazing quietly at the sky.

“He walked back to the truck and said it was all a big hoax. There were no martians. No spaceships. I’d never seen my father look so angry, so defeated.”

Martin Cross had been humbled by invisible forces that originated far beyond his reckoning. Phyllis does not remember him ever laughing again, not freely or joyfully the way he had before that night. He took the hoax personally, as though he was somehow at fault for his own innocence, for the limitations built into a life on the bottomlands of the Upper Missouri River, a life that allowed him to be toyed with like a child and shamed in front of his wife and children. After that night, says Phyllis, the family never talked about it again, not across the supper table in Dorothy Cross’s kitchen, not until they were adults, many years later.

“As we now know, a war of the worlds is exactly what was in store for us that night,” says Phyllis. “It was coming soon enough, but it wouldn’t be little green men in spaceships. It’d be the Army engineers.”

Back when Phyllis was a little girl, Old State Road Number Eight connected the small, thriving farming communities of Parshall and Elbowoods. Each village was laid out by surveyors along about the turn of the twentieth century, and each sat at the center of a vast green disk, with fifty-mile views in any direction. From cradle to grave, many citizens of both villages lived their entire lives without ever venturing beyond the visible boundaries of that circle. Most residents of Parshall were the descendants of blond, blue-eyed stoics who emigrated to America from Scandinavia. They were a stouthearted people of few words and deep Christian faith, utilitarian men and women who were willing to endure extremes of physical and psychological isolation in order to transform the wild North American grasslands into a Garden of Eden. Their closest neighbors, in Elbowoods, lived in tidy, well-kept houses on pretty elm-shaded streets. These were the descendants of the once powerful Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara nations, a tribal people who had been farming the fertile bottomlands of the Upper Missouri River for nearly a thousand years. Ever since the two villages were built, boundaries laid down by treaties, railroads, and government surveyors had kept the homesteaders of Parshall and the tribes of Elbowoods in semi-isolated worlds, thirty miles apart.

To early residents of Elbowoods like Chief Old Dog, the transformation of the buffalo commons known as the Great Plains into half a million square miles of fenced wheat fields seemed to have happened overnight. To the homesteaders who supplied the strong arms and backs to build those fences and bust the virgin sod, this overnight transformation took the better part of a century. Turning the High Plains into a Garden of Eden was a far larger endeavor than most immigrants imagined. As wave after wave of immigrants made the Atlantic crossing in the closing years of the nineteenth century, America’s seaboards teemed with growing cities, squalid neighborhoods of newly arrived immigrants, and industrial centers that hissed and belched beside every deepwater port. By contrast, beyond the Ohio Valley and the Mississippi River, the defining feature of America’s wide-open middle was its imperious silence. Faced with meager prospects in their own densely populated homelands, Scandinavian farmers and tradesmen clamored to redeem the promise of free land on America’s Great Plains. Thousands of emigrants exchanged life savings for one-way tickets to this place where milk and honey were said to flow in rivers. The arduous journey across an ocean, and half a continent, often took months. What awaited them when they stepped off the train was a silent, semi-arid landscape, one that would punish the weak, humble the strong, and take pity on neither.

To the dismay of many, the journey was the easy part. Once they arrived, there was no time to rest or celebrate. In their first months on the plains, in the Dakotas, Minnesota, Nebraska, or Iowa, homesteaders faced a daunting onslaught of elements. Fierce heat, ferocious winds, and frigid, subarctic winters tested the fortitude of the strongest among them. Only three out of ten would endure the loneliness and grueling physical hardships of the first withering years. In time, most of those who drifted away would melt back into the ethnic enclaves of America’s industrial cities. Bit by bit, the few who stuck it out built unassuming little worlds in towns like Parshall. From central Minnesota to the Rocky Mountain front, one shelter-belted community looked much like another, with a rail spur and grain silos, wide streets, and modest, freshly painted houses with groomed lawns and potted geraniums arranged just so on porch steps. Everything they bought, built, or invented was an installment in advance on future prosperity, an eventuality they took to be as inevitable as the wind, the silence, and the wrath of the Almighty.

When the state finally got around to paving Old Number Eight in the late 1960s, Main Street in Parshall boasted a bank and a movie house, a bowling alley and grocery store, three churches, eight grain silos at the south end of town, a high school with a track and a football field at the north end, an airport with half a dozen tie-downs, a Ford dealer, a kidney-shaped public swimming pool with a diving board and a wading pool for toddlers, and a nine-hole golf course. The shared values that rooted its two thousand residents to the earth had survived the journey from the old country. Foremost among these were discipline, sacrifice, and an unswerving fidelity to God, neighbor, and country. Payment for life’s sundry necessities, from quilting needles to canning jars and John Deere’s eight-bottom plow, were made with the cash from the cookie jar. There was no greater sin than going to meet your Maker with a basket of unpaid bills. 

Like their newly arrived neighbors from northern Europe, the citizens of Elbowoods cultivated the same fields and lived in the same villages for hundreds of years. They built things with a view to posterity. The Mandan in particular were famed throughout the pre-Columbian Americas as masters of horticulture and trade. At the peak of their material wealth, perhaps early in the eighteenth century, the cluster of nine Mandan Villages at the mouth of the Heart River, in what today is central North Dakota, was home to more than fourteen thousand people. Two centuries before the first French voyageurs established commercial ties with the tribes, the Heart River Villages were the commercial hub of a trade and distribution network that linked the Aztec and Toltec cultures of Mesoamerica to the Cree of northern Quebec. Comanche of the Southwest brought Arab stallions and Spanish knives to trade with Hudson Bay Assiniboin, who bartered English flintlocks, gunpowder, and textiles. By the early seventeenth century, French explorers on the Gulf Coast were well aware of the great trading bazaar at the Heart River from stories they heard while mapping the Lower Mississippi. At about the time Benjamin Franklin was born in the small seaside village of Boston, the Spanish horse culture was meeting the English gun culture three miles west of a hilltop where Norwegian immigrants would build the North Dakota state capitol in Bismarck two hundred years later. 

When the French explorer Sieur de La Vérendrye finally made his way to the Mandan Villages in November of 1738, he was heartened to discover that the Mandan’s reputation as skilled diplomats was well deserved. This, combined with reports from the Assiniboin that the Mandan had blue eyes and fair hair, bolstered the legend that the Mandan people were not Indians at all. Their hair and eyes suggested that they were the long-lost descendants of the famous Welshman Prince Modoc, the beloved eleventh-century ruler who sailed over the western horizon with two boatloads of loyal subjects, never to be heard from again. After meeting the Mandan, La Vérendrye was skeptical about the legend but was nevertheless impressed when he found the Mandan trading goods manufactured in England, France, and Spain. Upon his return to Montreal, La Vérendrye reported to his Paris benefactors that the Mandan leaders promoted their people’s well-being through diplomacy and trade, rather than the familiar tactics of war and conquest. In his opinion, establishing a commercial partnership with these Indians would be required of any European monarch hopeful of exploiting the untapped wealth of the western lands. 

Two generations later, Thomas Jefferson drew the same conclusion. Nearly seventy years after La Vérendrye’s visit to the Mandan Villages at the Heart River, the grandparents of Elbowoods’ first citizens would greet two young American captains, Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, when they stepped ashore from their pirogue at the mouth of the Knife River. While tribal societies on the Missouri River were well acquainted with European traders, this would be the Mandan’s first encounter with the Americans. The timing of their arrival could not have been more fortuitous. Winter would come early that year. Within weeks the High Plains were covered with snow. By late November, Captain Clark complained in his daily log that his thermometer had stopped working at forty-five below zero. Arctic conditions would linger over the Great Plains for the next five months.

The people of the Mandan and Hidatsa tribes that Lewis and Clark encountered at the Knife River Villages had lived in close proximity to one another for hundreds of years. Generations of intermarriage and shared customs had formed a highly complex matrilineal society of clan-based, semisedentary farmers, hunters, and gatherers. Unlike their nomadic cousins, the Sioux and Assiniboin, these agrarian societies built semipermanent villages of domed-shaped earth lodges inside palisaded walls and protective moats. A single village was commonly home to a thousand or more inhabitants. Between forty and fifty feet in diameter, each earth lodge housed as many as twenty-five family members, though the average was closer to fifteen. Each family had its own hunters and warriors, and the women of the clan were the owners of both the lodge and the family gardens. Apart from the clan’s ceremonial medicine bundles, these dwellings were a clan’s principal material asset, and were passed from mother to daughter. 

After the women, children, and elders had finished the harvest, crops were dried and stored in cache pits, or underground larders that were usually accessible from inside the lodge. Typically, these bottle-shaped pits were ten feet deep and four feet wide. At the onset of winter, they would be filled to the top with dried corn, squash, beans, wild turnips, and dried berries harvested from the plentiful bushes and trees that grew along the river and low-lying hills. Cache pits held enough food to last the tribe through two poor harvests. To the good fortune of the Americans, it was these surplus stores that kept the fifty members of the Corps of Discovery from starvation through the lean winter months of 1805.

Asking for little in return, the Mandan and Hidatsa people shared with the American explorers their lodges and hearths, their winter feasts, and the sexual hospitality of their wives and daughters. Sexual favors could be traded as freely as food for hard-to-obtain European trade goods such as ironware, textiles, and prized glass beads, but at the same time sexual relations with newly arrived strangers were an integral element of native hospitality. A woman’s sexuality was regarded as the surest method for transferring mystical powers from one male to another, from an accomplished warrior of great valor to a young husband striving to win the esteem of his elders on the field of battle, or in the hunt.

Leading historians of colonial-era exploration Harry Fritz and James Rhonda agree that the Village Indians played the decisive role in the eventual success of the Lewis and Clark expedition. Had Jefferson’s emissaries been turned back by the hostile Teton, or had they been trapped by winter near the Yellowstone, they would likely have perished from cold and starvation that first winter. As they passed the long winter nights camped in their makeshift fort near the bend in the river that the Indians called Elbowoods, the Mandan and Hidatsa leaders prepared them for the obstacles they would encounter on their journey west. It was here, too, that the captains secured the services of a guide and translator to accompany them from the Knife to the “shining mountains” of the Rockies. She was a congenial fourteen-year-old girl named Bird Woman who lived with her sister and their French husband among the powerful Prairie Chicken clan in the largest of the three Hidatsa villages. Captured as a nine-year-old girl in a battle with the Shoshones, Bird Woman was adopted into the Hidatsa tribe by a young warrior named Cherry Necklace. The captains knew her by her Indian name, which they transcribed into their journals as Sakakawea. 

Phyllis Old Dog Cross and her nine brothers and sisters are the great-great-grandchildren of Cherry Necklace. Back when they were kids, Old State Road Number Eight was little more than a wheel-rutted, bone-rattling “farm-to-market” washboard of a road. Like everything else in their world, Number Eight seemed to both originate and end in Elbowoods. To the south it went to the town of Halliday, and to the north, Parshall, but a sudden spell of bad weather could keep people from going anywhere. “Our life in Elbowoods was very much like it was for our ancestors at the Knife River,” says Phyllis. Life’s necessities were readily available out the back door, in the woods along the river, or just down the road, in town. They farmed the rich bottomlands, hunted game, and gathered food that grew wild in the hills and along the river. And just as it had been for their ancestors on the Knife and Heart Rivers, the village was still the social hub for the people of the three tribes. Forty generations of their ancestors had lived in villages in this valley. They still owned half a million acres of land straddling the river—land they possessed in perpetuity by virtue of aboriginal title that was formally recognized by the federal government at the Treaty of Horse Creek in 1851. When the Cross children were growing up, tribal members lived in nine villages that were strung out along sixty miles of river bottom like widely spaced emeralds on a silver thread.

“Our views of how the world worked were pretty much shaped by the complexities, the nuances, the social pathologies, good and bad, of small-town relationships,” says Phyllis. “Like any close family, my friends in Parshall today are as familiar to me as they are mysterious. The world beyond the horizon can go to hell in a handbasket overnight. When the sun comes up in the morning, the roosters will crow, and those people will still be here.”

As the Mandan people were slowly making their way up the Missouri Valley in the eleventh century, feudal Europe was languishing in a long medieval night. Thanks to extensive trade routes and favorable climate, horticulture flourished during this period throughout the Americas. Across the ocean, however, famine and disease held Europe in a death grip that kept political and social evolution in a state of arrested development. Living conditions in feudal Europe were wretched. Disease and famine ravaged the continent for centuries. For a time in the Middle Ages, widespread drought and crop failures popularized the custom of cannibalism, a practice that became pandemic across France, Scandinavia, and Germany. As Pope Urban II was convening knights and clergy at the Council of Clermont to launch the First Crusade against the infidel “Saracens” in the Holy Lands, the Aztec and Inca cultures, with their courts and theaters, their farms and extended networks of communication, were approaching their apex of cultural development. Centuries of favorable climate and material well-being helped to propagate a pre-Columbian population in the Americas that is now believed to have exceeded 100 million people. 

Sometime around the beginning of the second millennium, leaders of the Mandan society made a providential decision to push out of the increasingly crowded central lowlands of the Mississippi River Valley and turn the corner up the Missouri. The search for a new homeland could not have begun at a more auspicious time. From the outset, favorable climate followed this Siouan-speaking subgroup on their two-thousand-mile migration up the river. The weather was optimum for their gardens, and the network of trade routes that awaited them along the way on the Middle and Upper Missouri had been worn into the soil of the High Plains by thousands of years of foot traffic. 

Combined, these conditions gave the Mandan a degree of social and economic stability that they could count on from one year to the next. Professor W. Raymond Wood, the leading archaeological authority on prehistoric Village Indian culture, notes that the Mandan picked the best possible time to begin their migration. Already the Mandan were developing their own varieties of corn from seed that they acquired from the Aztecs. Through cross-pollination, they developed exotic varieties that would ripen in just seventy days. From gardens grown by the Mandan and similar agrarian societies, corn, squash, beans, and potatoes became the staple foods for people throughout the Americas. Busy trade networks also brought the inevitable exchange of religious rites and ceremonies with distant peoples such as the Hopi and the Pueblo. Over centuries, their shared cosmologies had contributed to the evolution of highly complex societies.

Unknown to each other, the Mandan and the Arikara were approaching the Middle Missouri River Valley from opposite directions at about the same time. The Arikara, a Caddo subgroup and close relatives of the Pawnee, wandered east off the plains of modern-day Nebraska as the Mandan approached from the wooded region of the central lowlands, in modern-day Iowa. Several centuries after the Mandan and Arikara met on the Central Missouri, the Hidatsa began migrating toward the river from the north. In the mid-1500s, they finally met up with the two tribes of Village Indians near the Heart River, in modern-day North Dakota. 

After the Hidatsa established their first villages upstream from the Mandan in the sixteenth century, a dispute between the Hidatsa leaders split the tribe into two factions. One group elected to remain at the Knife while the other continued to migrate west, finally settling by the Tongue and Powder Rivers at the base of the Bighorn Mountains. These people called themselves the Children of the Long-Beaked Bird and continue to maintain close relations with their Hidatsa relatives to this day. After fur traders arrived in the late 1830s and built a trading post on the Bighorn River, the Children of the Long-Beaked Bird would be known more simply as the Crow.

The continent’s central lowlands rise gradually from the Mississippi River Valley as they approach the foothills of the Rockies. Once the lowland ecosystem crosses the Hundredth meridian, its humid woodlands are suddenly transformed into the arid highlands of the Great Plains. There, annual precipitation drops to a meager fifteen inches, and often less. Sedimentary formations, alluvial soils, and unbroken grasslands take over as the continent’s shelf begins to climb several feet per mile. At its high point at the base of the Rocky Mountains, the continental plate bulges a mile above sea level. Despite the great geologic diversity found within this million-square-mile region, the Great Plains are regarded by scientists as a contiguous unit defined by uniform climate, geology, and similar flora and fauna. When the glaciers receded at the end of the last ice age, approximately sixteen thousand years ago, a rich but thin blanket of topsoil began building a thin mantle of nutrients that were held in place against the scouring winds by sixty species of native grass. For thousands of years, the most prominent features of this million square miles of North American landscape were wind and grass, silence, and sky.

The Mandan quickly learned how to exploit this shift in topography. To the west, the Rocky Mountains diverted massive weather systems onto the central highlands from the Arctic and the Gulf of Mexico. Here, converging cells of unstable energy often spawned violent weather and produced extreme swings in temperature. By building their villages on the sheltered bottomlands along the river, the Mandan had effectively remained in the ecological environment of the central lowlands as they journeyed upstream. This narrow geologic niche, with its rich alluvial soils and heavy timber, acted as a two-thousand-mile extension of the central-lowland ecology they had known on the Mississippi. 

Through numerous seminomadic intermediaries, the Mandan traded seed stock with farmers of the Gulf Coast, the Southwest, and Mesoamerica. Little could they imagine how their horticultural and trading success would one day impact the larger world. The Dutch and English transplanted to Africa corn gathered from Indian gardens in the Americas. The effect of migrating seed was miraculous and immediate. A thousand-year decline in Africa’s human population reversed itself in less than a decade. By the twenty-first century, more than half of the crops grown commercially around the world—from potatoes and peppers to corn and countless varieties of squash—had originated from pre-Columbian tribal horticulture in the western hemisphere, from gardens cultivated in thousands of villages like Elbowoods. 

Then, midway through the fifteenth century, weather patterns shifted and the neo-Atlantic period that had favored the Mandan for centuries suddenly gave way to a “Little Ice Age.” The radical change in weather would continue to govern climate in the northern hemisphere for the next four hundred years. By then, the Mandan had consolidated their hold on the Upper Missouri and were rapidly expanding their trade networks, despite the sudden change in climate. Across the ocean, meanwhile, two centuries of crusading had left the royal houses of Europe in complete disarray. 

In hopes of bringing order to the political chaos, a meeting of the kings’ ministers, known as the Council of Constance, was convened in 1414 to decide the thorny issue of papal succession. Perhaps at no time in history had the question of succession carried more importance. Portugal’s King Duarte had suddenly upended the balance of power in Europe by capturing and subjugating the African port city of Ceuta, opposite Gibraltar, to Portuguese authority. Duarte’s boldness inevitably drew the Spanish crown into the hunt for new lands. Since the two Iberian kings could not be trusted to resolve their differences, the rest of Europe looked to the newly installed pope, Eugenius IV, to assert his authority and reestablish order among the crown heads in the Holy Roman Empire. Eugenius IV seized the opportunity and issued a papal bull that consolidated his autocratic control over the unruly monarchs. 

The new pope’s decrees reestablished the Vatican as the dominant political force in the Holy Roman Empire. With the discovery era now well under way in Africa, it would not be long before the Spanish conquistadors were wading ashore on Caribbean beaches. Intent on winning converts to the faith, Eugenius IV and his successors made them agents of the Vatican and declared them free to do as they wished with native “heathens and infidels” that resisted conversion to Christianity. Bolstered by two centuries of experience in the Crusades, the popes could easily defend the legality of their sixteenth-century dictums. The Vatican’s discovery-era conquests in the New World could be justified by citing laws created by twelfth-century popes to take possession of foreign lands held by “heathens and infidels.” 

After scholastic philosophers of Renaissance Spain tailored the crusading-era edicts to fit into international law, Spanish conquistadors such as Cortés and Pizarro were essentially free to rape, pillage, and plunder at will in the name of exacting tribute for the Vatican and winning converts to Christendom. If citizens of the Aztec and Inca empires refused to take the holy sacrament of Christian baptism, they would suffer the consequences. Crusading-era law had now landed on the shores of the Americas.

These laws, which began as “theocratically derived prerogatives” in medieval Europe, advanced and retreated by fits and starts—from the Vatican to the royal courts of European monarchs; through historic debates in the great ecclesiastical universities of Spain; in and out of Elizabethan courts; to fiercely contested debates in the small village of Philadelphia in 1787, where the founders of the American republic gathered to decide how the new nation would be governed. Less than a century after the U.S. Constitution was adopted by the original thirteen states, discovery-era laws would be alchemized by the U.S. Supreme Court as the Doctrine of Discovery, and by congressional lawmakers as the doctrines of “manifest destiny” and “eminent domain.”

In his groundbreaking work on the origins of federal Indian law, The American Indian in Western Legal Thought, legal historian Robert A. Williams Jr. concludes that the adoption of these doctrines by the young American republic “preserved the legacy of 1,000 years of European racism and colonialism directed against non-Western peoples. The Doctrine of Discovery’s underlying medievally derived ideology—that normatively divergent ‘savage’ peoples could be denied rights and status equal to those accorded to the civilized nations of Europe—had become an integral part of the fabric of United States federal Indian law.”

On a busy day, the smooth, shoulderless two-lane ribbon of asphalt of Old State Road Number Eight may carry a dozen cars an hour. This is durum and milling wheat country, as far as the eyes can see. Heading south out of Parshall, population 940 and falling, Number Eight passes Barbara’s Steakhouse and the Redwood Cafe, the Food Pride grocery store, a single white sedan parked in front of the Parshall Farmers Union office, and finally, a cluster of whitewashed grain silos straddling the Soo Line railroad tracks at the south end of town. After rumbling over tracks, veering around the small nine-hole golf course and a landing strip for crop dusters, Number Eight resumes its straight-line course between telephone poles and fence posts for nearly thirty miles. This is High Plains landscape at its horizontal, hypnotic finest. They say you can drive for days out here without touching the steering wheel or taking your foot off the gas. There’s the sun and the horizon, the road bisecting a million acres of wheat, then blue sky and white clouds. As the wheat fields pass in a blur, the windshield of Phyllis’s late-model Chevrolet minivan looks like a picture framing a piece of eternity.

“Back when we were kids,” says her brother Bucky from the backseat, “you had to choose between a Ford and a Chevy. That was the extent of the options.”

“We drove Chevys,” offers their younger sister Marilyn.

“Fords,” says Bucky, gently correcting her. “You girls and mom always wanted Chevys because they were fancier.”

The memory prompts Bucky to flash a broad smile. A college professor in San Jose, California, he has returned for his annual visit. His given name is Alfred, but nobody has called him that since their mother died in 1989. Pushing six and a half feet tall, he still moves with the graceful ease that made him a celebrity on the basketball court as a teenager. His long silver ponytail lengthens the loose, lanky frame of a man whose favorite mode of transportation is his own two legs. His eyes are bright, translucent gray, while his smooth baritone voice seems to shape its words at the bottom of a well. 

“Fords held up better on the roads, but Chevys were pretty. So, you had to decide whether you wanted to get to town on four wheels and a frame, or freeze to death out in the middle of nowhere in a nice-looking car.”

“I thought we drove a Chrysler,” says Phyllis.

Bucky scoffs with mock contempt. “Dad wouldn’t have been caught dead in a Chrysler.”

“Well, that’s one thing he doesn’t have to worry about anymore.”

The road suddenly stops atop low-lying, windswept bluffs. Here, less than a mile from the lake, Old State Road Number Eight suddenly became a weed-choked trail. This final stretch, skirting the remnants of an old homestead, has not carried regular traffic in decades. The wreckage of abandoned dreams lies strewn about everywhere in a sea of whorled grass—a bullet-riddled windmill; a collapsed stock tank; an old Ford pickup, rusting to air; a homesteader’s one-story cabin with a roof of sky. A few hundred yards downslope from the cabin, the van pulls over in the tall grass and stops. There, the road makes one final bend to the left, then slips beneath the green waves of Lake Sakakawea. 

The same thing happens to Old Number Eight on Sakakawea’s southern shore, five miles away across the whitecapped lake. These two segments of road, one from the north and one from the south, eventually meet on the main square in the village of Elbowoods. The town’s tree-lined streets, the government buildings and boarding school, Simon’s and Twilling’s general stores and the country hospital, now sit at the center of the lake under two hundred feet of water. Elbowoods has been home to schools of walleyed perch and northern pike for almost fifty years. But to Phyllis and her siblings, who were born and raised at the bottom of the lake, it seems like yesterday. Around these parts, folks still refer to what happened here as simply, “The Flood.” With thirteen hundred miles of shoreline, Lake Sakakawea materializes on the horizon like an inland sea, a mini-ocean trapped in an arid wasteland. From certain vantage points on the lake’s eastern shore, water touches the horizon in every direction. 

When Congress gave its approval for the construction of Garrison Dam by enacting the Flood Control Act of 1944, their thinking was a straightforward response to a century of catastrophic flooding on the Lower Missouri River. Major floods in the spring of 1943 had caused billions of dollars in damage and flooded thousands of farms in Nebraska and Iowa. The Missouri River portion of the resulting flood-control legislation would be called the Pick-Sloan Plan. This ambitious scheme was devised by marrying competing water development plans proposed by the Army Corps of Engineers and the Bureau of Reclamation. When the two proposals were folded together, the Pick-Sloan master plan called for the construction of 110 dams of varying sizes, all designed to tame the hydraulic tyrant known as the Big Muddy. 

The key to the entire project, the jewel in the crown, would be the first and largest dam. Engineers had already selected a spot for this dam, a narrowing of the river valley that locals called the Mandan Bluffs. This site was located a few miles west of the small town of Garrison, and sixty miles upstream from the state capitol at Bismarck. When Garrison Dam and its five smaller siblings were completed, their combined storage capacity would eventually exceed 60 million acre-feet of snow melt and runoff from the Rocky Mountains and High Plains. This was four times the annual runoff of the Colorado alone, or enough to form a column of water the size of a football field twelve thousand miles high. 

The Bureau of Reclamation knew just what it would do with all that water. Less than a decade earlier, dryland farmers in the Upper Midwest had endured the most devastating drought in history. In less than five years, more than forty thousand family farms were abandoned. Instead of being transformed into a Garden of Eden by waves of immigrant homesteaders, the prairie had suddenly returned to grass, wind, and sky. For centuries, their native neighbors on the nearby bottomlands had survived the whimsical vicissitudes of the river by planting their gardens on the floodplains. There, like farmlands in the Nile Delta of Egypt, the soils were recharged with mineral nutrients by the river’s annual flooding. During the dry months of summer, crops were naturally irrigated from below by the shallow water table. These farming methods had guaranteed the Village Indians good harvests even during drought years, but the dust bowl of the 1930s was so severe that even the Indian crops failed when they were planted at a distance from the river. During one three-year period in the “dirty 30s,” meteorologists recorded less than ten inches of precipitation.

Farmers who had managed to survive the devastating dust-bowl decade had viewed the promise of irrigation in the Pick-Sloan Plan as the opening act for the Second Coming. Tens of thousands of families lured west by a succession of nineteenth-century homestead acts had been hostages to the whims of nature. Every year, millions of acre-feet of water flowed past the parched farms that straddled the Missouri. Annual rainfall west of the Hundredth meridian teetered back and forth over the break-even point of fifteen inches. An inch above that benchmark meant sustenance, a bumper crop, a pair of new school shoes for the kids, a down payment on a milch cow, real glass for the kitchen window, and a few dollars in the cookie jar. An inch below meant hungry children, months of wasted backbreaking effort behind a horse-drawn plow, the long silent stare that measured the interminable winters. Toil, sweat, determination, and sacrifice were not enough. The only long-term solution to the poverty and despair of life on the Great Plains was irrigation, and lots of it, the kind of irrigation that only the federal government could finance. Once the main-stem dams were built, Pick-Sloan promised to deliver irrigation to 4 million acres of bone-dry prairie. To survivors of the “dirty 30s,” Pick-Sloan was a last-minute pardon for a condemned man.

After congratulating itself for expediting passage of a national flood-control program, Congress realized that Pick-Sloan was going to put the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara tribes under a six-hundred-square-mile lake. Lawmakers in Washington immediately launched a regionwide search for replacement lands of equivalent value. But this was a task more easily imagined in a committee room on Capitol Hill than one that could be accomplished on the ground on the Northern Plains. A survey of the Upper Missouri Valley by field agents for the Army Corps of Engineers showed that such land did not exist, for love or money. 

With doors to alternative solutions closing all around them, efforts to head off a disaster with these people appeared destined to fail. Heroic figures such as Martin Cross and Senator Joseph O’Mahoney emerged in Elbowoods and Washington, hoping to forestall the inevitable catastrophe. But by 1949, Congress’ patience had worn thin under the constant chafing of downstream states, and its early altruism began circling the drain. Four years of sustained effort by tribal leaders and their allies in Washington succeeded in producing little more than futility and a mounting sense of desperation. 

“This was all going on at the same time President Truman nominated a guy named Dillon Myer to be the new commissioner of Indian affairs,” says Bucky, putting the era in context. “Myer and a senator from Utah, Arthur Watkins, decided the time had come for all of us Indians to get out and see the world. So Myer launched a program to round up all the Indians, put us on trains and buses, and scatter us in the big cities.”

“It was the same thing he did to the Japanese at the end of the war,” chimes in Phyllis. “Myer ran the internment camps, then they made him Indian commissioner. So there was The Flood, and now we had to deal with relocation.”

“People we’d known our whole lives were put on trains in Minot and vanished,” says Bucky. “Years later, in San Francisco, you’d read about some guy who jumped off the bridge the day before. ‘Hey, I know that guy. I was in school with that guy in Elbowoods.’”

“Myer and Watkins called it the Termination Era,” says Phyllis. “We owned too much land, too many resources, too many treaties. They thought things would be better for everybody if we just went away.”

“Our dad challenged those guys face-to-face, in Washington,” says Bucky. “They blew spit at each other in committee hearings. Dad and Harold Ickes, Roosevelt’s secretary of the interior, and Felix Cohen, the human rights attorney, accused [Myer and Watkins] of genocide, which they denied, of course. It got nasty. Time proved them right. What Indians learned from that experience is that truth comes out in the end, but it can kill you to be patient.”

There was one more ironic twist to the story of “The Flood that stayed forever,” a turnabout that none of the residents of Parshall and Elbowoods could have foreseen. As the floodwaters rose in Lake Sakakawea, many lifelong residents of Elbowoods chose to move to higher ground in Parshall. Most of them had done business in Parshall. Its streets, schools, and neighborhoods were familiar. The residents of Parshall had remained strangely quiet throughout the long fight to stop the dam. Now, hundreds of Indians began immigrating into the tidy little town of straight fences and perfect lawns built by Norwegian homesteaders. The racial divide between Indians and Norwegians, once scarcely noticeable, widened overnight to a chasm.

When the lake had finally filled, government surveyors were sent out by the U.S. Geological Survey office in Washington to reestablish the legal boundary lines of the reservation. With that accomplished, the citizens of Parshall were called to a town meeting by officials from Bismarck and Washington, who had come with news. It seemed that someone had made a mistake, way back when. The town of Parshall, explained the spokesman for the government, lay two miles inside the northern boundary of the land held in trust by the federal government for the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara people. So it seemed, they told their stunned audience, the tidy homes, schools, and churches of Parshall had been in Indian Country all along.

Phyllis and her siblings make the drive down to the lake a couple times a year. They take in the sights from the bluffs, visit family cemeteries, and reminisce with old friends over lunch in the town of Garrison, the dam’s eponymous neighbor. When Phyllis’s brothers and sisters visit from out of town on a nice spring day, an afternoon drive to the lake is a good excuse to put off errands in New Town or Bismarck. Michael is behind the wheel today, with Marilyn and Phyllis riding in the backseat. At sixty, Michael is a study in contrast with his sisters. He’s tall, like Bucky, but was built with the thicker chest and broader shoulders of his father. At six foot four, boy number three inherited the arresting looks of his paternal grandfather, Chief Old Dog. Old Dog and his half brother, White Duck, were such striking-looking men that the famed turn-of-the-century photographer Edward S. Curtis made portraits of both of them when he visited Elbowoods in 1906. Old Dog would be astonished by his mirror image in his grandson.

His sister Marilyn, the middle child, was always the “lively one” when they were kids. Recently retired from a career with the Bureau of Indian Affairs, she is now the curator of the tribe’s Four Bears Museum in New Town. Marilyn was the daughter Dorothy Cross relied on to entertain “the little ones” and to help them with their schoolwork. She was the valedictorian of her high school class and has a memory like flypaper, so Phyllis and Michael defer to her quick grasp of elusive details even though each of the Cross children has laid claim to particular fragments of his or her shared history. 

Michael turns off-road onto an open bench of sage and cheatgrass. After bouncing across the trackless prairie for several minutes, he brings the van to a stop. He steps out, takes five steps, then rubs the toe of his tennis shoe over the burnished surface of a bronze surveyor’s stake from the nineteenth century. This stake, placed here by federal surveyors more than a century ago, is not much larger than a silver dollar. It was stamped with the precise coordinates of latitude and longitude, down to the seconds of arc, and fixed with a U.S. Geological Survey code. This spot marks the northwest corner of Grandfather Old Dog’s property.

“I will never know how you can remember things like this,” Phyllis calls from the window. “You always drive right to it.”

Michael’s soft chuckle is his way of agreeing. “I couldn’t tell you what I had for lunch yesterday, but I could find this blindfolded in a snowstorm.”

The abandoned ranch house where their father died sits on a broad piece of level ground about a mile west of the bronze stake. Off and on as a teenager, Michael lived there with his dad. By then, in the stormy days that followed The Flood, Dorothy had seen enough of the ranching life. She moved to Parshall with the three youngest children, while Martin, a cattleman from his boot heels to the crown of his hat, built this place and tried to make another run at the cow business. The older boys followed him to the ranch and pitched in, but even in the best years, raising cattle “on top” was a great way to go broke. One generation later, there is little evidence of those efforts. The barn burned down years ago. Plank by plank, the shiplap siding has fallen into splintered piles skirting the foundation. The door to the room where Martin Cross died hangs partway open by a single cockeyed hinge. The wind-shredded fragments of a curtain flutter against the blue sky in a broken window. What is left of this place is in a race to fall down.

Martin Cross was buried at the Old Scout Cemetery, just up the road from his ranch. This tidy, well-kept cemetery, with straight rows of white crosses, is a place of honor for the Three Affiliated Tribes of Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara. He lies alongside the Arikara and Hidatsa scouts who worked for the U.S. Army during the American Indian Wars of the 1860s and 70s. Many of these tribal members were recruited to scout for the fateful Custer campaign in the spring of 1876. All but three of the Arikara and Crow who cautioned Custer against pressing his luck in the valley of the Little Bighorn returned to tell the story of that June afternoon. Those three were buried here. A few miles away is the Sacred Heart Cemetery, where Cross family ancestors were reinterred in the final hectic months before the floodgates closed at Garrison Dam. Thousands of graves had to be moved from cemeteries on the bottomlands to higher ground. As a result of that chaos, the remains of tribal ancestors now lie scattered in cemeteries across 400,000 acres of prairie. Marilyn pays her respects as often as she can. She brings flowers on holidays and cuts the grass around the family headstones. 

Phyllis quietly drifts away and kneels in front of a headstone the next row over. Kissing her fingertips, she runs them over the lettering of her brother Forrest’s name. This is the grave of Cross child number five. They called him Brother. 

“I always wonder how Brother would have turned out,” she says, turning back to the car. “He had the sweetest temperament in the family. Brother and Ray would have been a lot alike. I’ve never stopped missing him.”

Marilyn takes her elbow. Together they walk back to the van in silence. The drive down Old State Road Number Eight is always a pilgrimage to the past, a sojourn to childhood, a distant time that seems more actual and immediate at these landmarks than it does in the vague abstractions of scrapbooks and photo albums. Lake Sakakawea is just a short jaunt down the road from Parshall, but the ride is not always a painless one. The familial pathology gets complicated the closer the Cross kids get to the lake. Bucky, for example, has returned to Fort Berthold on numerous occasions, but he has no use for the dam or the lake. Like the experience of many of the people who lived through The Flood, his memories of that era are still raw. 

“A lot of our tribal people have never seen Garrison Dam,” says Marilyn. “One day soon there won’t be anyone left who remembers Elbowoods, or Nishu, Lucky Mound, or Beaver Creek. That day will mark the end of something for our people. It’s best not to think about it.”

Psychologists studying the long-term effects of extreme hardship on groups and communities have coined a new term to describe what they encountered: transgenerational trauma. A bit awkward at first glance, the term is nonetheless an apt description of the experience of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara people over the past fifty years. Unless the pathology resulting from a traumatic event is quickly interrupted, long-term psychological damage can sweep through a community like a viral epidemic. Untreated, the effects of the trauma linger for generations, often long after the causal event is forgotten. The most immediate symptoms include a sudden increase in alcoholism and drug addiction, joblessness, child abuse, domestic violence, clinical depression, and suicides. Equally common are widespread diabetes and heart disease, disabling afflictions which usually accompany a crippling assortment of lesser maladies. Life expectancy plummets. Indian Country in general, and Fort Berthold in particular, have become frontline laboratories for the study of transgenerational trauma. As a registered nurse and a mental health specialist, Phyllis has spent a lifetime thinking about The Flood and its consequences. In her own family, for example, decades passed before her parents and siblings were willing to talk.

“I’ve come to the conclusion that our thinking failed us. Our thinking failed us because suddenly our landmarks, our social and physical landmarks, the framework for everything we were, was gone. Our identity derived from our villages. Those were destroyed. We were born into very dynamic and complex social networks that connected those identities across forty generations. Those went when the villages went. When everything was gone, there was no one waiting to help us put the world back in order. No jobs, no communities, no gardens, no homes. Gone.”

As the Cross children grew older and their lives began to stabilize, each became more willing to compare notes. What jumped out was not the similarities of their experiences but the differences. “It turned out we were complete strangers in many ways,” says Marilyn. “We went from being a deeply integrated family and community in July 1954 to being a society of totally isolated individuals who went into social free fall for the next fifty years. This happened to thousands of people simultaneously.”

Of all the Cross children it was probably the youngest, Carol and Raymond, who were most vulnerable to the emotional fallout of The Flood. Young, defenseless, and as rootless as tumbleweeds, they were thrown headlong into the darkest and meanest days of the storm that descended on Parshall. Their new small-town home on the High Plains suddenly transformed itself from an idyllic farming village into a racial war zone. 

“Craziness, dis-integration, and racial hatred were completely normal to Raymond and Carol,” says Phyllis. “Little children, elders, were dying all around us. Meals were breaks between funerals. Raymond and Carol grew up thinking it was normal to see the mothers and fathers of their friends passed out drunk in the streets at twenty below. In that world, either you learn to step over the bodies and keep going, or you lie down beside them. Raymond will never talk about those years. He could walk through a burning house today and not know it was on fire. He has that ability to detach, to focus on a distant point, that came from walling himself off from the world in order to survive. 

“The more we studied trauma, the more clearly we saw how it was being passed on to the next generation. How do you bury the past when your identity is trapped in its lasting effects? What do you call your life as a community, as a people, when despair is the only emotion you can trust?”

Michael angled the wheels of the van into a thick patch of buffalo grass, then got out and walked the last twenty feet to the edge of the bluffs. In the distance were the twin smokestacks of a coal-fired power plant at Stanton, and the irregular blemish on the far shore called Pick City, a community of two hundred residents who work at the dam and supporting service industries. Aside from that, and a few white clouds that merged with the horizon, there was little to see for fifty miles.

“This is the spot where Dad used to drop us off and make us walk home,” said Michael, chuckling to break the silence.

“Right here?” exclaimed Marilyn, coming up beside him. “I always wondered where that was! Are you sure?”

“Right here.” Michael scuffed the ground with his foot and looked out across the lake. “It’d take us the rest of the afternoon to walk home. We’d stop and eat apples in somebody’s orchard. If it was hot we’d take a swim in somebody’s pond. We’d make it home just in time for supper. If you did that today, they’d throw you in jail for child abuse.” 

“You know why he did it, don’t you?” asked Phyllis. “He was a sly one, that Martin Cross.”

“Sure.” Michael grinned as if they were about to share a secret they had kept in the dark for sixty years. “He wanted to run home and get some nooky from Mom. He ditched us out here and raced home. ‘Take your time, kids,’ he’d say. ‘Have fun.’” 

Michael laughed, and after a moment of mild embarrassment, the sisters were laughing, too. “With ten kids there was never a minute of peace in that house,” said Marilyn.

“Well,” added Phyllis, “somewhere along the way they got enough to make ten of us. That’s not exactly the same thing as living without.”

Michael wandered off and followed the last fifty yards of Old Number Eight down to the edge of the lake. There, a set of wheel tracks trailed off into the water where small wavelets lapped against the shoreline. The light at water’s edge had a spectral, burnished quality, but the wind had a bite to it, a cutting edge that hinted at winter. Killdeers wheeled and dove on gusting currents. Out in the middle, windrows of whitecaps raced across the lake.

“These are recent,” he said, running his fingers along the hardened impression of a tire track. “The car that made these tracks was written up in the Garrison newspaper not too long ago. Seems that one night last summer, five or six fancy dancers at the powwow in New Town took off for a joy ride in an old Chevy Impala. They were drumming and singing and hauling ass down the road, having a great time, when they passed one of the county cops, down the road there, by the cemetery. He saw this carload of Indians dressed up in feathers and paint, so he pulls out behind them and turns on his lights. He told the paper that he clocked those kids at just over a hundred miles an hour when they hit the end of the pavement. Nothing was going to stop them. You can see how they skidded through this last turn before they hit the water. As for the cop, he slammed on his brakes just in time. The last thing he saw was the Impala’s taillights going out of sight underwater. Cop said he could still hear the drumming and the sound of those boys singing as the lights disappeared, right out there.”

Michael heaved a rock out over the lake. After a while there was a little splash. 

“Cop said, ‘Never see those boys again. They were going back to Elbowoods.’”
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