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THE ADVANCEMENT OF MAN
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Introduction



Past the abandoned shack that said GREAT FOOD FAST and FOR SALE, rows of trailers lay forsaken in the weeds. Laborers had run out of time to install the doors and windows in several dwellings, and rain seeped through the openings. Cement slabs marked parking spots that had no vehicles. The dining hall was locked; the boot scrubbers on the porch had no mud in their bristles. Federal authorities had evicted the tenants. A banner had begun to drag off the chain-link fence, the red lettering barely decipherable: GREAT AMERICAN LODGE.


Once a symbol of prosperity in the North Dakota oilfield, the lodge had become a gallery of fortune gone to ruin. Investors from Hong Kong to Madrid were reeling from revelations that their money had vanished in a $62 million Ponzi scheme. The British developers had disappeared overseas. Only the squirrels remained, running along the tarp and pallets that lay scattered in the grass. I drove by several times a week for much of 2015, looking, to no avail, for the smallest change; eventually the lodge loomed as just another landmark fringed by weeds along the highway. A Colorado real estate broker who did business with the swindlers told me they could have done well enough without scamming. “But no!” he said. “Greed, greed, greed!”


Artifacts of dreams abandoned have long strewn North Dakota’s landscape: old farmsteads, shuttered schools, wood planks rotting in the prairie grass. The Northern Pacific Railway drove settlements along the tracks west of the Missouri River, but residents built too many towns, churches, farms, newspapers, and schools to support a society that never grew as populous as planned. Farmers struggled against blizzards and droughts and meager harvests. Some starved. Many fled. Half of North Dakota’s communities were losing people by the 1930s, when the state’s population peaked at nearly 681,000. Citizens clustered in the cities of Bismarck, Grand Forks, and Fargo. The western edge of the state faded into earthen bones as the young left for better prospects and the old died off. Loss and despair vexed the buttes and grasslands; it brooded in the savage emptiness and the derelictions of wood and blotched glass.


North Dakota’s first oil discovery came in 1951 in the little town of Tioga, but the petroleum was difficult to extract profitably. A burst of oil development came in the 1980s, followed by a bust that stranded local governments with debt. By 2008, advances in hydraulic fracturing and horizontal drilling confirmed the largest domestic oil deposit since the discovery of the reserves under Prudhoe Bay, Alaska, four decades earlier. Billions of barrels of oil lay in the Bakken shale formation. Western North Dakota became an astonishing laboratory for the Darwinian, breakneck capitalism that one imagined was no longer possible in modern America, as outsiders engulfed the state to get rich, hide out, or start over. The state’s population grew for the first time in the lives of even its most elderly residents.


Observers often compared it to the California Gold Rush, when hordes of people flocked to an untrammeled terrain to make their fortune and, unwittingly, redefine the American dream from a steady grind of work and thrift to a gamble that favored the bold. The journey to the West Coast by ox- or mule-drawn wagon was long and arduous in the 1840s, as gold-seekers fought cholera, hostile Indians, and starvation. Voyages by sea could be perilous. In modern times, the way to prosperity was unimpeded. Adventurers drove, hitchhiked, or rode the train to the great land north. There was little of the speculative nature of past booms. Nobody wildcatted anymore—companies knew where the oil was and had the technology to extract it. Newcomers were almost guaranteed to find a job as long as they could pass a drug test, and if they couldn’t, those were easy enough to fake. North Dakota was again at the whims of exploitative outsiders, a half century after historian Elwyn Robinson claimed that the state’s remoteness had established it as a colonial hinterland dependent upon faraway markets.


Journalists from around the world came to North Dakota, often for just a few days. I was one of them, traveling from Minneapolis to the oilfield for a week in 2012. Yet most news stories could never capture the reality of it—the Bakken defied mainstream explanations. That place was an outpost of outcasts and dreamers and geniuses, an unending paradox in what it meant to be American, a phenomenon that called for nuanced reporting that captured the hopeful and the dark and the absurd. North Dakota! What a wild frontier. Who were all these people rushing in, and why? I tried to imagine the civilization they would build and its trajectory when the frenzy went away, the things the pioneers would leave behind. How might the natives regulate mass industrialization when they were so resistant to government intrusions, so protective of their own liberties? Observers always said this would be studied in history classes a century from now, and history demands a book.


I began going to North Dakota to pursue these inquiries more seriously in May 2014, stopping for gas near Fargo off Interstate 94, where there would invariably be some shifty-eyed man at the next pump over—probably just out on parole—and I would know, without either of us saying a word, that he was bound for the oilfield six hours across the state. That look. Freedom, desperation, adventure, meth, money… it was perhaps the only time I would harbor a vague respect for a gas station ruffian. There was something so brave about heading out there that who one was mattered far less than that he was headed to the Bakken at all, and this was the truism that bound everyone.


It was such a novel place, so inscrutable to those who’d never been, that the oilfield remained a secondhand story even to inhabitants of the more populous eastern edge of the state. Farmers and barflies I met on the way out warned against going out there—not that they had ever been, but they’d heard all about it. Seen it in other ways. Take Casselton, the little town where an oil train derailed in 2013 causing an inferno so tremendous that people could feel the heat through their windshields a half mile away. The following year, oil began displacing the farmers’ crops on the tracks, delaying their transport of grain. “Warren Buffett can go screw himself,” several farmers told me, alluding to the billionaire’s ownership of the Burlington North–Santa Fe railroad. They already had a dim impression upon hearing of oil workers who’d make $17,000 in a month or two, fly to Las Vegas, then come home broke and eat ramen noodles. And another fellow from Casselton speaking of the supposed violence: “You wanted to go to a bar and have a beer—physical assault charges are up… and someone’s going to beat you up? You can go get a six-pack and sit home and watch Wheel of Fortune.”


One could travel there by taking the interstate all the way across North Dakota, then going up Highway 85, which formed the backbone of the oilfield and ran 1,479 miles from El Paso to the Canadian border. But to really understand the place, a traveler ought to make a series of northern and westerly turns from Jamestown and its iconic buffalo sculpture, into long and green hollows of feral quiet that ran hundreds of miles. Get out in some smudge of a town like Harvey to fill the tank again—shiver in the eyes of stillness that beamed over that endless expanse—retreat to the car as if to escape forces that would pull a human interloper into the fissures of the earth. Remember this upon arriving at the western flank of the state, where trucks and rigs and men ran roughshod and nature was the trespasser.


I spent seven weeks in the oilfield during 2014, including a stint cashiering at a truck stop for all of June, a month that would make world history for being the final peak of oil’s historic run trading at more than $100 a barrel. I lived in western North Dakota from April 2015 to January 2016 to conduct more in-depth research, finding that it was then, as the oilfield matured, that the missteps sown during the boom came to the fore. It was a story that would last for at least a generation, and over time I shifted my interest to investors and longtime residents of North Dakota, knowing they would live with the legacy far longer than the mass of transients who left after the easy profits dwindled.


North Dakota was always a trusting place, where a handshake was as good as a contract and nobody was a stranger—and yet this is a book threaded by mistrust and shaken faith. Even the most naïve among them became hardened to unscrupulous outsiders, as they discovered people were not who they seemed and grand promises danced away like mirages on the prairie. Landowners became leery that regulators would protect their interests against Big Oil, and migrants knew they could not count on the structures of mainstream society—from corporations to the government—to advance their lot. They had only themselves.


Many didn’t foresee the boom lasting much longer and hustled for a profit as fast as they could get it. Now was what mattered; later, an afterthought. Made-in-America exuberance abounded—and with it, a great deal of waste: illegally dumped oilfield brine, pipeline spills, trash scattered along the highway, the excesses of a boom revealed after the fall. Critics decried the transformation of their home into an industrial wasteland. Even the migrants were spoken about as refuse: oilfield trash, white trash, society’s cast-outs, the broken and disposable. This sense of things thrown away came into sharper relief after oil prices saw the worst rout since the eighties and empty oil trailers and tanks scattered like the old farmsteads, relics of different eras but the same American way.


This is not a tome on fracking. Nor should this be taken as a comprehensive account of the Bakken oilfield, a topic too vast and multifaceted for one book. This is a narrative, on-the-ground account of capitalism, industrialization, and rugged individualism in twenty-first-century America. This book is about what that Ponzi scheme symbolizes: the ways in which the largest oil rush in modern US history wrestled with ephemeral and lasting interests, scam and legitimacy, and the power and failings of free enterprise.















I Should Be Dead



It was winter when Danny Witt left the Outer Banks islands of North Carolina in a Toyota Tundra driven by a friend who opened a can of beer on the interstate every afternoon at three o’clock and wasn’t on time for much else. They drank too much at the bars in Charlotte, meandered awhile on the highways, and got waylaid for three days at the casino in Milwaukee, even as Danny kept telling him they’d better hurry and get to the oilfield. The plan had begun while Danny was painting white trim on a beach house somewhere in the dunes, working a job he had no intention of keeping for long. An old biker friend drove up blustering that he was making five grand a week driving a freshwater truck in North Dakota.


“You should do it, man,” the biker said.


“How’d you get your commercial driver’s license?”


“Just BS’ed my way through.”


It was a curious proposition, given that Danny had never cared a whit about Peterbilts and spent most of his life riding a surfboard. He was a disciple of the Atlantic Ocean and a dabbler of the Pacific, a man of erudition and adventure who at one time or another had worked as a bartender and carpenter, cleaned swimming pools and driven a cab, gotten married and divorced, bummed around Panama, found love with a beautiful but difficult woman and lost it again, taught himself Spanish, built decks in the jungle, found Jesus Christ, made a little money along the way and spent it all. But a man has to attempt a high-paid career at some point, so Danny enrolled in a month-long trucking course. The students drove a ten-speed in circles in the parking lot and practiced how to downshift and back up slowly. He struggled to maneuver the truck and could only reverse once during each test run if he was lucky—that was, thankfully, all he needed to graduate and earn his license.


Recruiters came to hire students to do long hauls on the interstate, but those jobs paid a pittance, and Danny was set on being an oilfield trucker. A lot of people from the Carolinas were traveling to North Dakota at the time because the oil jobs there paid more than the ones in Texas and Oklahoma. Danny’s acquaintance with the Toyota Tundra was game to join him—the fellow was going through a divorce and had a lot of money to blow before his ex-wife took her share.


As they rambled north and west, past the Appalachian hills and Midwest cornfields and Chicago skyscrapers, Danny felt the whimsy of their lackadaisical days and hard-drinking nights fade. He hadn’t lined up a job and knew his qualifications were suspect—he wanted to know as quickly as he could if he was going to make it in the oilfield, or else he might as well return to the beach to remodel houses and serve tourists heavy platters of snow crab legs and hush puppies.


They made their way to Interstate 94, journeying west through the Twin Cities and over the flatness of Fargo and the Red River Valley, past the squat buildings of Bismarck, across the Missouri River, and on toward the badlands, where the terrain turned hilly and stark. The men turned north less than an hour before the state line. They passed small Main Streets with grain elevators and Jack & Jill grocery stores, relics of humble livings anchoring a countryside now overrun with the accouterments of a massive industry: tankers, trailers, garages, pipes.


The dark and cold hung as heavy as a tarp, and wind blew the snow from the pastures into finger-shaped mirages that swirled an inch or so above the road, as if the asphalt itself were oozing. Night fogs rolled over the plains, barring sight more than a few feet ahead. In the dark, the natural gas flares reflected purple beams, like UFOs, from behind the hills. Buttes colored in burnt orange, ocher, and sepia whorled in bizarre and terrifying shapes. The wind blew so hard that drivers clung to the steering wheel as though trying to right a capsizing ship. The vermilion hues of scoria clay over the oil well tracts and roads bled through the gray and white of winter.


Hotel rooms… truck stops… nights at a bar called TJ’s, where the Outer Banks biker spun tales about all the times he’d nearly frozen himself senseless. Danny and the Toyota Tundra driver stayed in a truck behind somebody’s oil services shop for a few days. The owner finally agreed to hire Danny if he could pass a driving test. But Danny forgot whatever scant lessons he had learned from trucking school as he tried to maneuver a thirteen-speed loaded to a hundred thousand pounds, water sloshing inside the tanker as the northern winds bellowed. He looked down when shifting gears during their test run. “I hate to do this,” the interviewer said, “but if you have to look down to shift, you can’t be driving a water truck. It’s dangerous up here.”


Some of the truckers went to a bar later.


“Hey y’all, what’s going on?” they asked a table of women.


One of the women smirked as Danny went on about trying to find a water-hauling job. She said he had the hands of a pretty boy—wouldn’t last a day in the oilfield. But the woman took pity, offering to have her husband put him to work on their property full of train cars, trucks, bulldozers, tractors, cranes, and tires. Danny moved some equipment on the site for a few hundred dollars and quit three days later, determined to make it as an oilfield trucker. The driver of the Toyota Tundra absconded, and Danny never heard from him since.


So the biker gave Danny the keys to his semi, telling him to impersonate the biker to the dispatcher over the phone while running loads of water with another rookie driver. The deal was that Danny and the other man would get to practice hauling while the biker paid them $700 a week out of his inflated paycheck—exactly what the biker was doing while they worked this ruse was neither entirely clear nor of much concern. The men drove a seven-mile stretch on Highway 85 that was an ideal training course to practice downshifting, accelerating, and turning. Danny took over the driver’s side at night because there were fewer vehicles to hit if he lost control of the semi. They drew water from a pond to take to the frack, as it was called, where a crew mixed the water with sand and chemicals and sent it two miles into the earth to blast oil out of the Bakken shale formation.


The newspapers regularly featured front-page displays of overturned eighteen-wheelers, but soon the accidents became too routine to warrant a photo. The locals learned to be resourceful. One holiday season high school students butchered six elk mowed down by a semi and donated nine hundred pounds of meat to charity. Highway 85 was the most dangerous route in the oilfield, and everyone seemed to know at least one motorist who had died in a wreck there. A truck driver started backing up after missing his turn on the highway, and a Hummer struck the semi from behind; the trailer caught fire, killing the Hummer driver. The driver of a Chevy Silverado swerved to avoid a deer while heading north and spun clockwise on the icy shoulder; a truck struck the passenger side. Two teenagers died and a third was hurt after their Subaru Forester hit a patch of slush, spun out, and was split in half by a semi driven by a Texan on the same stretch where Danny practiced driving. The mayor of Watford City decried the state’s transportation regulators, saying they should take the blame for the thousands of oil trucks passing through his tiny town. “It makes me sick to think of children dying on our roads,” he said. “It’s a nightmare.”


The drivers and victims of Highway 85’s trucking collisions came from around the country. A semi hit a Ford truck that ran a stop sign coming onto the highway, killing the driver, from New Mexico, and the passenger, from Nevada. A man from Wisconsin was killed after a truck hauling pipe slammed into him in a three-vehicle collision. One icy evening, a pickup driven by a Louisiana man spun into traffic and a second pickup struck the passenger’s side; then another truck slammed into them and killed the Louisianan and his two passengers, from Alabama.


Locals resented Danny’s kind—they often complained that some foolhardy southerner would be the death of them, all these rednecks who didn’t know how to drive a big rig in North Dakota or anywhere else. Danny’s justifications lurched from desperation to some great shade of invincibility. After the other driver nodded off one night as they delivered water, Danny found himself steering through a wild stretch of badlands. It was midnight as the snow fell and the asphalt froze over. He began climbing a sharp hill, fearful of stalling out, and remembered what the biker had told him earlier that day: “Take your seatbelt off, unlock the door, and get ready to jump if the truck starts to roll.” Danny downshifted all the way up and reached the top in low gear, shaking, praying, startled that he was still upright. Years later he would say that was his real graduation, all those months after attending a trucking school that had garnered several angry online accusations that it was a CDL mill. I should be dead, he thought sometimes. Should be dead.


Danny later set up a cone on a mound and moved the semi back and forth a hundred times until he felt confident that he could reverse. He taught himself well enough to find work hauling sporadic loads of water with a ragtag outfit. He and some of the other truckers played Texas Hold’em at a driver’s trailer a lot of nights, cooking and drinking rum. Whenever he landed in a ditch or ran out of fuel, his poker friends bailed him out. But Danny was low on the dispatch list and often found himself sitting at a Cenex gas station, where he noticed an obnoxious man who was always running his mouth. Danny knew the type from his days as a bartender.


“You wanna drive oil?” the loudmouth asked him after a while. “Tell you what—I’ll train you.”















Tales at the Water Depot



Ten semis idled around a median thick with weeds, waiting to load freshwater. Dirt and dead bugs shielded the license plates, as though the drivers were hatching a robbery and these were their getaway trucks. Brown-white tankers were scattered over the embankment ahead, where a McDonald’s billboard rose through the fog of diesel exhaust. The interstate lay just beyond—east to Bismarck, west to Montana. Dispatch, as usual, had sent too many trucks, and if someone was going to wait, the operators would rather it be the deliverymen instead of the high-paid frack crews. The oilfield moved so fast that for some workers, everything slowed to a stop.


Danny pulled into the depot in a semi with a navy blue tractor. Dainty swirls of light blue gave it a misplaced touch of elegance. A smokestack had fallen off, and sundry fluids were leaking. He was eleventh in line, and each truck ahead would take twenty minutes to load. That would entail three hours of dead boredom, staring through the cracked windshield at the fast-food billboard and wondering if the truck tankers lying in the grass were naturally brown and fading or if they used to be white and had lapped up the filth of their surroundings. It was that same achromatic sprawl across the oilfield. For many laborers, the days blurred as dully as the palette of their surroundings. Danny had been telling me his story to pass the time—I was his passenger for the day—his legs relaxed as he leaned against the intersection of the door and his rickety blue seat. Danny wore a fluorescent orange vest over gray flame-resistant (FR) coveralls that spilled over his steel-toed boots. He was trim and boyish in the way of a man who had spent most of his life on the beach, with wide brown eyes and an earnest face.


“And you hauled oil with that obnoxious man?” I asked.


Yes, he said—that had been two years earlier. Danny had gotten his hazmat endorsement back in North Carolina, though he didn’t know anything about hauling hazardous materials. Transporting oil from the wells to the pipelines and railcars was an elite trucking job. Driving was only part of it: a crude hauler had to climb the stairs to the catwalk along tanks twenty feet off the ground and gauge the temperature and gravity of the oil amid vicious fumes.


Danny ran a few dozen loads with the loudmouth, who had a connection with a man who leased trucks from a rodeo buddy. The leasing company agreed to hire Danny if he could pass a test run. The night before the test, Danny played cards with his old poker friends. They were in a trailer whose owner was something like $25,000 in debt to the IRS, but there was always money to party. The workers passed around an expensive bottle of Honduran rum and listened to that classic seventies trucking song “Willin’,” singing about going from Tucson to Tucumcari and Tehachapi to Tonapah. Driven every kind of rig that’s ever been made, now I’ve driven the back roads so I wouldn’t get weighed…


Danny hadn’t meant to drink, at least not that much. But he woke up dry-mouthed and sluggish. “I’m reeking of rum, hung over as a dog… passed the test without a hitch,” Danny told me. The company let him pick out a top-of-the-line Coronado, and he set about hauling crude for five dollars a barrel.


Civilization was so new in those days that many oil wells did not appear on maps or GPS. Danny’s directions once led him astray into a farmer’s field. As he struggled to turn around, a man came out wielding tin snips, threatening to stab his tires. There were stories of North Dakotans coming out with shotguns and crowbars after drivers trampled over grass or spilled wastewater on their pastures. On the reservation, a semi nearly ran the tribal buffalo ranch manager’s SUV off the road while his son was in the car. The manager tracked the driver down and hollered, “I’ll knock your damn teeth out if you do that again!” Some truckers were rude right back. When a landowner told a sleeping truck driver to get his vehicle off her property, he retorted, “Lady, you should be thankful! I’m here getting your oil out of the ground!” Danny told the man he was only following directions. He didn’t realize they’d all heard too many excuses.


“This isn’t for oilfield traffic!” the man yelled. “Last week I had a trucker take out all my mailboxes! Tell me why I shouldn’t call the sheriff on you!”


“If you cut my tires,” Danny said, “I can’t leave.”


Camaraderie soon faded among the poker gang. The trailer’s owner seduced the trucking dispatcher and she began assigning him the best loads. The other truckers turned on the lothario, graffiting his trailer with lewd insults. Somebody tipped off the man’s wife, who stormed up from Texas in a fury. She hooked her husband’s trailer up to a pickup and gunned the accelerator, blasting south down the highway as wires snapped and pipes hung off. Danny and the others stood agape, then collapsed in wild laughter. “That’s what you get for screwing the dispatcher,” he said.


By then it was summer, season of dust. Oil workers hacked it up like cigarette smoke, and people kept their vehicle windows rolled up to avoid coughing fits. The dust floated off unpaved roads in a tall haze that lingered long after the semis went by, hovering like a ghostly apparition. Sometimes it seemed like the whole oilfield was haunted.


During one run, Danny felt an explosion as he filled out his paperwork in the semi. A tank of oil had ignited and a man caught fire. Terrified, he put his truck in low gear and drove off as several workers milled about. The other drivers later told him that the blaze struck when somebody dangled a cigarette too close to the crude. Something always seemed to go wrong on that site. He dozed off around midnight while waiting for the oil to load from an enormous tank, worn down from working twenty-hour days, and awoke to crude shooting out of the vent pipe. A contractor charged him $3,000 to clean up the spill. Oilfield truckers were often exhausted because of federal exemptions allowing them to drive more than the standard limit of eleven hours.


Danny grew intrigued by the rodeo boss’s success. In the early days of the oil rush, companies knocked on ranchers’ doors and offered outrageous sums for their beat-up trucks. The oilfield depended on a ragged militia of trucks to deliver water and sand to the fracks, pipes to the drilling rigs, and oil from the wells to the railroad stations. Driving a truck was the most common job in the Bakken, and it took twenty-three hundred truckloads to service a well from the time it was drilled until it produced oil. The rodeo man operated two terminals using five hundred drivers and became one of the largest transporters of freshwater, saltwater, and crude in North Dakota. His success soon caught the eye of corporate interests, and he sold the business to the largest chemical bulk tank truck network in North America for $79 million.


The new owners had stricter standards than the old cowboy. They fired Danny after discovering a decades-old felony for growing several marijuana plants in his apartment. He got on with another trucking outfit, but then it was dead winter. The fracks slowed, and Danny found himself sitting back at the Cenex again. Just sitting was all it was, and that gave him time to change his mind about being in North Dakota at all.


Danny traveled to Phoenix upon a friend’s vague suggestion, hoping to land a job waiting tables or tending bar, but people kept telling him he was overqualified. So he took up work as a day laborer. People’s faces were wan with desperation everywhere he looked; they were all faking disability for government benefits and smoking weed and doing pills. Danny drifted back to the beach in North Carolina and worked an assortment of lousy jobs. He went to Missouri and talked to a friend about hauling zeolite to the oilfield. Nothing came of that, either, so he returned to North Dakota.


Danny resumed hauling freshwater. It took an average of one to five million gallons of water to frack an oil well, and he discovered he liked the rhythm of it when he got a fast assignment of loads. The fracks vibrated like an overamped pulse deep in the plains, or maybe they were a dragon whose maw stretched as wide as a summer sky, always thirsty, insatiable, and just when the workers filled the belly of one frack another rose from the prairie’s bowels even more ravenous, so the drivers trampled some of the most distant roads in the Lower 48 from the water depot to the frack, the frack to the depot, their mission—get the water, get the water, get the water—swelling in a rhythm harmonized by the engine’s roar.


So much of the job was stop and go, idling and stalling, that Danny read a lot of books. His first love was Shantaram, the nine-hundred-page epic about an Australian bank robber who escaped prison and joined the underworld of Mumbai. He favored the Florida crime novel oeuvre, from Randy Wayne White to Tim Dorsey. He tore through Beach Music and The Water Is Wide by South Carolina writer Pat Conroy. He read a six-hundred-page tome about the Federal Reserve, The Creature from Jekyll Island. A woman he met on a dating website gave him a copy of the eighties classic Writing Down the Bones and he eagerly read the advice about how to be a better writer, though he never wrote before or since. He studied books on stock investing.


Danny couldn’t believe he had buffaloed his way into one of the most dangerous jobs in America, and he understood, on some level, that it was because he’d been a surfer all those years. You couldn’t take a novice out in a hurricane surf and say, If you do this, then you’ll be all right. A surfer had to master the melody of the waves on his own, trying and falling, feeling that crush of sand and water, rising again. Surfing, oilfield hauling—both were one-man sports.
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It was two in the afternoon now, and Danny had been talking for hours. We had reached the front of the line. A coworker called, and Danny began running on about his faulty truck. “We got a frack that’s going to last probably a few days and it’s real good money.” He was set to make $80,000 this year. Danny told me that if I wanted to become a trucker he’d give me test drives in the Walmart parking lot and prep me for the CDL test; perhaps we could even go into business together. He pulled up alongside the white shack that housed the water system, then put on his green work gloves and white hard hat speckled with dirt. Danny unhooked a hose from the bottom of the truck and attached it to an opening at the depot. He stepped inside the shack to punch a code into the screen. Someone had written a note in marker: BE CAREFUL WITH BUTTON. YOU PUSH OR TURN TOO HARD YOU WILL PULL THE VALVES OUT AND BE S.O.L. We watched the numbers on the machine rise:




GALLONS PURCHASED


6,350


THANK YOU


6/24/14





A significant week in oilfield history, though we didn’t have an inkling then.


Danny loaded up and turned out of the depot onto Interstate 94. His fan kicked on as the engine heated up and we rumbled uphill. We were going to a frack run by Whiting Petroleum, a Denver company that was the second-largest operator in North Dakota at the time. He complained they were picky about safety. “I’m not really a rules person—I’m a surfer from the East Coast.”


I told him I didn’t like being told what to do, either—that’s why I always felt ambivalent about working for other people.


“You need to have your own business,” said Danny. “You should read Micro-Entrepreneurship for Dummies. It’s incredible!”


He began slowing a mile from Exit 42, the turnoff for Highway 85, and made a few turns before steering onto a narrow dirt road. The horizon was all green and telephone lines. The oil rush had started north of there, a two- or three-hour drive, but it had since sprawled relentlessly in all directions and we were at the southwest edge. Danny stayed on guard for pheasants—“psycho birds,” he called them, because of their tendency to skitter in front of traffic with suicidal urgency. He turned into a lot where several dozen blue frack tanks with yellow rails were lined up. He backed up in front of one, stepped out, and hooked his hose to it. Danny opened the valve on the tank, then the one on his semi tanker. It was a simple choreography, but he was careful to do everything in the correct order because the system’s high pressure was dangerous. A pipe delivered the water from the tanks to the great corpus over the hills. The frack always seemed a secret beast to him, some unseen master. At last Danny turned the valves off and unscrewed the hose. He climbed back in the truck. “It doesn’t have to be $100 a barrel,” he said. “It doesn’t have to be $4 a gallon… there’s more oil than they know what to do with.”


Several hours north, oil industry leaders were preparing for a grand party the following morning to celebrate the state’s new milestone of producing one million barrels of crude a day. Black and gold balloons would dance. Thousands of guests would come to eat barbecue and watch the Texas Flying Legends air show. The governor would talk up the state’s lowest-in-the-nation jobless rate. Danny and most of his kind had no plans to go—the fracks were too thirsty. He dropped me off at my car, where a tire was slumping after weeks of driving rough oil roads, and returned to the water depot as I made my way up Highway 85, that great vantage of progress.…















Beyond the Eyes of Roosevelt



The first stretch up the highway was a lazy idyll of pastures, scattered homesteads, and industrial shops. The Long X Bridge towered fifty miles north, passing over the Little Missouri River from Mountain to Central Time and into the stark uplands that jagged toward the heart of the oilfield. They had to close the span a few times when eighteen-wheelers smashed into the overhead girders. The river formed the southern border of an enormous jurisdiction that rambled all the way to the confluence of the Yellowstone and Missouri Rivers more than an hour north, where explorer Meriwether Lewis wrote in 1805 that “the whole face of the country was covered with herds of buffalo, elk and antelopes.” In the nineteenth century, the rivers cordoned off the area from the growing bustle of commerce and railroad expansion. Thus people called it the Island Empire, though the county was officially named after Alexander McKenzie, an investor and political boss. Ranchers found the land prime grazing for cattle, and whites began homesteading by the turn of the twentieth century.


The early settlers and their descendants were of a hardy ilk, carrying on through the droughts and blizzards, ice and desolation. But farms struggled during the Great Depression, and people had been departing ever since. As the latest oil boom began, McKenzie County still had only 6,360 people over a territory more than twice the size of Rhode Island that stretched from the Montana border to the western edge of Fort Berthold Indian Reservation, from just south of Williston to the national park named for former president Theodore Roosevelt.* The prairies and rugged hills seemed bowed in a torpor from hopes lost—and still something in them held a quiet endurance. Sons and daughters would leave the ranches of their childhoods to settle in Fargo, Minneapolis, or beyond, but city life seemed so soulless that they sought to return to the warmth of family and community and land. It would have been foolish to return for any other reason, as there was little money to be had. Then the Bakken oil discovery revealed a wealth they had never imagined.


Advances in hydraulic fracturing and horizontal drilling, along with a record run of oil prices at $100 a barrel, made production astonishingly lucrative. Land men came to secure drilling rights; then came the rigs and frack crews. Word got out that North Dakota was a place to make money, or at least trouble, and people rushed in from across America. There was so little civilization in McKenzie County that it did not institute a building department or zoning code until several years into the boom, as it became the fastest-growing rural county in America. The population nearly doubled in five years, though officials considered this an underestimate because it didn’t account for all the people in RVs scattered about the countryside. Outsiders shoved hundreds of trailer parks, subdivisions, apartments, and man camps wherever they pleased at such great speed and quantity that the authorities—an inapt term, as they had little authority in practice—could not tally what was in their own jurisdiction. “You just built something,” an engineer told me. “Nothing met code.”


To gauge the transformation, one needed only curve through a tremendous sweep of badlands on the highway soon after the Long X Bridge, where the landscape was layered in sandstone, cypress, cedar, clay, shale, and petrified wood, the hills and rifts carved by the Little Missouri during the Ice Age, when glaciers diverted the waters from their northern route to Canada and began the steep erosion of sediments. The burning of lignite coal created patches of red-orange scoria, or clinker, that was used to build oil well pads and roads. The trappings of industry began to emerge… TURN HERE—LEASING NOW, rows of beige shipping containers squatting like military barracks across from a trailer park warning SLOW—CHILDREN AT PLAY by a playground near rows of white nitrogen tanks, dead-ending at a congeries of ramshackle RVs. Past an oil waste disposal area, a sign for a trailer park pointed east onto a dirt road, leading to rows of temporary dwellings, piles of tires, beige shops with a string of white campers, and a sign that read LODGING & RV, FURNISHED 2 BEDROOM UNITS, BEST PRICES!!! AND GREAT LOCATION!!! Families paid to park their campers in storage units, which shielded them from the cold and the wind. In the surrounding hillsides, chain-link fences ran alongside stacks of pipes and trailers and overflowing dumpsters.


Weeks before my journey, a tornado descended on that very hillside after a shock of hail, striking rows of beige trailers with white skirting at 120 miles an hour. “Where do we go?” asked a man as the gray colossus spun over the horizon. “We’ve got nowhere to go!” Few migrants had basements. The twister hurt nine people, including a fifteen-year-old girl, and destroyed more than a dozen mobile homes, flinging tumbleweeds and plywood.


I knew a rancher who lived perhaps a dozen miles’ drive past those encampments in the most majestic home I had seen in all of western North Dakota, and she told me that as she rode horses there she was closer to God than inside the family’s old Lutheran church. But with the trailers and tanker trucks and machines, all I saw, in every direction, was the relentless advancement of man.


RV parks with names like Prairie View and Low Down emerged. A shopping mall had risen from a blank field, with a Taco John’s, FedEx, Home of Economy, Cash Wise, Jiffy Lube, American Smoke Wagon BBQ, and China Express. Hotels, a sushi restaurant, and a gym clustered along the highway. Institutions remained from the days before the boom, like Outlaws’ Bar & Grill, which displayed a chalkboard listing the price of oil and natural gas. The Long X Trading Post, with a museum and liquor store, had been built a decade before in hopes of bringing traffic to this corner—these days officials were pleading for the traffic to stop.


Down the way was the Little Missouri Grille, a Comfort Inn, an old grain elevator, a bank, and the future home of a Mexican restaurant where customers would also be able to cash checks, get cellphones repaired, and send MoneyGrams. A thirty-foot white bust of Theodore Roosevelt dressed in a suit and tie stared onto the highway, looking out from the parking lot of a hotel named in his honor. His mustache drooped; his hair was cropped closely. “We must keep steadfastly in mind that no people were ever yet benefited by riches if their prosperity corrupted their virtue,” he said at a famous Independence Day address in 1886 near the water depot that Danny and I had just visited. “Here we are not ruled by others, as in Europe; here we rule ourselves.”


Today, the countenance of North Dakota’s great frontiersman betrayed no judgment upon the rush of commerce before him. The narrow eyes rimmed by spectacles seemed almost jaded, as though he had seen too much and was looking past it all. Trucks rumbled back and forth to deliver construction materials for the mass of new developments that conjured some distant idyll: Bison Run, Pheasant Ridge. Trailers loomed on the hillside like gargantuan tombstones.


They hadn’t built the highway to accommodate the twelve thousand vehicles that passed each day between Williston and Watford City, a sixfold increase from before the oil boom. Farmers who lived a half mile back from the road stopped hanging their clothes out to dry because the fabric would be soiled by flying dust from the traffic that snarled and spat like the New Jersey Turnpike during rush hour. I was late to several appointments on account of the delays. The highway was only two lanes, and laborers were widening it to four as part of the largest road construction project in state history. Drive north another half hour and the side roads took on oilfield names… Roughneck Road… Roustabout Road… Shale Shaker Street… Monkey Board Lane… Thousand Dollar Way…


Ahead was the truck stop where I’d met Danny several days before. He had stopped in to buy hydraulic fluid and coffee; indeed, thousands of oil workers had passed through at some time or another.




WILD BISON


TRAVEL CENTER


UNL: 3.76


DSL: 4.19





By then I had driven all over the country, and wherever I found myself, in the Great Plains or the Deep South, the Eastern Seaboard or the Northwest, I felt little more comfort than when the lights of a truck stop were shining far ahead like a lodestar. Transience turns so many of the old routines into open questions—where to sleep? to eat? to shower? to think?—and the American truck stop bundles all the answers to life into one massive building. Comfort is in the generic: a sad-sack song from the eighties playing over the speaker, pizza and chicken fingers from the freezer, coffee machines and packets of French vanilla creamer.


Inside the Wild Bison, the counters displayed barbecue lighters in the shape of bolt-action rifles and CDs with song titles like “Oilfield Trash with Oilfield Cash.” Red bottles of 5-Hour Energy Shots advertised NO CRASH LATER. SUGAR FREE. FOUR CALORIES. FEEL IT IN MINUTES. The workers arrived in trucks loaded with sand and scoria, oil and water, their boots brown with dust and hands black with filth. Everybody was in a hurry; the oilfield demanded it. Run the pipes. Run the water. Run the tools. “People think New York’s fast-paced… get in line,” said one customer. “You want fast, it’s fast around here.” North Dakota produced more oil than any state except Texas, but it was second to none in hustle and spirit. The workers filed in at every hour to load up on candy bars, cheeseburgers, beef jerky, and frozen meals (“I ain’t got nobody to cook for me,” as one derrick man explained). Platter of chili cheese fries, $6.99—beep. Monster twenty-four-ounce energy drink, $4.09—beep. Five-gallon diesel can, $20.99—beep. They bought tins of Copenhagen straight (red), wintergreen (green), and southern blends (gold); tobacco was essential.


It was routine for truckers to hand over their corporate credit cards and charge $900 in diesel fuel. The cashiers complained that the customers’ hands were always stained and reeking of chemicals. Standing there in their Carhartt uniforms and Sturgis motorcycle rally gear, the workers vowed this job would pay off their mortgages. They said the ecofriendly liberals needed to respect oilmen because they risked their lives so everyone could drive a car. Some lived in the Wild Bison parking lot, but their addresses, officially speaking, were in dying towns in West Virginia and Mississippi and Washington.


One afternoon, a matronly cashier advised me to be careful interviewing customers.


“There’s way more murders than anybody knows,” she said. “There’s gangs out here, there’s MS-13, there’s drugs up the wazoo. It’s scary… people don’t understand how bad the oilfield really is. These people that come in… you don’t know where they came from… don’t trust them.”


“Hey, can I get the receipt for fuel on Pump 1?” a man butted in.


She handed him the receipt and turned back to me. “Carry a gun.”


Having lousy aim, I settled for pepper spray.


The wind blew so hard that it sometimes hurt to breathe while walking through the parking lot. It could take two tries to open the door. Elk heads that the owners had scored on a Northwest hunting trip were mounted on either side of the entrance. Dust was tracked in on the workers’ boots and swept through with the gales. The displays of Twizzlers and Starbursts and chocolate candy bars, power chargers and bottles of coolant—they all needed regular wipe-downs. The camping fuel cans were so covered in dust that it looked like someone had taken them to the woods. The summer was overcast and even cold some afternoons, but at nine at night the sun seared through the window so brightly that some cashiers wore sunglasses as they rang up the lines.


The customers complained about the truck stop prices: a gallon of milk cost $6.59. “It costs a lot to deliver to Timbuk-nowhere,” one supervisor told an angry customer. It was the same everywhere you went in western North Dakota. The customer compared it to the decline of the auto industry. “It’s the labor force’s fault. They think because you put on a bolt, that for some reason you rake in $80,000 a year, you know? I mean, think about it. What is the value of that labor action right there? So why not go overseas to get a Mexican guy or gal and put that bolt on for, I don’t know, six bucks an hour?” But he would pay what the truck stop charged because there was nobody out here, Mexican or otherwise, who would work for so little.


While eating nachos in the truckers’ lounge, I overheard a man complaining on the phone about the six cracks that formed in his windshield from flying rocks. He didn’t know why the roads were so shoddy, with all the money coming in from oil companies. The man hauled drill cuttings after years of mediocre income as an over-the-road driver from central Michigan. The economy “is bad all over because the auto companies are going under… Michigan’s the only place that Toyota is not moving in.… My house at home is $560, and then you drive by these places in Williston, it says why rent when you can own, $1,400 a month.”


Another man in the lounge repeated this number incredulously. “Only reason is because of the oil boom,” he said. “North Dakota used to be a place where you could buy a house for $25,000.”


“Huh!” somebody snorted. “That was a long time ago.”


At a time when liberals were pushing for a minimum wage of $15 an hour, an enclave of free enterprise was wrestling with the complications of a booming labor market.


“If you look at the economy now, you hear all these people complaining about the minimum wage. You give a state a $15 minimum wage… it’s going to be the same problem you got out here. You got all of us that are making over $100,000, all your prices and everything went up.” By now the people in the truckers’ lounge were rapt.


“Kids are making $17 an hour at Walmart,” one man said.


“The more money you make, the more they take,” the Michigan native said.


“They’re robbers,” somebody said, cursing. “North Dakota—these people are just stealing from you. Just because you can get it doesn’t mean you should.”


“Capitalism!”


Of course, a truck stop wasn’t just a truck stop. It was a monument to transience in a region struggling to define itself. Come and go, get in and get out—a metaphor for what some residents feared their homeland would become. “If when we wake up twenty-five years from now and everybody’s moved away because it’s become a wasteland, it’s become a huge truck stop… and we lost all these things we’ve come to value, then we’ve really dropped the ball,” a tribal official told me on the nearby Indian reservation. Roaring and belching day and night, the eighteen-wheeler was the bearer of western North Dakota’s wholesale industrialization.


Around the time Danny began driving a semi in 2012, the state’s top officials were telling midstream companies that they couldn’t build pipelines fast enough. “There is not a single thing I can think of that can do more to reduce the human impacts of rapid oil development,” Governor Jack Dalrymple said at an industry conference. They wanted pipelines to displace most of these semis one day, given that the former was considered the safest, most reliable way to transport oil. The Bakken was so undeveloped then that the busiest areas still trucked 95 percent of their crude, clogging roads and necessitating major repairs.


Some residents were frustrated that the state’s leaders promoted the great oil miracle without seeming to assume the burden for its ills. “You know what credit they don’t take?” farmer Richard Johnson asked me over his kitchen table. He noted that more people died on the roads around here than anywhere in the state. “They should take credit for that. The infrastructure wasn’t even here when they flooded this area with all the semis and all the people.”


The turn from Highway 85 to reach the Wild Bison was considered an especially dangerous intersection in the oilfield. That year, a pair of twenty-year-olds would turn left onto the highway from the truck stop. The driver failed to yield, and a semi driven by an Arizona man struck the left side of the pickup, forcing it into a spin that landed it in the ditch by the Wild Bison. The force ejected the driver from the pickup, and he was pronounced dead at the scene.


But danger didn’t always come from a reckless semi. One cloudy summer afternoon, a thunderstorm rolled in and lightning struck the saltwater disposal next to the Wild Bison. The tanks of oil waste caught fire and the flames shot up two hundred feet as black clouds roared. Firefighters saw the blaze from miles away as they struggled to reach the accident amid the unyielding traffic. “It scared the hell out of me,” recalled one volunteer firefighter, who ran the county landfill a little ways down Highway 85. The tanks were so fiery that they seemed to be boiling on the inside, convulsing the ground.


A driver dozing at the Wild Bison heard several booms and felt as though his semi had lifted off the ground. The truck stop shook. The manager had a cashier call 911 and raced outside to ensure they weren’t in danger. Remarkably, at one of the busiest junctures in the oilfield, nobody was hurt. “Do you know how close we were?” the manager asked his workers. Six fiberglass tanks of brine burned up entirely, unleashing 2,813 barrels of saltwater and 649 barrels of oil onto the ground. The fire was still smoldering the day after the explosion.


            


* Williston is a town in Williams County, just north of McKenzie County, and is the most heavily populated town in the Bakken. I’ve referred to the municipality instead of the county throughout this book because that is how locals mainly define the area. By contrast, I refer to McKenzie County as such because it is an enormous rural jurisdiction, though it also includes Watford City, the second-largest oilfield hub, about fifty miles south of Williston.















The Wild Bison



Weathered faces, blank from exhaustion, men shuffling more than they walked, nobody caring how they looked, shave or don’t shave, didn’t matter, burnt out at twenty-eight years old… The Wild Bison was their only respite from a twelve-hour shift, work and sleep, comrades here and gone—pepperoni pizza and Mountain Dew, a word with the cashier, perhaps TV in the lounge. Astonishing that the truck stop didn’t even sell booze or movies, given how desperate people were to escape. You’d ask, What are you in the oilfield for? and it was usually a pointless inquiry because everybody just grunted money, and when one word was too much exertion they rubbed their fingers together in a telling gesture. Sometimes one word was too little and they’d spill something like Just here long enough to pay off my child support and get the electric turned back on. It was rude to ask too many questions. But everybody was smart enough to know that you got to be successful doing what most people thought they were too good to do—take the trucker who had supposedly had the third-largest company in Poland and went into hauling crude out here to make his fortune. Or maybe that was just another truck stop tale…


I met a Wild Bison customer who wore a low-hanging shirt that exposed an enormous tattoo across his chest that said MURDER. Another was a bounty hunter from south Texas. A regular was selling waste disposal services from rig to rig after his banking scandal drew the scrutiny of the Securities and Exchange Commission and the New York Times. An accountant from Baton Rouge was scouting for work after four arrests in three states. “May not be looking for a job,” said a man who overheard this admission. “He may be running from the law!”


A twitchy hitchhiker with only $30 to his name washed in from Maine. The journey had taken a month and a half. He’d found his way to the truck stop after accidentally ending up in Miles City, Montana, five hours west. The hitchhiker asked how to get to Williston.


“It’s twenty-five miles north,” I said. “You can’t miss it.”


“Is it hard to get a ride from here?”


“I’ve never tried it. Looking for a job?”


“On the oilfield if I can,” he said. “I’m trying to make the big bucks like everyone else.”


He left for a while and came back.


“Truckers are that way?” he asked, pointing.


“Go straight back and there’s a truckers’ lounge,” I said.


“Any casino thing back there?” He needed to make money fast, but had gotten North Dakota mixed up with Montana, where they had casinos in many gas stations.


He said later that he had found his way to Williston after all, not that it had done any good. The hitchhiker had been wandering day and night in search of opportunity. “No place to stay, no food… Salvation Army can’t help me, churches around here don’t help people… nobody seems to want to help anybody around here.” He couldn’t even find somebody to let him mow the lawn for a few dollars.


The brashest roughneck to come through was an Alabaman who wore a cap that said OILFIELD TRASH and labored on a workover rig. He seemed invincible: he’d once rolled his Ford King Ranch after falling asleep at the wheel, and his only injury was a bump from a flying Mountain Dew bottle. Later he survived a heart attack on the rig. “All the food from the Wild Bison,” said the roughneck, a bacon aficionado. He was still smoking his “cowboy killers” in violation of the doctor’s orders.


In the truckers’ lounge after a long day, two of the Wild Bison’s regulars, Blackneck and Fish, regaled the other men with the story of how they’d talked their way past a patrolman just over the border in Montana and managed to avoid being cited for an overweight semi. “I’m glad we didn’t get weighed. We’d be in jail!” said Blackneck, cursing. He considered himself a black redneck, thus the nickname. He’d traveled here after work prospects at the coal mine in West Virginia withered. Blackneck had the build of a mob enforcer, and a paintball accident had rendered him nearly blind in one eye. Fish had decided to drive a truck because he thought it had to pay better than his old job handling bomb-sniffing dogs in the Middle East for $50,000 a year. Like many oilfield workers, he’d come to North Dakota after the government pulled the troops out of Iraq. Blackneck and Fish had met at trucking school in Salt Lake City and slip-seated, or drove as a pair.


The duo were paid by the quantity of water they delivered, rather than the hours they worked, and loaded up the truck heavier than a stampede of corn-fed hogs. That was the only way they could make money on a three-hour turnaround between the water depot and the frack. They didn’t believe they could run legal and profit. The men also fudged the numbers for how long they’d been driving in their trucker logs, which usually exceeded federal limits. They claimed to sleep five hours every few days. The truckers shared “bear reports” alerting their brethren over the CB radio or text messages to avoid any road where bears, or cops, were on the prowl. It was a reasonable gamble—the Highway Patrol lacked the manpower to crack down on them, though the authorities were stricter on the Montana side. “First come first serve, dog eat dog,” Blackneck described the oilfield.


Fish said people assumed he was making a killing, but he wasn’t when it cost $600 a month for food and he had so many bills. He dipped from a tin of Grizzly wintergreen wide cut. It was better than smoking, which was forbidden on the frack sites. Of course, the supervisors—pushers and company men—got away with cigarettes. “Put up with a bunch of crap around here,” he muttered.


That day, the Montana trooper had kicked their truck tires, telling the pair they were underinflated but waving them along without taking out his scale. “We were pulled over because he’s black,” Fish, who was white, joked to the other drivers. Then he admitted that wasn’t why at all: they just had a janky old truck.


Everybody was working, everybody except one man. He rolled up to the truck stop in a wheelchair nearly every day, holding a cardboard sign that read NEEDS WORK HELP IF U CAN? It doubled as a shield against the diesel exhaust that the trucks heaved as they drove in and out past him. A panhandler was a shocking sight in the oilfield, where jobs were so abundant that people had a saying: if you couldn’t find work around here, you were unemployable.


Wayne Williams had scrapped metal and sold shrimp in Baton Rouge before he came across a National Geographic article about the oil boom and rode a Greyhound bus north. He hawked buttons at the McKenzie County Fairgrounds for a day and tried his hand at other work, but he wasn’t a steady-job sort of fellow. Wayne slept for a while in the park by the Kum & Go, a gas station that had fed everybody in the oilfield at some point, but a manager threatened to call the cops.


Wayne sought shelter in a dumpster. As the temperature fell below zero and the January winds raged, he feared he would perish of hypothermia. I don’t want to die this way, covered up in a bunch of trash… nobody finding me, Wayne prayed. He arranged some slabs of wood to try to hoist himself out, slipping again and again as he reached for the top. Finally he made his escape and staggered to a nearby bar, where he ran into some folks who had given him money before. They suspected that frostbite had ravaged his limbs and took him to the hospital. Wayne woke up with his legs amputated below the knee.


The accident horrified community leaders and the members of Wayne’s church, but he was still struggling on the streets. A maintenance man at the Tumbleweed Hotel and RV Park down the highway had told Wayne he could try his luck begging outside the Wild Bison. The supervisors were nervous about Wayne coming so regularly to wait at the parking lot entrance, and somebody asked him to leave. But Wayne came back the next day.


So there he sat, next to a backpack and bottle of Gatorade. Hardly anybody stopped, though Danny had recently given him twenty bucks. (“Is he doing drugs with it?” Danny asked rhetorically. “I don’t know, but his life is already hard enough.”)


“But this place is hiring,” I told Wayne, pointing at the tall sign along the highway: NOW HIRING.


“Oh, it is?” he replied.


Wayne remained there a couple more weeks before heading to California, where he imagined that residents were friendlier to the homeless. He drifted back at some point, though a church pastor suggested that Wayne began to take advantage of their charity.


Drive a few miles north, past a sign bearing the Ten Commandments, and there was a bar called the Hi Way Lounge where a lot of people from the truck stop hung out. It sold $3 Hi Way to Hell shots and let customers play shake-a-day, a dice game that doled out a free drink as the prize. I walked in one evening when the jukebox was blaring ZZ Top. Clean shirt, new shoes… silk suit, black tie… I began talking to a Wild Bison regular who claimed to have driven a newspaper truck back in the nineties for the Philadelphia Inquirer, where I had worked as a staff writer during the financial crisis. He said he had ties to the Philly mob—or his wife’s father did. He had to wait until the man died to divorce her. Now he was on the run from tax troubles. “I can disappear up here… poof!” he said, pounding on the bar. “The IRS can’t find me!”


He introduced me to his cousin, who drove a frack sand truck and went by the name “Cali”—he was from southern California. “I became debt free in ninety days up here,” Cali said. It sounded like a line in an infomercial. I told him he should work for the state’s new job marketing effort. “Find the Good Life in North Dakota,” as it was called, was recruiting people to move their families here and build long-term careers. Cali agreed he could be on TV, intoning: “You, too, could be debt free if you’re forty-three and homeless and needing a job! You could run away to North Dakota, where they’re all running away to!” We started laughing.


Cali was likely not the type the state’s marketers had in mind. He used to be a meth head who robbed big-box home improvement stores to support his habit. Cali had the misfortune of getting clean just as the financial crisis struck, and he’d worked only sporadically for years, sleeping in his truck. Then he heard about North Dakota and found a $90,000-a-year job with company-paid housing at the trailer park next door to the Hi Way called Dakotaland. Until that first night in the trailer, he hadn’t slept in a bed in a year and a half. Before long, he was telling everybody back home that he had found utopia. It was the first time he’d ever met so many other outcasts. He was pleased to earn a high salary legitimately. Returning to robbery wouldn’t have been an option nowadays, anyway. “Do you know how many technologies I’d have to circumvent?”
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The Wild Bison began, as so many oilfield stories did, with the Great Recession. The Kysar family’s longtime cabinetry business in Washington State was suffering when a relative told them about North Dakota. They left their idyllic life of fishing and hunting and made the twelve-hundred-mile trek east in search of new business prospects. They came upon a prairieland with far more jobs than places to live, where one could just about rent out a car for somebody to sleep in for $800 a month, as Derek Kysar joked. But it was the FOR SALE sign at an old two-pump gas station on Highway 85 that intrigued his teenage son Jackson. He saw the traffic jamming that route every day and knew the investment would be profitable. Jackson suggested to his father that they buy it. The family called the place Jack’s Store. After six months it was so busy they knew they’d have to find a bigger area to accommodate semi truck parking.


They found nearly a dozen acres of farmland a few miles away, where the highway sharply curved east toward Watford City. “It was all timing,” Derek recalled. “You couldn’t touch it now.” The Kysar boys and their dad worked to build the storm drains and roads in and out, painted the 13,500-square-foot building for the truck stop, and did the cabinetry work inside. They installed fifteen pumps and included a Hot Stuff Pizza and lounge, laundry machines and showers. They lined the shelves with all the necessities for truckers and other oilfield laborers: 2.5-gallon jugs of DEF (diesel exhaust fluid), fuel injector cleaner, propane, premium octane boost, daily truck driver logs, trucker fans, pre-diluted coolant/antifreeze, cold-weather pigskin leather work gloves, Diesel 911 for cold-weather emergencies.


Business tripled quickly. The problem wasn’t finding customers; it was finding enough people to serve them. Randy Roth, the manager, had spent thirteen years running a Pilot truck stop in central Montana, where he upheld high standards for hiring. But to maintain a similar ethic here would be impractical, even foolish. The abundance of high-paying oil jobs made it so hard for stores to find and keep retail workers that Randy had to hire nearly everyone who walked in. I was even one of them, taking a cashier’s job in June 2014 so I could write an article about working in the oilfield.* Randy’s main questions were whether I could learn to work a register and if I was a Vikings fan; then he gave me two yellow shirts with the truck stop logo to wear on my shifts. I left after four weeks, and this was not considered rude or unusual—workers seemed to treat the Wild Bison like an ATM. They would stay for just a couple of weeks or months until they found better jobs. The truck stop, like every other retailer, had to pay even the least skilled workers double the minimum wage just to stay open—at least $14 an hour, not that it did much good. In a recent five-month period, Randy estimated, at least twenty people had quit. He raised the starting wage to $14.50 an hour to keep new employees, though it was still not enough to match the $17 wage offered by many retailers in Williston and Watford City.


Many cashiers were women who had followed their men or families to North Dakota, or had grown up here—the friendly pregnant woman who tried to balance her hours with a boyfriend’s truck-driving schedule, the pimply-faced jerk from Bemidji, Minnesota. There was hardly anywhere to live nearby, just south of the two-hundred-person town of Alexander, so some employees slept at the Tumbleweed RV Park and showered at the Wild Bison. One cashier always came a half hour early to shower and started the overnight shift with wet hair. He didn’t hide his job search: after a week and a half, he landed a promising interview to run heavy machinery.


Then a couple of boys from Oregon rambled in. Chase had worked on a drilling crew around here a few years back until a coworker started reporting all of them for getting high on the job. He skipped town after the drug tests started: “If you don’t take it, there’s no proof.” But Chase had blown all his oil money and needed to make it back. So he recruited his friend Drew and they pointed their car east and didn’t stop driving until they hit the Walmart parking lot in Williston at 2:00 a.m.*


Their car had a lab of concoctions to pass the drug tests required for most oilfield jobs: vitamin B12, milk thistle, cranberry juice, Certo. Chase had just celebrated his twenty-first birthday with a cocktail of LSD, cocaine, and molly, and Drew had done coke. Chase bought another friend’s clean urine and heated it up on the dashboard of the car on the way to his drug test for a drill casing job, but he never got to use it. The company sent someone into the bathroom to watch him relieve himself. Fresh off that failure, the men slunk to the Wild Bison for a breakfast of biscuits and gravy and filled out job applications.


It was unlikely that Randy knew any of this when he asked, “Can you start at two?”


The Oregon boys went out to party one night at the Hi Way, and Drew kept drinking while he drove them back. The next day, Chase woke up monstrously hung over. I saw Drew step out of the car at the Wild Bison, ready for work, but Chase languished across the passenger’s seat. He told Drew to inform the boss that he was too sick to come in that day.


Eight hours later, he was still there, sobering up. The car was packed to the ceiling with blankets, propane cooking gear, clothes, and multipacks of fire starters. An enormous Wild Bison jug rattled around the front, along with a red sleeping bag and a crushed energy drink can. The back ledge of Drew and Chase’s car revealed a Bible, a half-used roll of toilet paper, some CDs, and a mangled tube of toothpaste.


That night we went to the 4 Mile Bar with a reporter friend of mine visiting from Manhattan. The bar sat at the corner of Highway 85 and Route 2 heading north into Williston. The sign showed brown hills with the semicircle of a sun behind white clouds. The letters had worn off so much that they were hardly readable. The notice beneath them was clearer: FIREWORKS SOLD HERE. The 4 Mile was not, thankfully, doling out explosives over the bar; there was a tent set up next door.


Chase relayed a tangle of financial woes, like everybody within a fifty-mile radius. “Got to pay $3,500 to the state of Oregon, got to pay the boss of my last job between $5,000 and $10,000… my credit isn’t good… then my truck broke down… the transmission is $3,000 to fix, and I didn’t pay that either… got a payday loan for $800 that’s probably around three or four grand by now… got a cash advance for $500… probably paid my weed dealer’s rent all year”—he paused—“twice his rent… made a crapload of money here and spent every bit of it and then a lot more…”


They had camped at Fort Buford by the Montana border for a while, but the authorities booted them out for leaving a pellet gun and beer cans lying around. So they snuck over to the other side and ran into a man who claimed he was a big-shot real estate developer from Arizona. He invited them to his place and made a vulgar solicitation. “Drunk rich guy,” said Chase. An elderly janitor at the Wild Bison took pity on the boys and invited them to sleep in the bunk beds in his trailer. They could only hope he would not be as libertine as their last benefactor.
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