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A Note to the Reader:



Dovetails in Tall Grass is a fictional story; it is an act of imagination and story-telling. This book is based on the U.S.–Dakota War of 1862, and some dialogue follows very closely to transcripts of historical record. However, this storyline departs in many (some minor and some significant) ways from the facts. Actual events are depicted in several scenes, but in a fictitious manner meant to develop the emotional journey of the protagonists.




A Note on Language:


This novel refers to the tribal peoples in this book as Dakota; while commonly called the Dakota, this fraction of the Great Sioux Nation is sometimes referred to as the Sioux or Dakota-Sioux. The name Sioux originated from the Ojibwe people and means “little snakes,” an Ojibwe name for their enemy. In this story, most Dakota names and words are anglicized. As the author, I worked to reflect the history of this time as depicted by Dakota historians.


This war is also referred to as the Sioux Uprising, Sioux Outbreak, Dakota Conflict, or Little Crow’s War but I chose to use “U.S.–Dakota War” for the reason that it identifies both parties involved. While writing, I hesitated to include some of the racial and ethnic terms used during the 1860s or include the violence that occurred during wartime. However, I selectively incorporated pieces of both for a more accurate representation of the world and events at that time.





A Note from the Author:



While I have familial connections to residents of New Ulm and the surrounding countryside, I do not speak for my family or the residents of this area. Furthermore, I am non-Native. I do not and cannot speak for anyone in the Dakota Nation. The very concept of this story is non-Native—as I can’t erase my inherent white lens and the influence of the colonialist culture in which I live and participate.


I am grateful to the Native and non-Native Minnesota and Dakota-Sioux history keepers and storytellers who have come before me. I wrote this book because I was seeking a greater understanding of a complex and difficult past. While I still have much to learn, my creative interpretation here is meant to acknowledge the wrongs—moral, social, political, legal—that occurred before, during, and after the U.S.–Dakota War. I encourage readers to reflect and further educate themselves on this part of history and how it influences our world today. I hope an increased understanding of the past will promote both personal reflection and an interpersonal dialogue that builds a future based on justice and respect for all people who share or identify with this history.


A writing scholarship for a Native American woman writer has been created with the hope that more stories dovetail from here. Visit samanthaspecks.com for more information.





PROLOGUE
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On December 26, 1862, at 10:00 in the morning, thirty-eight Dakota men were hung by the U.S. Army in Mankato, Minnesota. To this day, this is the largest mass execution in United States history.


Emma Heard


December 26, 1862 12:00 p.m.


The wagon rocked along the frozen trail as the horses pulled our family towards home. I felt myself swaying back and forth, as the hanged men had just hours ago. My stomach convulsed with the memory. Bent with shame. Repulsion. Not at the dead men . . . they had their dignity. My repulsion was from our acts. At what I had done. All the words my own hand had written, documenting the events forever. I had sealed 38 fates. Ida sat across from me, beautifully bundled in her finest winter coat, silent. I couldn’t read my sister’s face like I usually could so easily . . . what was she feeling today? After what was done to her, Ida more than anyone in our family, could claim today’s horror as some kind of justice. Justice. Would I ever understand that word? My own pen was the one to record the war trials. What they did to us . . . what we did to them. I’d tried to do the right thing . . . yet, it seemed that I was feeling more disgrace than anyone. My family surrounded me, but I was lonely as the empty sky on this winter prairie. I shifted in my seat and the length of my scarf caught between the slats of the wagon bench, pulling up into my mouth, gagging me. I loosened its choke and wondered if this was perhaps God’s way of telling me—I should have just kept my mouth shut.


Oenikika


December 26, 1862 12:00 p.m.


My mare’s steps were exhausted as my spirit. I hopped from her back, in search of firewood to keep my lonely tipi warm enough to survive another night. But this part of the windswept prairie was wide open to the sky . . . not a single tree as far as my eyes could see. I walked out in the swirling snow; my moccasin bumped against a hard-frozen pile. Buffalo dung. I stared at it, my breath fogging in clouds of desperation. It would have to suffice as fuel for my fire. I fell to my knees and tried to pry the rigid buffalo chip from the tundra. It wouldn’t budge. I pulled my husband’s axe from my belt and battled to keep his memory from flooding my mind. I started chopping at the edges of the pile, but the more I swung, the more my body loosened the feelings I fought so hard to keep in. I hit the earth with my fury and pain, the loss I could hardly bear. I’d had many moons of mourning. I couldn’t cry again and let the tears freeze to my eyelashes. Frostbite would be quick to my cheekbones.


Finally, I pried up the chip . . . I would need to find more to keep me warm through the night. Wearied, I looked out upon the open plains. Forlorn snowdrifts pushed by the relentless wind surrounded me. An empty blur. Had the Great Spirit left me? Just a memory ago I’d been in the summer sun with my family. But the tides of war shifted the seasons, and winter swallowed me alone. My entire tribe was now gone or dead. Everyone I knew. Everyone I loved. Every person who had ever loved me—taken. Disappeared. I was once a wife. I was once a daughter. I should have known this would be my fate; my first breath killed the most precious person in my world. Why was I still left on this earth?


I wanted to take off my father’s buffalo hide cloak, walk out into the cold, let the earth take me back. Had I taken a wrong path somewhere? I’d clung so tightly to my healing plants, tried so frantically to save the ones I loved. I was still alive, but all I could think of was everyone who was gone. A gust of freezing wind blasted my face, the stinging cold brought tears to my eyes as it howled in my ears. And for a split second, his memory was so real I could see him in the blur. Hear him calling out in the howl.


He told me, “Oenikika, hold on.”





PART ONE






ONE
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Oenikika


May 5, 1861


In the late days of spring season, when the earth began to breathe again, and the creek beds filled with snowmelt, we moved our village to this sheltering group of ancient pine trees. The Great Woods of the north ended here, and the vast openness of unceasing plains began, continuing farther than the sky could stretch, or a horse could ride. Like the earth, my spirit began to breathe again when we returned to the edge of the pines. It meant we had outlasted another winter and the promise of springtime had returned. And it meant returning to the place that reminded me of my mother.


I emerged from our tipi as the dark veil of evening fell above. The centerfire of camp circle leapt brilliantly towards the sky; people were gathering. I looked back, beyond my home, to the deepening of twilight across the prairie. Gentle wind swayed the tall grass; long green stalks bowed and lifted in the breeze. Energy buzzed in the spring sundown. My soul was listening as much as my ears. I was sensing it again—their pull. The plants of healing whispered through the rustling grasses. The fragrance of blooming life rode the breeze, telling me the plants were ready. Calling me. Oenikika . . . I smiled at the beckoning of the medicinal plants. I’ve lived 16 winters, old enough to know—I was meant to be a healer. The earth guided my purpose. I hear you! I’m coming for you! I thought as I looked into the beyond with hope. I turned and walked to join the evening gathering of my people.


My grandmother, Owl Woman, caught my eyes; she motioned with her curled knobby hands for me to come to sit. Tucking my legs under me, I leaned back against her shins. She pulled my hair behind my ears and started braiding as she had thousands of times before.


“There was no one as special as your mother. She’ll always be with you.”


My wise grandmother could always tell when I was thinking of the mother I never knew. Though she died when I was born, I knew she was with me. My mother became Mother Earth. Her body was placed in the grass, and her bones sunk into the soil, and the rain washed her heart into the earth. Her soul now danced in the changing clouds above me. My whole being was connected to this place and to my mother, who created me and spoke to me still. I felt her in every spring season. In every raindrop. Every breeze. She was as strong as the towering pine and no season could shake her eternal presence.


We had been in our camp for many moons already. On arrival, tipis were rapidly assembled, drying racks laid out, and the centerfire started. There was ample grass for the horses, deer were plentiful, and the men had caught many fish in the large lake nearby. With such bounty, there was much work of butchering, tanning, and cooking for us women. In years past, after the busy days, Aunt Mika and I always found time to search for medicines in this sweep of prairie. This was the place she first taught me the ways of healing she’d learned from my mother—which roots, herbs, and trees are filled with an extraordinary healing spirit. When I was very small, we’d share the same horse. I’d sit in front, and she’d let me hold the reins, pointing out the particular plants. Five summers ago, we discovered an exceptional licorice bay, the medicine that heals stomach aches, sore throats, and coughs; every year we return to that bay.


Tonight, cousin Brown Wing minded the fire; his were always splendid, the burning logs roaring with passion in their final glorious moments. Brown Wing and I were the same age; his taking over evening fires was a sign that our generation’s leadership in the tribe was beginning. While I sat watching flames ripple the darkness, my grandmother and aunt shared a seat behind me, chatting agreeably with Dina and Scarlet Woman. Men congregated on the opposite side of the fire. Cousin Brown Wing’s friends, immature friends, Red Otter and Breaking Up, suddenly tossed a pebble towards me, seeking my attention. The rock skittered past; I brushed the bits of dirt off my legs as I looked over to the two young men.


“Oenikika, ask Red Otter who caught the most fish today,” Breaking Up said with a grin.


I gave an exasperated half-smile and shook my head, unwilling to participate in Breaking Up’s attempt to boast.


Not to be made to look weak, Red Otter pulled up his bow and drew back an arrow. With a slight squint of his eye, he traced an invisible trail in the night sky. In a silent and swift second, Red Otter’s fingers released the bow. From the darkness above, a tiny bat with an arrow through its middle fell to the ground between us. Breaking Up jumped atop Red Otter, and they began wrestling like boys that were four-winters-old, not men about to be eighteen. Their attention was becoming an increasing part of life—we would soon be partnering. Young men would make offers to fathers for a daughter to be taken as a wife. Please, not one of these fools, I thought.


I ignored their antics and returned to watching the blaze. I thought back to the baskets of licorice I gathered last year. That plant was shared with many families; I even passed some out to other camps when we visited after the Sun Ceremony. Chief Red Iron told my father he was grateful for our generosity; Father said I brought him honor at that moment—and honoring a father was the highest praise for a daughter. But with the bounty of fish and deer this year, Mika has been too busy to gather medicine. When I was young and had not learned all our ways, I would have waited for Mika to take me. But I was older now; my hair was long, midway down my back, and I knew the ways of my people. What if I was soon bound to a husband who didn’t value my calling? A restless determination settled inside of me; I had to return to the licorice bay. I’d never been permitted to go alone, but this year—I could hear my calling, my purpose, that it was finally time for the spirit to guide my own medicine ride.


My determined thoughts were interrupted when little Wolfchaser and Bonko ran past, yelling, “The chief is back!” Bonko, exhausted from his brief sprint, announced to the group, “I saw him first.”


The chief was back. My father was back.


While others murmured in excitement, a mix of feelings stirred inside of me. Hearing of Father’s return immediately sent a wave of relief for his safety, but a flood of nervous eagerness also filled me. A father who is chief has made it hard for me to occupy much of his attention. And even harder to win his approval. I’d silently struggled—feeling simultaneously special as the only daughter of the greatest chief of the Eastern Dakota but unnoticed by the one I wanted to see me most . . . him.


While chubby Bonko was still catching his breath from his proud announcement, families who had been in their tipis now circled in anticipation around the fire. The arrival was certainly news as we had been missing our chief for almost three full moon cycles. This was my father’s second trip to meet the Great White Father in Washington, which was quite a distance. After the first trip, Father told stories of riding on a white man machine that spilled clouds of smoke into the sky as it traveled faster than even the wildest stallion at full gallop. I’d been afraid knowing my father was immersed in the white man’s world, their unfamiliar ways and speeding things.


Without a word, he emerged from the darkness beyond the fire. He sat tall atop his dark horse Mato. The gathering quieted in awe as his angular face shone in the firelight. Warm tears filled my eyes, and I felt heart-quenching gladness at the sight of him. My father was home.


The celebration of our chief’s safe return lasted until the moon was high overhead and children were asleep across their parents’ laps. Father spent the night standing in close conversation with the other men. Eventually, he told Brown Wing to let the fire die. Owl Woman and I returned to our family’s tipi at the edge of the tall grass. We’d adjusted to it being just her and me; my father’s bed across from us on the floor had been empty for so many nights. I tucked myself in under the heavy buffalo hide blankets and laid my head on the soft pillow. My thoughts returned to the licorice bay. Now that my father was back, he alone could grant me permission to venture there by myself. I wished I’d just ridden off today before his return. What if he wouldn’t let me go? I rolled over impatiently and sighed.


The flap to the tipi opened, and father stepped inside. Although his presence was grand, he was not chief when he was in our tipi. He was my grandmother’s son and my father. He let out a long exhalation as he sat down in his familiar bed for the first time in many moons. In the Dakota ways of kinship, women do not speak first in the tipi, so I waited for Father to engage us.


“This is how a bird must feel when returning to its nest,” he said warmly.


“Few birds have journeyed as far as you have, Taoyateduta,” Owl Woman replied, calling him by the name she gave him at birth.


“We’re thankful to the Great Spirit for returning you to us,” I said.


His eyes surveyed the tipi walls, painted with stars and shapes, each carrying the meaning of a different event in our lives. He looked as if he were contemplating something. I’ve always been keenly aware of my father’s moods, his reactions, his posture. Perhaps having my father as chief made him larger than life to me. Maybe every daughter was especially attuned to these things. Or possibly, it was his connection I craved especially since I didn’t have a mother. Owl Woman, Aunt Mika, Uncle Chaska, and my whole tribe surround me in safety, but I’ve always felt the most protected in the shadow of my father.


“You have grown, Oenikika,” he said as if the change was equally undeniable and displeasing to him. “When I left, you were running around in the woods with the other children. I return, and you’re sitting amongst the women at the fire. How has life changed us so quickly?” He glanced at Owl Woman. I had grown since he left; I felt quietly glad that he noticed.


Owl Woman lifted her eyebrows. “How do you think I feel looking at my son who has survived forty-two winters? Oenikika hasn’t played in the woods for some time. But fathers are the last to accept when their daughters are turning into women. You’re no different.” She laughed her hearty laugh. “Oenikika is very beautiful. Red Otter and Breaking Up watch her as if their eyes are stuck. I think you should expect many offers for her soon. We knew this day would come.”


I looked up, anxious to see my father’s reaction. I desired a husband who was steady and strong, of a smart, independent mind but dedicated to his people. Someone who saw me for who I was. I felt a careful unwillingness to give any attention to foolish Red Otter or Breaking Up. Still . . . I did feel the quiver of excitement knowing I was on the cusp of offers and even a marriage ceremony someday.


“Bah. Enough.” He reacted to his mother as sons do no matter how old they are. “Many offers . . .” he said as if he were already evaluating what could be negotiated.


I hoped if Father recognized how I’d grown, he’d grant me permission to venture to the licorice bay on my own. We’d been at this camp for many moons—now that he was back, I presumed we would be leaving soon, and I’d need to ride tomorrow for the licorice.


I took a breath of bravery as I questioned my father. “How long will our camp be here?”


“Why do you ask me such a thing?” he asked with surprising defensiveness. The mood in the tipi quickly darkened as I had clearly upset him with my simple question. My heartbeat thumped with anxiety in my chest. “Has my daughter ever asked me such a question before?” he continued with an unusual suspicion. “Explain. Why do you ask me this?” I averted my eyes and shook my head, ashamed to have offended him. Confusion swam through my body. Why had the visit with the white men caused my father to be on edge?


I took a deep breath. “This is where Mika and I gather licorice for the year. It’s the only place we’ve ever found it. I know the trail; it is less than a half moon’s ride from this camp. Mika is busy tanning hides . . . but I know I can find it by myself.”


“By yourself? I just returned. My daughter will stay near our camp. You will help with the hides. It is decided,” he said definitively. I was dismissed. Frustration and insecurity simmered together inside of me. How could he see that I have undeniably grown but then reject my hopes like they were a foolish child’s? I turned over in my bed with my back to Father, hiding the feelings bubbling up inside of me. For the second time tonight, tears came to my eyes. But these were not the warm tears of relief I felt earlier. These were hot tears of resentment. Father’s intense reaction to my question about moving camp seemed out of character. He was usually steady, wise, unshakable. His daughter asking a simple question upsetting him? I couldn’t understand it. I couldn’t understand him. As was expected of any daughter, especially the chief’s daughter, I’d obey his wishes. But bitter tears fell down my face. I was overcome with longing for the precious licorice. It would be devastating to have no licorice root remedy. I would bring no honor if there were no plants to share. The tears soaked my pillow. Maybe I was just a child after all.
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The next morning, Father motioned me out of the tipi and without explanation said. “You may go. Be back before the ceremony fire tonight. I have important news to announce.” Just as unanticipated as his reaction had been, so too was his reversal. I didn’t take a second to think about announcements; I snatched three baskets, and as quickly as my moccasins would carry me, I ran down to the pasture of horses and climbed onto Ahone’s back.


My breath caught with excitement as I used pressure from my calf to cue Ahone, my paint mare, forward underneath me. Her canter pulled us onward over the grassland. I was buzzing with energy; as if my mighty wings were open for the first time. Lifting me high. No watchful eyes overseeing me . . . No following the lead of my aunt or my father. I was free with the Great Spirit guiding. After a quarter day’s ride, I scanned the horizon optimistically, looking for the group of three maples. I swelled with satisfaction and certainty as I saw the familiar cluster of trees. With slight pressure on the reins, Ahone’s head turned, and we moved downhill towards the shallow creek. The river was stony here but upstream the bed widened with sandy banks. I remembered summers past, Mika’s short arms pointing ahead to this sheltered sandy pocket, teaching me where the plant hides.


But as I rounded the final bend in the creek, my eyes spotted something new. I pulled Ahone to an abrupt halt as I took in the sight. On top of the riverbank sat a white man’s house—it was square and tall. Panic flooded my instincts; my hands tightened on the reins. Whites had never been this far west. I’d never encountered a white man by myself. What should I do? What would Aunt Mika do if she were here? I stared at the house. Seeing the white man’s permanent building made me feel unsettled; it was so starkly different from the sleek, decorated tipi I called home. Father warned me; there was much to worry about with new people festering on the prairie. They lie and swindle. They kill more buffalo than they can use. Rotting buffalo carcasses told me all I needed to know.


I listened and observed my surroundings carefully. There did not appear to be any activity around the structure. The creek looked unchanged. The licorice plants—just as I remembered. Winds passed along the top of the water, and hundreds of stalks of licorice danced along the shoreline. The leaves rustled against one another . . . calling to me. I glanced up at the house once more but plunged ahead, sending Ahone splashing forward in the creek.


I dismounted and stood in ankle-deep water. I brushed my hands over the top of the licorice and smiled. They were stunning, perfectly made, from their deep green stems to the bunches of white at the top. Running my hand down the long stalk, I reached under the cold water for the submerged bottom of the plant. Gently wiggling it loose, I pulled it up and examined the thick fibrous roots—feeling pleased.


I gave Ahone’s neck a pat and untied the baskets. I got to work, tenderly removing each stalk and lying them at the shoreline to dry. My feet and hands were chilled from the creek water, but my arms and top of my head were heated by the midday sun. The work was satisfying; the plants plentiful. But my mind wandered back to my father; I hated upsetting him as I had last night. We changed camp location so frequently; I couldn’t understand why asking about moving had offended him. Perhaps he was preoccupied with the news he would be announcing tonight. As chief, everyone in the village respected his influence. He shared his thoughts slowly and deliberately. His voice was captivating. I prayed the chief would feel proud of his daughter when he saw the overflowing baskets of medicine I’d bring to the village tonight. That he’d see how important these plants were to my purpose on this earth.


Suddenly, a movement streaked across the top of the riverbank. Ahone sensed it too, perking her ears in the same direction. I stood tall and still, watching with a hawk’s intent eyes, but the hillside was still. I waited, and finally from behind the maple bobbed the brown hair and big eyes of a white woman. My eyes caught hers. I was standing, completely exposed in the creek.


There was no use in running or defending myself, especially from what appeared to be an inquisitive settler woman hiding unwisely behind a lone tree. Ahone snorted, unimpressed, and folded her long neck down to return to eating grass.


“Hello,” I called out. Hello was one of the few white men words I knew.


I waited. The first moments of interaction between our people and theirs involved a few hesitating seconds, as both parties determined the intentions of the other. I’d seen this before, between my father and the white Indian Missionary at our camp and once when a wagon with a white man rolled by our village and Uncle Chaska traded a deer hide for a skillet. If it were up to me, we’d always avoid the pale-faced. But our worlds continued to overlap. It seemed inevitable as they spread farther into the land of our ancestors; as unavoidable as the woman standing in front of me now.


“Hello,” I called again in her language.


She poked her head out from beyond the tree. She pointed down at me and shook her apron at me. I quickly realized the woman did not know what these plants were or understand that she was living above one of the most precious wild licorice beds on the whole prairie. She was shooing me away.


I picked up a plant from the ground and said in my language: “Pejouta.” Showing her the wonders of the earth she lived near. She shook her head. I held the white flowery top of the plant and held it against my throat—a cure for sore throat.


“Pejouta,” I repeated. My mind searched for the white man word. Father mandated I learn some of the white language from Riggs, the Indian Missionary who frequented our camp. I hadn’t believed it would be useful, but I was now grateful for my learning.


Unexpectedly the word reemerged in my mind: “Medicine,” I called out, hopeful.


At that moment a white man came running from the side of the house. The barrel of a gun in his hands glinted in the late afternoon sun. My heart panicked, and immediately I scrambled, grabbing my baskets and leaping to Ahone. Water splashed down from the baskets and up from the river as Ahone broke into a slippery gallop away from the riverbank.


Ahone ran strong below me, and before long, the white house was long out of sight and the vast plains looked as they had for hundreds of generations before me. The sun had begun its final crawl towards tomorrow and hidden crickets chirped to welcome the cool of evening, I remembered Father wanted me back to camp for an announcement. I leaned forward as Ahone moved faster across the grassland. Frustration squeezed my insides; why had the white people settled near the licorice if they didn’t even understand its power? I’d warn Father as soon as I got back to camp . . . but, I glanced down at my medicine baskets as the green grasses blurred below, if he knew the white men were spreading would he ever let me go on a ride by myself again?


Looking up, the oranges of sunset burst on the horizon. Had that white woman understood me? Had she heard me call out “Medicine!”? Or had the glinting barrel of a gun separated our worlds in one quick flash?





TWO
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Emma Heard


August 18, 1861


A piece of paper had never felt so heavy. But this letter with my secret hope for my future carried much weight. I held the letter close—writing out the words, I could literally see my own potential on the page. It was scary, thrilling, to allow myself to take a chance. Though the sweeping prairie around me was quiet and still in the bright bluebird morning, I could hear something . . . a voice inside urging me on. As if a future, wiser, braver me was whispering courage to my ear. My boots quickened as I trotted hopefully down the long final hill into town.


I’ve walked this well-worn trail through the tall grass countless times before, but it looked different to me today. Every time I walked this path previously had been at the instruction of someone else. They sent me for simple chores: “Emma, walk into town and trade Mr. Richter pork for his maple syrup,” or “Emma, go buy two blue buttons for your father’s church coat.” The worst was the dreaded instruction: “Go help Mrs. Ulrich with her laundry.” Buckets of hot water and lye, the grated washboards, my hands raw and burning, and Mrs. Ulrich’s chronically displeased oversight made laundry day the worst. But today I walked with a secret purpose. My heart beat with resolution, and my spine shivered at the risk I was taking. I was on the trail in front of me for myself.


A strong gust of summer wind tousled my golden hair around my face. I tucked it behind my ears and took in the familiar view of New Ulm just a half-mile away. Our little town had grown since we settled here; the crisscrossed grid of streets was now six bustling blocks long. A wave of nerves flipped in my stomach as I tucked the letter up the edge of my dress’s sleeve—hiding it before I got into town. Though my mother had made it abundantly clear that the farm comes before anything else, I’d written this secret letter to my former teacher to inquire about becoming a teacher myself. Somehow, I’d managed to conceal this envelope from Ma, Ida, Otto, and Uncle Allen when I left the farm this morning. Although, it doesn’t take much to sneak by Uncle Allen. If anyone knew they’d call me foolish, or worse, forbid me from mailing the letter at all. My family wouldn’t understand my hope to do anything other than being a good daughter now—or a good wife someday. The address on the outside of the envelope was handwritten in my penmanship that Miss Knudsen herself called “lovely and well-practiced” just a few months ago in class. I missed my former teacher; she’d inspired me and taught me so much in the year she ran our schoolhouse.


I was seven when our country school opened. Mr. Albrecht, an unenthusiastic man, was our first teacher. Despite his dispassionate lessons in the dusty schoolhouse, I loved learning. I raced through my exercises to hear his monotone, “Correct.” Although my older brother Otto complained that the school day dragged, I never tired of sitting at that iron desk. After five years, Mr. Albrecht announced his departure for Chicago, but the school board was unable to find a replacement; our deserted schoolhouse sat empty for the next year. I longed for my little chalkboard, my well-worn niblets of chalk. In the classroom, my mind had felt like it was powerful. Reading books was the ultimate adventure; imagination was my first taste of freedom. That long following year without school, the chores at home felt all the drearier and more burdensome.


Last October, a new teacher was announced. A woman. The sky was covered with gloomy clouds but reentering the small schoolhouse on the first day of class was like returning to the most delightful dream. The fireplace had been lit hours beforehand, so by the time we walked in the room was warm and glowing. The desks sat neatly in line; at each desktop was a brand-new slate and piece of chalk. And in the front of the room, stood a young Swedish woman with rosy cheeks and a welcoming smile. That year in the schoolhouse passed in a pleasant blur. I loved every moment. Miss Knudsen, a diametric of Mr. Albrecht, repeated her encouraging motto, “We continue to learn in all we do.” Because I finished my schoolwork so quickly, Miss Knudson allowed me to help the primary students in their lessons. I felt like I was blooming in the warmth of that classroom and wanted to stay there forever.


At the end of the school year, we received the devastating news that Miss Knudsen would not be returning in the fall.


The last day of class was such an unusually warm and optimistic May morning, it was decided we would spend the day outdoors. My older brother Otto played a game of tag with the boys; my sister Ida and the other girls sat in the sunshine. But I stayed inside at my desk, anxiously reading more pages of Miss Knudson’s favorite Walt Whitman book she lent me to read during breaks. A heavy sadness settled in my stomach as I knew my moments in the classroom were preciously few. Each turn of a treasured page was a fleeting comfort.


The door creaked as Miss Knudsen hollered inside, “Emma, why don’t you join in the fun in the schoolyard?”


My throat tightened as I turned to her and explained. “I’d rather read as much of Leaves of Grass as I can before you leave.”


“Ah, of course, you would,” she said with a kindness in her eyes. She walked inside and instructed, “Please, hand me that text.” She took the book to her desk and opened the cover, writing something on the inside. Walking back, she set it on my desk, patting the cover as she said, “This is my goodbye gift to you, Emma. I’ve read this Whitman countless times, and I hope you do, as well.”


“I cannot accept such a lovely gift,” I stammered, overwhelmed at the generosity that I had done nothing to earn. But I stared at the beautiful hardcover—I’d never owned a book before, and the thought of such a possession just my own—not Ida’s, nor little Catherine’s, nor Otto’s, nor Ma’s, nor Pa’s, but my very own—was overwhelmingly wonderful.


Miss Knudsen nodded. “I’d like for you to have it.”


I whispered an inadequate, “Thank you.” Bringing the book home would be like taking a delightful piece of the classroom with me into the long hours of summer work ahead. I felt a small sliver of relief to think of coming in from the field and reading this in the final twilight hours of a July night.


“I have written the mailing address of my next placement—Iowa City—inside,” Miss Knudsen explained, “Please, write to me. Let me know how things continue here in New Ulm. And certainly, let me know if you become a teacher someday.”


Teachers came from the eastern states and were bright and independent. I was a sixteen-year-old girl on the prairie. Ma said I still couldn’t even fold a quilt properly. Surely, I wasn’t capable of being a teacher. “If I become a teacher?” I asked.


“You worked through every primary and secondary lesson I created, helped with younger students, and you read the same books as your teacher . . .” She smiled and motioned to the book on the desk. “If I were returning, we would work together on your teacher application next year.”


Just then, hollers came from the schoolyard and interrupted our discussion. Miss Knudsen hurried to the door to investigate the commotion in the yard. On her way out the door, she pointed back at me and said, “Emma, like I said, let me know.”


Though the school doors closed for good that afternoon, the seeds of what Miss Knudsen had planted continued to grow in my mind. I always presumed I would stay near my family not only because my mother depended on me but also because I felt responsible for my older sister, Ida, who couldn’t speak. We moved from Germany to the United States when she was three years old; she stopped talking during the journey and hadn’t spoken since. Upon our arrival a country doctor examined her, prodding an impolite forefinger wildly about Ida’s mouth, announcing with a shrug, “Ain’t tongue-tied, must be mute.” At the time, I was a babbling two-year-old, and for my family, Ida’s infirmity was just another part of adjusting to the frontier. A slight flicker of her brow or twist of her lip told me precisely what Ida felt. I read her like the sky; a dark cloud doesn’t say a word and I know it’s about to rain. Though, she was a sky no one else lived under like I did. At church, in town, and while doing chores, I spoke for Ida as naturally as if she were an extension of me. As if I were an extension of her. But Ida would never be able to lead a classroom as a teacher . . . speaking was a necessary part of the instruction to students. Could I really separate from my sister? Leave her? Still, I felt an interest to explore what becoming a teacher might entail.


The memories of that schoolhouse replayed in my mind on my walk today. Earlier this week, the school board announced that due to the war going on between the North and South, there was a shortage of teachers; there’d be no school held this year. Being sixteen years old, this had likely been my last chance to attend classes; I was crushed with disappointment. Ma said we children had already learned plenty more than we’d ever need for the farm and with a bumper crop of corn expected this summer, there’d be more than enough work to go around at home. Nevertheless, Miss Knudsen’s words were stuck in my mind. I needed to know how to become a teacher. Finding out was worth the risk of my mother’s disapproval and my father’s lectures.


The trail in front of me widened and joined with others, eventually forming the main dusty road into New Ulm. I headed towards my father’s law office which was attached to the country courthouse. Nervousness nipped up my spine and exhilaration bit at my bootheels as I approached Father’s office. I’m Emma, the agreeable and helpful middle child. But I’d already written the letter and addressed the envelope; the only thing left to do was get it to the mail stagecoach. The postage cost a penny, which I did not have. I planned to deceive my father and sneak my letter into his outgoing mail.


I turned the handle on the heavy door. The familiar musty smell of the law office greeted me. The room was chronically dim regardless of time of day thanks to the heavy velvet curtains hanging over the tall windows.


“Emma? Well hello . . . what’re you journeying in here for? I actually didn’t forget my lunch today.” My father greeted me with a clever smile as he held up the biscuit tin I sometimes brought him. I worried for a split second that I had not thought of a reason for my visit—how hadn’t I planned an excuse for the trip? But my distractible father was already looking back down at the papers on his desk.


“Just running an errand,” I replied and quickly redirected. “Pa, your office is looking . . . busy,” I said as I took in the sight of the room. Two oversized mahogany desks at opposite ends of the space were heaping with open books, scattered papers, steel point pens and inkwells. The table in the center of the room was similarly swamped. Bookshelves along the wall sat half bare as most of the enormous law texts were scattered and stacked about. The smaller table along the wall contained a tray of overflowing mail. The outgoing mail—full. Just as I suspected. My heart skipped a beat. I was eager to sneak my letter into the stack. With my back turned to my father, I walked quickly toward the table and curled my fingers under the edge of my sleeve, pulling out the hidden letter. In one swift motion I slid my letter in between the other envelopes in the middle of the brimming pile. I pushed my hand against the edge of the mail to align the stack.


“Tidying up, Emma girl?” my father asked.


“Oh, yes!” I startled, then replied more confidently than I felt, “Your mail was overflowing, and I just wanted to make sure nothing fell out.” Lying to my father. I closed my eyes and my toes curled with my sharp wave of conscience. Nothing in my being had ever done anything so selfish before. My entire life I earned my father’s love with my helpful nature; I helped Ma with the babies, helped Ida communicate, helped Otto with his school lessons, helped, helped, and helped some more. To do something for myself risked losing the one thing I knew he loved about me. My natural tendencies overwhelmed me, and I felt anxious to find a way to please my father and rid myself of this uncomfortable feeling.


“Ah I can’t keep up with it. I can barely keep up with anything in this office anymore. Mail goes out tomorrow . . .” he explained. The mail stagecoach reliably came through town twice a week. But looking around the disorganized workplace, I feared Father would likely forget to bring the mail tomorrow too. Pa had been first drawn to New Ulm for the fact that the town was growing and would likely benefit from the occasional services of a country lawyer. He’d studied law books late at night in Germany; but there was no opportunity for him in crowded Munich. It took little convincing for his brother to join him, and two months later our heavy-set wagon rolled onto the 100 acres in Minnesota Territory for the first time. Initially, Pa was thrilled with the sporadic requests for him to draw a contract deeding land. But in the last year, as town had rapidly grown, father had gone from the occasional lawyer to an in-demand fixture of New Ulm. Pa’s void on our farm has been filled mostly by my older brother Otto who teased Pa that he could thrash a field and milk the cows in the time it took Pa to dip his pen in an inkwell.


“Maybe I could help you,” I said. “Tomorrow, do you want me to bring the mail to Myrick’s General Store for you?”


“Well, sure.” My father looked up, surprised. “That would be helpful. Yes. Certainly. And you may return tomorrow and tidy.”


“Certainly,” I said. A smile of hope tugged at the edges of my mouth at the thought of my letter’s safe delivery. That letter reaching Iowa City was my chance to earn my way back into a classroom. And if I could be the teacher, I would never have to worry about school going away ever again.


“Very well. You’ll help your mother in the morning and father in the afternoon. A daughter who puts her family first. Very good, Emma.” My father’s approval was what I yearned for in every choice I made. But instead of pride at his compliment, I felt another wave of self-reproach swell in my throat. Putting my family first . . . when, in fact, sending that letter was the first time I took a chance to be someone I wanted to be. Putting myself first. But my family was all I truly knew in this world. Who was I, if I was not the pleasing and helpful Emma in the Heard family? If I was Miss Heard, a teacher? Shame wrestled the budding dream inside of me.


“I will be back tomorrow,” I said, and as quickly as I’d arrived, I headed for the door and departed. I had new purpose in my steps but confusion in my heart. I hadn’t realized what a selfish feeling hope could be.





THREE
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Oenikika


May 5, 1861


In the Moon When the Ponies Shed, the darkness of evening didn’t quickly swallow you as it did in the dead of winter. Instead, the late spring night came on like a slow yawn. This was my favorite time of year and my favorite time of day. Plants were springing back to life, and so was I. My moccasins moved quickly over pine needles on the soft soil. I felt so quietly proud walking up to camp circle with my heavy overflowing baskets; I couldn’t wait for Aunt Mika to see my bounty. I almost hoped someone would complain of a sore throat . . . I’d immediately pull out a stalk of licorice and offer remedy.


Small fires inside each glowing tipi lit the way under the pines. I walked past my cousin Wenona’s place and saw she was inside with her children, Wolfchaser and Kimimela.


“Auntie O!” Kimimela’s little voice called out. I ducked myself inside, setting my heavy baskets down with a dramatic huff. Kimimela pulled herself away from Wenona and snuggled close. I was like a second mother to Kimimela and Wolfchaser. Wenona, older than me by four winters, was my sister as much my cousin.


“I was on a special mission,” I said into Kimi’s ear, though I was the one who felt like a little girl in my childish excitement for my own adventure.


“Your Auntie learned from your Grandmother,” Wenona explained to her daughter. Kimimela’s big eyes looked curiously at me and the baskets. I relished my niece’s interest and showed her my licorice plants, explaining their abilities. As children who are four winters-old do, Kimimela grew distracted, and soon went back to playing with the dolls Aunt Mika had sewn.


Wenona flashed her eyes at me, a familiar look of when she was at the edge of gossip. “You did miss out while you were off on your medicine quest,” she said.


“What this time, cousin?”


“I believe Red Otter was lingering near your tipi,” she whispered. “Hoping Oenikika would want company while gathering firewood.”


“I hope you told him that I was busy,” I replied, annoyed my cousin was talking about a foolish boy instead of my medicine baskets.


“Red Otter has the very best shot of the young men in our village,” my cousin explained to me, as if I hadn’t seen him shoot a bat out of the night sky last evening. “Your father should certainly consider an offer from such a marksman.”


Before I could respond, a new voice chimed in from the tipi opening, “Oh, certainly!” Mika mocked her daughter’s feisty attitude. “There’s far more for a father to consider a marriage offer than the shot of a bow and arrow or a rifle.”


Wenona replied to her mother with a playful laugh, “I suppose.”


“The chief is out smoking a pipe, preparing for an announcement,” Aunt Mika said. She turned to her grandson. “Time to help your Uncle Brown Wing with the fire.” Wolfchaser jumped from his seat and ran outside. She spotted my baskets. “Oenikika, these could last us through winter.” She said with awe as she tenderly took the plants, admiring them in her hands.


I was warm with satisfaction at my aunt’s praise. I wondered if my mother—if she were alive—would be as proud of me as my aunt.


Aunt Mika once, and only once, told me the story of my birth. I arrived quickly and unexpectedly, under the willow tree by Circle Lake. My mother, Woman of the Winter Sun, stopped crying out when they placed me on her chest. I nuzzled under Mother’s chin, and she kissed me while long tears ran off her sloping cheeks and fell tenderly onto my newborn head. Her adoring tears rolled down my body with each new breath I took, but as I came to be, she slowly slipped away. Sometimes, in the nights when I couldn’t sleep, and there were no more cedar logs to throw on the fire to calm me, I wished I hadn’t taken her place on this earth. I looked back to the baskets of licorice. These plants were the closest I could come to knowing her.


Owl Woman hobbled into the tipi and passed me a bowl of turtle soup. “Thank you, Grandmother.” I was hungry, but before I took a bite, I checked, as was proper: “Has my father eaten?”


“Yes, he had two bowls. You’re always such a dutiful daughter,” Grandmother said, her wrinkles deepening as she smiled.


“I was surprised he let me gather today.” I was grateful he allowed me to ride alone; his approval was usually just beyond my grasp. I watched the rest of my family—how my Uncle Chaska waits to walk alongside Wenona. How Little Rapids playfully put Kimimela on his shoulders. Their relaxed relationship. With my father, trying to catch his attention was like a dog chasing its tail. It was a constant struggle to reach, and if I ever did catch it, it seemed to fall out of my hands with my next step.


“I believe he’s preoccupied with some matter with the white men,” my grandmother said.


I’d thought the same thing when he snapped at me last night. Maybe I should tell him about the white people at the creekside.


“I agree.” Mika added, “Something’s on my brother’s mind.” We nodded together in unison. The tipi was so pleasantly cozy between my grandmother, aunt, cousin, and niece. All the generations connected by blood and memories. I watched Wenona braid Kimimela’s hair. They certainly appeared to be mother and daughter. I had not yet shifted into this stage of life as a woman. I was not with child. I was not with a husband. I didn’t yearn for these things, as I yearned for my plants. But I did know my fullness as a woman was not yet realized. There was a missing piece.


Before I had time to contemplate further, five booms sounded. Drumbeats. Signaling it was time to congregate.


Sparks curled into the air, up into the pines that towered above us. As usual, I sat near Grandmother at the gathering. Brown Wing stood proudly, arms crossed while admiring his blaze roaring in the center. Little Wolfchaser stood next to him, copying his uncle and crossing his arms as he stared seriously at the flames. Other young men the same age as Brown Wing and I sat close to the fire and beat the drums. Breaking Up, Killing Ghost, and Runs Against Something When Crawling raised and lowered their hands; their rhythm was like a heartbeat.


The final group of men who’d been smoking the pipe together made their way to the gathering. Cut Nose, his face mangled with a long scar, strode in from the darkness carrying the pipe. He bent and placed it on a painted buffalo skull sitting near the drummers. Cut Nose was followed by Wenona’s husband Little Rapids, then Uncle Chaska and finally, my father, Chief Little Crow. He was the head of our family, so all my daily activities were meant to be of service to him. When I thought of firewood, it was to keep him warm. When I thought of cooking, it was of meals to make him strong. When I thought of sewing, it was to decorate his regalia. But he was also head of this tribe. He was the lead chief of all the Eastern Dakota. Chiefs of the other bands of Dakota in our area—Wabasha, Traveling Hail, Red Iron, Sleepy Eyes—all looked to our Chief Little Crow. Father was the best story-teller and speaker; he knew how to draw in a crowd, and I wondered what he would announce this evening.


Father’s voice sang out with the drums. Men’s singing echoed him. He stretched out his arms, exposing his crooked wrists. When he was a young man, Little Crow had been challenged by his brothers for the position of chief. One of his brothers shot him, directly through both wrists. Father miraculously survived, and his permanent deformity was a sign from the Great Spirit of his destiny—to be our chief. With his arms and wrists out, everyone was reminded of his power. The men’s voices rang out back and forth to each other. I felt comforted hearing their mingling voices. The chief stepped forward closer to the fire, lowered his arms, and the drumming quieted.


“I’ve returned from a journey with Chief Wabasha and Chief Sleepy Eyes,” Father announced. “In the land of the white man . . . their buildings are so many you cannot see the sky.” I couldn’t imagine this faraway land. Not seeing the sky? How would one follow the constellations without the sky? The bright stars were our guide. I shuddered and scooted myself even nearer to Owl Woman.


“We now see the white men making their buildings all around us. So many of them, like rabbits in the late summer. In my meeting with their leader, the Great White Father, many matters were discussed. We have come to an agreement. Our tribe, the great Dakota of the Seven Council Fires, will journey to an expansive land by the Long River. A reservation. It will be ours to eternity. The Great White Father will bring us carts of goods and gold. These payments will come every year through seven generations.”


Moving to the Long River? We all sat in an extended moment of silence. Then grumbling started. Questioning. I too questioned. A reservation? What did that even mean?


I turned to my grandmother and asked, “What is a reservation?”


“Shh, shh child,” Owl Woman said lovingly, patting my hands in my lap—she too was trying to understand. My eyes searched the other faces gathered around the fire.


“But what about in the winter?” Wenona’s husband Little Rapids asked. “We follow the buffalo.”


“With every white you see, there are a thousand fewer buffalo. Like the buffalo, we won’t roam as we used to. We’ll stay in one place along the Long River. That protects us,” my father said. He looked serious, but I could see deeper—there was a bit of emptiness in his dark eyes.


“And what about the Ojibwe?” Killing Ghost asked from the drum circle. “How easy for the enemy to attack us living in one spot for so long?”


Cut Nose, always ready for a fight, nodded his head in agreement.


“Ojibwe. Pah!” My father gave a haughty laugh to the young man’s worry. “We are Dakota—Warriors of the Plains. We only have one other tribe to worry about from now on: the white man.”


Father’s voice sounded proud. But moving us onto a reservation? That seemed a loss of power . . . How could we stay in one area? It was such an unbelievable idea. My mind couldn’t make sense of it. Plants didn’t grow in one place—I couldn’t be bound to one place. All my favorite medicines—pumpkin, chamomile, mint, licorice, coneflower. They grow in different areas, at different times of the year. If we were constrained to the Long River, I would not be able to go on medicine runs. I pushed my heels into the soft soil under my feet, pressed out my frustration. Why! Why? My spirit was agitated . . . living in one place was not our way.


My father was wise. Known for his strategic nature. What did he know that would make him give away our way of life? Shipments of gold and goods—he must see a need for those. More trading with the whites, perhaps. If it’s Father’s word, I’d obey, but obedience couldn’t stop my mind from churning with worry over the unknown.


Father walked closer to the fire. His long body glowed in the firelight as he took command of his audience once again. “At sunrise, we begin the journey to our land, where we will stay, for eternity.”


The crowd murmured with the news. Father gave a satisfied nod, his leadership clear, but still . . . I studied his face. The edges of his eyes were different. What was he thinking? How could he choose this? Suddenly, my mind flashed back to last night when I asked Father when camp circle would move again. This was why my question was so upsetting to him; he knew our days of moving freely were done. He’d already promised away our fate. I watched my father’s serious expression illuminated in the firelight. And I realized, he probably let me gather medicine today because I’ll never get to go to that licorice bay again. My heart stung and behind it an anger swelled. The memory of the white man’s gun suddenly laughed in my face. I’d let them chase me away from those plants. Looking back at my father, a bitter thought stained my mind, maybe he let me ride for our medicines because he knows no amount of gold can heal us.

OEBPS/images/common1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781684630943.jpg
a novel

Dovetails

n

lal/

Grass

SAMANIHA SPEUCKS






OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Dowvetails in

Tuall Grass

A Novel

SAMANTHA SPECKS





