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  FOR ANNIE PROULX


  In our intercourse with the Indians it must always be borne in mind that we are the most powerful party . . . We are assuming, and I think with propriety, that our civilization ought to take the place of their barbarous habits. We therefore claim the right to control the soil they occupy, and we assume it is our duty to coerce them, if necessary, into the adoption and practice of our habits and customs . . . I would not seriously regret the total disappearance of the buffalo from our western prairies, in its effect upon the Indians, regarding it rather as a means of hastening their sense of dependence upon the products of the soil

  —Columbus Delano

  U.S. Secretary of the Interior (1873)
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  Introit

  The virgin prairie: no wheel ruts, no chimneys, no spiders yet—the bison in his plenitude. No history here, no numbers, not even the resonance of place-names. No villains, no heroes. And if once the land had them, who knows what they signified?

  Just the land, flat, empty, endless and timeless, cut to the bone by the rare run of water, pounded by the sun.

  The wind blows steadily, night and day, driving men and animals wild.

  Then it stops.

  The heat builds.

  Buffalo gnats swarm everywhere, fleas and lice, the stench of rotting meat. The seasons swing through impossible arcs, heat and cold, sunglare, starglare, frostbite, flood and snow, mirage. Black, dry tongues in skulls that still breathe; a herd of elk frozen in place, standing; mummified antelope withering within their sun-parched hides; frost-puckered men losing toes and limbs to the cold. A couple of newcomers frozen by the norther; other wayfarers come upon them, look down from their gaunt horses; the weather’s victims snowblind and helpless, begging for mercy, just a bullet or two, for pity’s sake; they ride on, but one goes back and shoots them—is it mercy? No, he merely wished to see if his rifle would still fire in such a frost as this. Scarce time for pity here.

  When horses are starving, men will feed them meat and the horses will eat it as readily as hay. You’ll see them now and then, hobbled beyond the firelight, gnawing the bones of long-gone wayfarers, whether frozen to death or baked alive matters not to your pony.

  The Indians believe there was a time when all animals, even buffalo, preyed upon men and devoured their flesh. But that was long ago.

  The buffalo herd moving through time: big ugly shaggy smelly louse-ridden powerful animals, black-humped, black-horned, huge heads and tiny feet, bellowing, roaring, grunting, pursued by wolves, ridden down by Indians, gunned in their milling millions by hide men, shot and puking blood, hundreds of them pouring into rivers and over cliffs, breaking their bones and dying, or drowning and dying, or doomed to starve with broken backs and legs, and the rest running right over them, through them, with no compassion, no concern, driven mindlessly, as are we, by their nature, our nature.

  These lives, our lives, are merciless—they will make you cry out for emptiness—cry out for a single redeeming message.

  You’ll not get it here, unless . . .

  The Human race is vile, unthinking Nature best, and Prayers won’t help us anyway.

  The plains go on forever.


  
    PART

    I
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  THE PANIC OF 1873, precipitated by the failure of Jay Cooke’s banking house in New York, spread rapidly from east to west. Armies of tramps and incendiaries moved through the land that fall, jobless, roofless, hopeless men, hamstringing blood horses in their anger, burning barns, grabbing broody hens and cooking them—barely plucked, still quivering—over smoky fires made of planks they tore from the floors of chicken coops, wolfing down the red-veined meat half raw. Smoke rose thin in bitter blue-gray columns through the autumn woods and the stench of house fires lay heavy on the land.

  In any switchyard along the North West Railroad’s right-of-way through Wisconsin, wherever the cars were going slow enough, you could see the tramps drop from the freight cars like ticks from a dead dog’s belly, swollen in the wrappings of their filthy rags, shuffling off through the dead-fallen leaves with an ominous whisper, some with shiny new boots, cocksure for the minute.

  A farmer residing near Clyman went out to his pigsty one morning and found two dozen saddleback porkers lying dead with their throats slit. He could see from the tracks in the jelled purple blood that the other eleven had been carried away.

  In the silent woods near Rhinelander, the bodies of unidentified men are found dangling from tree limbs. A tramp falls from a freight car on the outskirts of Butler, the wheels nip the top from his skull. Tramps turned away from a farmhouse door not far from North Prairie go into the barn, cut the throats of three cows, leaving a card spiked on a bloody horn: “Remember this when next you refuse us.”

  Suicide takes many forms. Paris green. Carbolic acid. The noose. The revolver. One man beats himself to death with a hammer. Another, demented, eats a dozen cigar butts and chokes to death when he vomits them back up. Yet another lashes sticks of dynamite around his torso, caps them, lights the fuse . . .

  A troop of fifty hoboes invades the town of Bad Axe. They terrorize the citizenry and burn the county courthouse. Others occupy Peltier’s Store, break into the wine cellar, and devour the sausage and crackers and all but three of the dill pickles. An affray ensues, in the course of which one tramp shoots another over the division of spoils. More gunshots follow. When the smoke clears, the sheriff counts nine dead bodies. Another four hoboes seriously wounded, three not expected to live.

  A plague killed many children that year—”the black diphtheria”—infants mainly, though older children, too: a lovely girl of seventeen in Kewaunee, whose picture ran in the paper; and every day the bells tolled another dozen funerals. In some families, two or three children died in a single day. A sore throat at first, a slight fever, then the bacillus raging out of control—throat tissue eaten away, replaced by a tough gray membrane, the telltale sign of imminent death. Suffocation swiftly ensues. (Or worse, prolonging suspense because it is slower, the infection leaches downward through the esophagus, finally inflaming the walls of the heart.)

  The babies looked lovely in their embroidered burial gowns: their sightless glances half lidded, blue eyes and silky blond hair, a bit of rouge on their plump smooth cheeks, their bottoms scrubbed clean, held upright, in tiny pine coffins lovingly sawn and tacked together, on hooks implanted in their backs by the town photographer. Family mementos. Many mothers went crazy with grief. Women walked the streets of Wisconsin—the entire Northwest—with their eyes deranged and dead babies in their arms. They walked into stores the way they had when their babies were alive, then sat in chairs before the cast-iron stoves and rocked until the babies began to stink. No man dared approach them. Some women felt so guilty about the deaths of their infants that they cut their own throats with case knives or sheep shears, some threw themselves into cisterns, others laid their heads upon the railroad tracks and allowed the thundering wheels to shatter their skulls. One woman near Eau Claire was chopped into three pieces by the wheels.

  Yet the Badger Banner reported: “More poetry is written in Wisconsin than in any other state in the Union.”

  A HARD FROST that morning, the morning that changed her life, and Jenny Dousmann snug in her bed. It was cold in the loft, warm under the goosedown comforter. She said a little prayer.

  Lieber Gott, mach’ mich fromm, dass ich in dein Himmel komm’. Amen.

  Dear God, make me pious, so that I go to Heaven . . .

  She waited until she heard her father rattling in the kitchen, firewood snapping in the stove, then threw back the cover, jumped out of bed, hiked her nightgown, squatted over the chamber pot, and dashed for her clothing. She was a strongly built girl with fair hair and fair skin, large green eyes, and freckles—faint ones—on her cheekbones. The coffee was done by the time she came down the ladder. Vati was out in the barn milking the cows. She punched the air from some bread dough left to rise the previous evening, shaped it into the pans, and set the dough to rise a second time. She covered the pans with damp towels. When she had finished, she went out to the henhouse to gather eggs. She heard her mother stirring in the big bedroom as she closed the kitchen door. Mutti would put the bread in the oven when it was ready. That was their daily routine.

  A bright blue morning, frost glitter in the trees, roosters singing all through the valley. Woodsmoke rose in a ruler-straight line from Wielands’ chimney half a mile down the road. She noticed that their own rooster was silent, the hens as well. None of the usual Jammer that greeted her arrival with a sack of cracked corn and barley.

  There were few eggs in the henhouse, just over a dozen. She went across to the barn to tell her father. Perhaps there’d been another fox around during the night. She found Vati hanging from a noose tied to a rafter. His handsome face was dark with constricted blood. A dreadful stink. She saw that he had beschmutzt himself. It was dripping from the cuffs of his overalls onto the toes of his boots. His tongue stuck out, dark blue. His eyes bulged. Jenny yelled toward the house for her mother. Mutti came on the run, barefoot over the frosty ground, her yellow-white hair flapping. She stood breathless at the barn door. Jenny pointed. Her mother stared but did not scream.

  Jenny dragged a ladder from the side of the barn, propped it against the rafter, and climbed up to her father. She used the blade of a scythe to saw through the rope. He thumped in the mud. She pulled down his overalls to clean his bottom and his legs, using fresh hay from a new bale.

  In the bib pocket of his overalls she found a notice from the Heldendorf Mercantile Bank advising Herr Emil Dousmann that full payment of the outstanding amount of his mortgage, $938.55 in toto, was due on the twelfth of October 1873, and that if said payment was not forthcoming by said date, the bank would have no choice but to take over the farm. Below this cold, formal statement, the bank’s president, Herr Jochen Sauerweiz, had written in pencil: “Sorry, Emil, but business is business, and it’s bad everywhere right now.” The Sauerweizes and Jenny’s parents had come to America on the same ship from the Old Country.

  Today is the twelfth, she thought. Sakrament! He hadn’t been happy for a long time now. No music in weeks from his fiddle. Too sad; I should have known.

  Jenny felt like weeping, but thought of her mother. I’d only get her crying along with me. Mutti is too zartfilhlend, too sensitive, too soft for this land. She cries at nothing—wind ruffling the water on the stock pond, cold light on the hills at sunset, a kitten suckling on its purring mother. I suppose it reminds her of her innocent childhood in Germany. She never left Deutschland behind. Oh ja, she cries plenty when Vati plays his fiddle . . .

  Mutti had gone back into the house. Jenny went to comfort her. She found her mother on the floor of the kitchen, her mouth leaking blood. The bottle of carbolic acid stood on the kitchen counter, still uncapped. Jenny screwed the cap back on, its threads crusty on the brown glass. Skull-and-crossbones on the red-lettered label. Jenny knelt beside her mother and tried to wipe away the slippery foam, but it just kept bubbling from her nose and mouth. She was not breathing. She was dead. Selbst-mord. An ugly word: suicide . . .

  Panic thumped Jenny’s heart clear up to her eardrums. Her mind leaped away from the horror. My apron’s all bloody and stinking, she thought, suddenly short of breath. And my dress, too—filthy! And what’s that?—the bread’s risen too far! Mutti forgot to put the pans in the oven. Jenny sprang upon the offending loaves and punched them flat.

  Outside, the frost was melting under a cheerful sun, dripping from the roof and the trees, black splats in the barnyard dirt, and now finally the rooster was singing as if there were no tomorrow.

  I must get word to Otto . . .

  After she had cleaned up, Jenny walked over to the Wielands’ place. She found Herr Wieland mucking out the cow stalls. Andres Wieland was a tall, big-bellied peasant from Hesse with an uhlan’s mustache brindled by tobacco juice, merry blue eyes, and a wart on his right nostril that looked like dried snot. She told him what had happened.

  “Du lieber” he said, the smile of greeting frozen at her words. “How? Why? You poor child . . .”

  Then she saw the initial shock in his eyes replaced by a look of calculation. All that land now, right next door. Those fine cows . . .

  He said he would send his wife to help.

  He himself would go into town to report the tragedy. He would wire a telegram to Jenny’s older brother to return quickly home.

  Otto Dousmann was in Kansas, near Fort Dodge, hunting buffalo. A wire might reach him care of the Fort. Or perhaps through the railroad, the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe—they now had a station at Dodge City.

  The Wieland boys, Friedl and Willi, were still out in the pasture with the cows. Frau Wieland drove Jenny back home in her buggy; she wept silently all the way. Vroni Wieland had been Minnie Dousmann’s closest friend in America. They often helped one another with their housework, singing songs from the Old Country as they cooked or cleaned or ironed or beat carpets or washed windows or waxed one another’s floors, even out in the garden chopping weeds. “Du Bist Wie Eine Blume,” “Der Schwartze Zigeuner,” “Am Brunnen Vor dem Tore”—they had sweet voices, Frau Wieland a husky alto, Frau Dousmann a soprano. Jenny had loved to hear them harmonize, their chubby wet red faces streaming with tears and sweat, their eyes laughing as they cried and rolled out strudel dough, the tears turning the flour on their cheeks into white runnels that ended in little lumps of salty pastry dough that almost cooked from the heat of their homesickness.

  Those were warm lovely evenings in the kitchen, with the cold black American night wrapping itself around the house, the mothers with their sweet voices, cheeks wet with tearshine. The men came back from barn or field, clumping mud off their boots on the back stoop, and sometimes there was the bang of a shotgun off in the distance as Willi or Friedl or Otto, when he still lived at home, shot plump prairie chickens, and later the birds coming brown and hot and gleaming with fat from the oven, with bread and apple and onion stuffing, and potatoes and red cabbage, strudel with Schlagsahne—what the Americans called whipped cream—from our own sleek cows after, and then Vati playing his violin . . .

  LATER THAT NIGHT, after Frau Wieland had returned home, Jenny prayed for Otto’s swift return. He’s a soldier, she thought, familiar with death and decisions. He’ll know what to do. But she had to make some decisions of her own, she knew. Frau Wieland had been kind, offering to take Jenny into her household “like a daughter of my own.” The Wielands had had a daughter once, named Hannelore, but she had died at the age of eight. They had buried her at the foot of a big red oak at the top of the hill behind their house. The sun set in winter directly behind that oak, and every evening Frau Wieland watched it go down and wept a little. Jenny had seen her tears often.

  Herr Wieland had always wanted this farm. A frugal, penny-pinching man, he had plenty of money now and he might very well buy it from the bank for the price of the outstanding mortgage.

  But I don’t want to live with the Wielands, she thought. Even if Otto had enough money to pay off the bank, she knew she couldn’t keep up the farm all by herself. Yet her father had worked so hard to build it. He was an educated man, not an echt Bauer—a true farmer, like Andres Wieland. Emil Dousmann had grown up in Kassel and attended the Technische Hochschule there. His own father was a draper, a member of the Bürger-stand—the bourgeoisie—but Emil Dousmann had joined the Socialist Party. After the ‘48 revolution failed, he and his wife came to America. At first he had worked as a printer in New York, played violin with the Liederkranz, and written for socialist newspapers in Milwaukee. His dream, Vati had always said, was to build on his own acreage and farm “scientifically,” following the precepts of his heroes, Thomas Jefferson and Alexander von Humboldt. With the money saved from his newspaper work, he’d bought this land near Heldendorf, west of Milwaukee, and made it into a small but productive farm. He had borrowed money from the bank only to improve his herd and his orchards, and to send his daughter to the Heldendorf Academy.

  Otto never attended the academy. He went off instead to fight in the war with the 2nd Wisconsin Regiment of the Iron Brigade. Wounded twice, at Antietam and Chancellorsville, he came home a sergeant. Jenny didn’t recognize him when he returned. He was pale from the hospital, his pallor accentuated by his big black mustache and the black slouch hat of the Iron Brigade, and he walked with a limp. But he smiled and slapped her hard on the shoulder, and then she knew him as of old.

  That fall he took her on hunting trips. They camped out up north in the big woods and slept under a canvas tent from the war that still smelled of old gunpowder and the red Rebel mud that had stained it. They ate rabbits and squirrels and deer meat fresh killed from the woods and speckled trout from cold black streams that smelled of iron. Those were good days, Jenny recalled now, without the sour stink of the dung heap behind the barn and the clamor of hens waiting to be fed, only the drumming of partridges in the pine woods, the ice like a mirror on the water kettle in the morning . . .

  But Otto had contracted the wanderlust from too many years on the march. Like so many veterans, he could not stay at home. So he went West. Mutti had cried and pleaded, but Vati said he couldn’t blame Otto, for hadn’t he himself gone West at the same age? It’s in the blood, her father said, this chasing the setting sun. Mutti had cried even louder.

  America is hard, Jenny thought.

  It tried to kill my brother, and when it couldn’t kill him, it killed my father and mother instead. I’m sure it’ll try to kill me, too, sooner or later. May all bankers burn in hell. Especially Herr Jochen Sauerweiz of the Heldendorf Mercantile Bank.
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  OTTO ARRIVED THREE days later, in time for the funeral. Jenny walked into town to meet him at the railway station. He was tanned as dark as an Indian, with sunbursts of white wrinkle lines fanning outward from his grave blue eyes, and he did not look as large as she remembered him. He still wore the black slouch hat, dusty from the war—or perhaps merely from the train ride, she realized—but with the same bullet hole through its battered crown, not yet patched ten years after a Rebel minié ball had perforated it somewhere along the Rappahannock. He was thinner, too, and as he walked unsmiling toward her, she noticed flashes of gray in his mustache and at his temples. The limp, though, had vanished, except for a slight hunching of his left shoulder as his weight came down on the opposite foot. An almost imperceptible wince, perhaps habit now after all these years of pain, tensed his facial muscles as a spasm of toothache might have done.

  “Na ja, du Hübsche,” he said—Now then, pretty one. And smiled finally, a sad smile but a warm one, revealing a gap where a shell fragment had extracted his lower left molars, both top and bottom, in the cornfield near the Dunker Church at Antietam eleven years earlier. The exit wound had left a knot of scar tissue in the center of his left cheek. It was shaped, she suddenly realized, like a gnarled heart. The small piece of shrapnel must have entered through his open mouth, for there was no sign of an entry wound. He could not remember just how it had happened, there had been so much tumult in the cornfield that day.

  “Ah, dear one, how did they die?”

  “Selbstmord ,” she said. He winced again, and his eyes slipped out of focus for a moment.

  “Ach, Christ, Hanna! How? Why?”

  She told him as they walked uphill from the station to the Lutheran church on the ridge above town. The day was cool and bright, and overhead ragged wedges of geese flew south, their high, distant cries sounding festive. She spoke of the bank’s foreclosure, of rope and acid, her tone cold with the ugliness of it. He stopped to look down at the Heldendorf Mercantile Bank, a solid, solemn structure built of gray limestone from the local quarry, with heavy wrought-iron grillwork over its windows. A fortress of financial integrity. Not even Jesse James could rob this bank. It would turn him to stone before he set foot inside the door. Most of the buildings in Heldendorf were built of stone or brick, many of the larger homes as well. It looked foreign to him after the raw-plank architecture of the West, where sudden towns bled sap all summer long and warped the winter through.

  “How much was left to pay on the mortgage?”

  “Less than a tausend dollars—nine hundred and a bit.”

  “I’ll pay it off.” He slapped the new carpetbag he had carried from the train. “When the wire arrived, my partner and I were in Dodge City selling a load of hides. Twenty-four hundred dollars’ worth.” He smiled.

  She frowned. “Are you coming back? I’ll not work the place by myself.”

  “No, but you could hire help. I’m sure there must be some strong young backs looking for work. Maybe two or three?”

  “And how would I pay for their Arbeit, in buttermilk and manure? Vati couldn’t even meet the loan payments, with the price milk is bringing these days—even buttermilk. There’s no money anywhere.”

  “Dock zwar,” Otto said. “Too true—except on the Buffalo Range. But might you not marry, Hanna? Have no lads come a-courting?”

  “Keine,” she said firmly. “Not a one, thank God! And by the way, my name is no longer Hanna. I call myself Jenny now—proper American.”

  “Tschenny?” He laughed. “No wonder the local boys aren’t coming round. To them you’re a Tenny.’ And don’t stare daggers at me that way. Why are women always so serious about their names? Why have all the girls I’ve ever known felt bound and determined to change them?”

  He looked at her and laughed again, winked and composed his face in mock seriousness.

  “Well then, with no marital prospects in sight, you could sell the herd and rent out the pastureland. Or keep the herd—fine stock it is—and make an arrangement with some good farmer in the neighborhood to go shares with you on the milk, in return for his labor. Wieland always had his eyes on our herd, as I recall.”

  “Ja sicher,” she said. “True indeed. Frau Wieland has invited me to move in with them, and in return allow Herr Wieland to work our herd. But I won’t live with the Wielands. I won’t be a replacement for her dead Hannelore.”

  “Then perhaps we might sell the place,” Otto said, “even at a loss, if necessary—I want no money from this farm, it would all be yours—and you could move to town.” He glanced at her quickly, striding along beside him, and saw the hard set of her jaw.

  Suddenly he knew what she wanted.

  She wanted to go West with him.

  She must be thinking that it would be like those hunting trips they’d made together when he got back from the war. Another lighthearted outdoor adventure. Or perhaps she wanted to be with him wherever he went—after all, she was his little sister, she loved him as dearly as he loved her, and now, with Mutti and Vati gone . . . She was only sixteen, after all. But the West? The only women there were whores and outlaws.

  “It’s not like up north, Jenny,” Otto explained quietly. “It’s different out on the prairies. An alien world—there are no trees, only grass. Little or no water, and what you do find is bitter or full of buffalo dung. Rattlesnakes everywhere. Wolves as big as yearling calves. We sleep on the ground most of the time, and the ground is hard. And the wind blows always, always, day and night. Sometimes it’s so cold that mules freeze stiff, standing up. Sometimes so hot and dry that your eyelids crack just from blinking, so hot and dry that your nose bleeds. Often you can’t bathe for weeks on end, out in those badlands where the buffalo are today. You can’t even wash your face or brush your teeth. And nothing to eat but buffalo hump and hardtack, day after day after day.”

  “I know.”

  Christ, she was stubborn! She didn’t know. She’d only read newspapers, or maybe some silly dime novel about valiant, handsome, devil-may-care buffalo runners. If only she could smell one.

  THE FUNERAL SERVICE was short but solemn, Pastor Koellner’s words heartfelt. He had stretched the rules concerning suicide, making it sound as though Vati had died in a farm accident and Mutti, in her grief, had returned to the house distraught, grabbed a bottle she thought contained Himbeerschnaps, and taken a fatal draught before realizing it was carbolic acid. No, the Dousmanns were not the first suicides the pastor had buried. America was a hard place.

  Otto hadn’t been in the wooden church since before the war. He had gone then only to please his mother, as had Jenny. He recognized many faces in the congregation, but had difficulty at first putting names to them. Herr Albrecht, the stone mason, with his ruddy, wind-scoured face and hands hard as horn. Beside him Mrs. Obst, the schoolteacher—old now and, though dressed in her churchgoing finest, still smelling of chalk dust and India ink. Ursula Frischert, the love of his youth. Beside her stood two sturdy children, redheads both, a boy and a girl, and her husband, Otto’s marching Kamerad from the 2nd Wisconsin, Lud Nortmann, balding, he saw, with the stooped shoulders and spidery, ink-stained fingers of a bookkeeper. And when Ursula—whose waist Otto had once been able to span with both hands—turned sideways to whisper something in Lud’s ear, Otto noticed that she was with child once more. With sudden clarity Otto recalled a morning in the autumn of 1861 when Lud Nortmann, younger, slimmer, untried in battle, had been splattered with the brains of a comrade—was it Sergeant Houghton?—on a dusty road in southern Maryland and, while a volley of musket shots sought the Rebel skirmisher in the trees beside the road, had collapsed against Otto, weeping hysterically. They hadn’t killed the Johnny, either.

  Ein’ feste Burg ist unser Gott . . .

  LATER SHE STOOD beside him, dry-eyed, the grief leached out of her. All that remained now was the graveyard. She’d weather that. Then Otto would go down to the bank and speak with Herr Sauerweiz. He would gladly accept Otto’s money in payment of the mortgage. Why, he must have dozens of farms on his hands by now, what use would another be to him? Otto would make some kind of arrangement regarding the farm with Herr Wieland. He was an honest man, Herr Wieland, and he knew as well that if he cheated the Dousmanns, Otto would simply return and thrash their money out of him. There were advantages to a soldierly reputation. When those matters were out of the way, along with her packing, Otto and Jenny could depart for Milwaukee, Chicago, St. Louis, Kansas City, Topeka, and the Great West. Otto had said that the buffalo herds should be moving by now. There were “shaggies” to slaughter, money to be made, a whole new direction to her life. She had known her brother could not refuse her, no matter how grimly he described the West. For the first time in days she felt hopeful again.

  TWO DAYS LATER they were on a train. Jenny sat in the swaying car, her arms crossed beneath her breasts, jaw set, eyes hard, so firm in her childish convictions, Otto thought—so clean and sure in her crisply starched shirtwaist, her neatly pleated wool skirt, her pert little cap with a stuffed bobolink perched on top. The true West would be a rude awakening.

  They had left Chicago that morning and now the train was rolling through rich Illinois farmland. Cow corn stood tall in the fields, hardening off for the silos, pumpkins bright between the rows. Big red slate-roofed barns and trimly painted white houses rested content beneath the shade trees, elms and oaks and chestnuts, and tall, sweet grass surrounded the farmhouses, with herds of fat Holsteins and Guernseys grazing knee-deep in it, staring mindlessly at the passing train. Look at this, Jenny! he wanted to say. This is your America. Brooks and creeks and rivers full to overflowing with clean, cold, fast Midwestern water. Towns clicking past the train windows, the glint of plate-glass windows, righteous women walking the streets, shopping baskets on their arms, their children trailing obediently behind. Schoolhouses built of brick. Prosperous farmers coming to town with hayseed in their beards, their wagons drawn by matched pairs of glossy draft horses. Tall-steepled churches. Paved streets and sidewalks. How could she want to leave all this for the stink of the Buffalo Range?

  “It’s not adventure, Jennchen,” he told her once again. “It’s not even hunting, not the way we did it in Wisconsin when you were a girl. That was sport. This is business. It’s ugly.”

  He thought of the skinned, raw carcasses of buff so thick along the Arkansas River and the Pawnee Fork, where they’d shot them when they came to water, that a man could hop from carcass to carcass for a mile without touching the ground. Rattlesnakes coiled in buffalo skulls. Buffalo putrid on the Smoky Hill River, or the Solomon, or the Platte when the skinners were finished with them, shining on the sandy slopes like the windows of a great city reflecting the sunset. Poisoned wolves bloating in the sun, skinned out and reeking to high heaven. The stink of arsenic and strychnine and rotten meat.

  “The whole damn prairie stinks,” he said. “Here, you can still smell it on me, smell it—and I’ve been away for more than a week.”

  He thrust his hand under her nose. She turned away, silent, obstinate.

  “And the redskins, there’s the Hostiles to worry about, too. Constantly. Cheyenne, Arapaho, Shoshone, Satanta’s Kiowas sometimes, up from Texas, young bucks out for ponies and scalps and some fun. Or Comanches—even worse. They’ll take a man’s pizzle for a trophy.”

  “Oh, please!” She turned to stab a look at him, grimmer still. Then she laughed. “And anyway, I have no pizzle to worry about. Nein, Otto, you can’t frighten me with Red Indian tales.”

  “Das ist nicht komisch, Jenny. Not funny at all.”

  He rose to his feet and shrugged his jacket straight on his shoulders, hitched up his trousers, and grabbed his hat. He felt himself reddening, with anger or perhaps with shame.

  Pizzle!

  He’d been too long in the Army.

  “I’m going for a smoke,” he said.


  3

  [image: image]

  HE WALKED TO the rear of the train and stood on the platform in the cold rushing air. He lit a cheroot and drew the smoke deep into his lungs. The bite of the smoke felt good.

  Well, it was done; he had tried his best. There was no dissuading her. He’d better learn to live with it. After all, she was a good, strong, tough-minded girl. He doubted he could have handled the death of their parents as well as she had. Not the way they died. She wasn’t struck helpless in the face of blood or death, so far at least. Anyone could handle its ugliness, he’d learned that in the war, but those who were queasy took longer to learn. The fearful, after they had mastered their fear, often became unnecessarily cruel, or took too many heedless risks.

  He’d been a good soldier, and he was proud of that. But it had ruined him for real life. He couldn’t abide a farm when he returned to it. Nor a town, for that matter. He couldn’t abide the rootedness of it. He had to move, to march, to shoot.

  The Great West suited him, with its alkaline water and searing winds, buffalo grass and sandstone buttes, its promise of challenge over every horizon. Even its cheapjack towns and pox-ridden women, the wasted drunks pissing their lives away in some rat-squeaking, flea-bitten road ranch. The brash young drovers up from Texas, pistoled down in honky-tonks and brothels from Abilene to Ellsworth. Dodge would no doubt be their next slaughterhouse. Saddest of all, the failed homesteaders who’d come West with dreams and returned East, penniless and broken, as if fleeing a nightmare. “No place for a white man,” they said.

  Strangely enough, though, he had prospered in the Great West. At first when he left the farm he’d been content repairing farm machinery in western Minnesota, but the work got too steady, so he sold shoes door-to-door for a while in Iowa, then cut firewood in bulk near Omaha, drifted north one winter to run a trapline on the Niobrara River, and finally landed a job with the Union Pacific, bossing a gang of Irish, Norwegian, and German gandy dancers laying steel for branch lines along tributaries of the Platte. The U.P. was organized on military lines and its officers liked his soldierly bearing. But when the railroad advised him, as a salaried employee, that he must vote for Grant in ‘68, he quit. He would have voted for General Grant, his old commander, in any event. But not on the railroad’s orders.

  With the $373.68 he’d managed to save on the U.P., Otto bought a five-year-old chestnut mare named Vixen; an elderly mule named Zeke, whom he knew to be steady in the traces; a light spring wagon with outsized iron-rimmed wheels; a stew kettle, frying pan, coffeepot, and tin cup; five pounds of coffee beans, twenty of flour, another ten of dried fruit (apples, apricots, prunes), thirty of soldier beans, a slab of fatback, two fifty-pound kegs of rock salt, a small bottle of arsenic with which to rid the hides he took of vermin; a pewter spoon, a butcher’s knife and sharpening steel, four woolen blankets that still bore a faded U.S. Army stencil and the stench of Southern dirt upon them: an ax, pick, and shovel, bar lead, a bullet mold, a swage, a primer punch, a wad cutter, and a cast-iron pot in which to melt the bar lead for bullets; a large round carton containing a thousand Berdan primers, four dozen reasonably new 1¾-inch brass cartridge cases in .50 caliber, a twenty-five-pound keg of Du Pont Fg-grade black powder, and a Model 1866 .50-caliber Sharps military rifle, modified to accommodate center-fire cartridges, whose full stock had been cut back to 10 inches, then capped at the end in German silver. The barrel had been shortened as well, to 29 inches from its original 30¼, thus improving the rifle’s balance as well as its appearance. A tang sight was mounted on the wrist of the oiled walnut stock, just behind the sidehammer. Its vernier elevations were graded out to 1,300 yards, but that was sheer vainglory. With 72 grains of Fg loaded behind the 457-grain grooved ball, it shot accurately at ranges only slightly in excess of 400 yards, and the big, slow bullet tended to drift quite atrociously in a crosswind even at that piddling range. Yes, he thought, I love rifles, perhaps too well.

  Vixen had a split in her left hind hoof, but it hadn’t yet reached the frog. Because of that fault, which Otto knew he could quickly heal with the application of warm tar and tender, careful handling, he was able to talk the seller—a meat hunter for the railroad who was going back East soon to marry his childhood sweetheart—out of a Texas stock saddle as part of the deal.

  It was late autumn then, with inklings of sleet on the wind. Otto headed southwest from Fort Kearney after Vixen’s hoof had healed. He wanted to find good game country quickly so he could lay in a supply of meat for the winter and build a dugout within which to weather it. He found his country in the rolling grasslands along the Smoky Hill River in western Kansas, after a long and difficult journey across the Republican, Solomon, and Saline Rivers. It was just what he was looking for—a country black with buffalo.

  The herds were still moving slowly south for the winter, but once they were gone he would have abundant blacktail deer, elk, and pronghorn antelope to hunt along the river bottom and in the brushy draws of the hills rolling up behind it. There were plenty of wild turkeys, partridge, and prairie chickens, while out on the grasslands flocked sicklebills, doughbirds, and upland plover. Otto wished he had brought a shotgun for the smaller game birds. The big Sharps would tear them up too badly if he shot them on the ground, and he much preferred wing shooting anyway.

  He excavated a dugout on a south-facing slope well above the Smoky Hill’s high-water mark, roofing it over with a weave of hardhack poles, themselves covered with a layer of dirt and sod a foot and a half thick. He chopped wide, deep ditches around the soddy that would bleed rain and snowmelt downhill to the river. He had learned to do that in the Iron Brigade. Nothing was more uncomfortable than a wet camp in winter.

  On the dugout’s back wall he built a hearth and chimney of stones carried up from the river, chinking them with clay from its bank. The clay hardened quickly to the heat of a fire. He extended his crude flue a couple of feet above the sod, then added two feet more of stone when he pondered the winter snows to come. Beside the fireplace he constructed a bunk of roughly squared timber. With a buffalo robe as a mattress, a flour sack stuffed with the curly black hair from the topknot, beard, and mane of a stub-horn bull as a pillow, his Army blankets and perhaps another brain-tanned robe to cover him, and the fireplace at his back, he knew he could survive the worst that a prairie winter might offer.

  A rough-hewn table and stool completed his furnishings.

  Downriver one day, hunting buffalo, he found an outcropping of sandstone. On his next visit to what he called the Quarry, Otto brought his pick and set to work “making little ones out of big ones,” as they said in the Army. He built a travois of popple poles, stretched a green buffalo hide over it, loaded it with flat slabs, and that evening laid a reasonably smooth floor within his dugout, complete with a sandstone “stoop” at the doorway so that he would not drag mud into the soddy with him every time it rained or snowed.

  Ach ja, bin echt Deutsch, he told himself with a wry grin. A true German . . . Everything clean and in order.

  A buffalo hide served for his door. Hollowed stones from the river, filled with elk or buffalo tallow, were his lamps, cotton cords his candlewicks. A nearby blackjack oak stood him as a drying rack, and on it at all times hung strips of buffalo, elk, or deer meat, drying in the wind and sun, along with heavy, tapered cuts of buffalo “hump,” which, though delicious enough fresh, underwent an ambrosial metamorphosis when subjected to a few days of cool windy weather. Each piece was as long and thick as a grown man’s leg. As it crusted over, the fat-marbled meat aged evenly and sweetly. Otto could believe the tales he’d heard of mountain men devouring ten pounds of lightly charred hump at a single sitting, then loosening their belts and crying for more. Later he’d grown tired of it—too much of a good thing—like those indentured servants in New England he’d heard about who rebelled at being fed salmon at every meal and demanded that it be served no more than three times a week.

  A small stable dug partway into the hillside just beside the soddy provided shelter from wind and weather for Vixen and Zeke, with a corral of popple saplings surrounding it. He did not peel the saplings. His animals would see to that, munching on the sweet bark as a person would nibble an apple. In the Niobrara country he had fed his horses through the grimmest part of the winter on shavings of popple bark. Otto could not allow Zeke and Vixen to graze tethered to picket pins or in hobbles at night for fear of the big gray lobo wolves that followed the buffalo herds. Their howling at first spooked the animals, setting them to rearing against their halters and whinnying in terror, Vixen more so than the old veteran Zeke. After Otto had shot a few of the wolves and left their hides nearby, moving them closer and closer to the corral over the course of the next few days, both horse and mule lost their native fear of wolf scent. Anyway, most of the wolves would soon be gone south with the shaggies.

  He remembered how he had missed them when they were gone. Their singing had lulled him to sleep during those first nights alone on the Smoky Hill River, while he was still adjusting to the solitude. He had never been alone this long. At home there’d always been Mutti and Vati, then Jenny growing up. In the Army there were his tentmates, messmates, marching comrades. On the hunting trips up north, he had brought Jenny—mainly for her company, he realized, though it had been enjoyable teaching her how to shoot, how to skin and butcher and cook what they had killed together. Now he had only himself for company, and until he realized what was bothering him, the loneliness had been hard to bear.

  Vixen and Zeke were some comfort, but it was the wolves that really saved him. Their voices, combed by wind and grasses as they echoed through the empty hills, sounded to him like some alien choir—remote and ancient, untranslatable, like the Gregorian chants he’d heard one Sunday morning in Fredericksburg while walking past a church where the Catholics were burying their dead.

  Late one night, awakened by wolf howls and the panic of his beasts, he had taken his rifle and gone into the hills determined to find them. He stalked quietly into the wind toward their chorus. The moon was just rising, and by its cold light he saw them outlined in silver on the crest of a ridge. Half a dozen at least, maybe more in the shadows. He lay on his belly for a long while, watching them circle, sit, scuffle with one another, raise their muzzles to the moon and sing their baleful song. Then he elevated the sights to 350 yards and proceeded to kill them. He dropped three before the rest ran away. When he went up to skin them, he found that the largest wolf was still alive—a scarred and grizzled male, taken through the shoulders, who stared up at Otto with slanting yellow eyes. Otto stepped back quickly. The wolf’s gaze was like a match to his heart. The wolf was unafraid. Otto cocked the hammer of the Sharps and finished him.

  After taking their hides, Otto dragged the skinned carcasses down the riverbank. By the next morning, nothing remained of them but splintered bones. The rest had disappeared into the bellies of their kinfolk. That helped somewhat to ease his sense of guilt.

  There were catamounts in the hills along the river, too. Otto saw their signs on the mudbars and heard their occasional screams at night, loud and shrill as a woman in terror. But the big cats never ventured near his camp. He wished he had a few dogs to run the panthers with, and for companionship through the long nights. Panther meat was good, light as veal. He’d eaten it that winter on the Niobrara.

  Each morning he rode out to hunt and to explore the country. He wrapped burlap sacks around his calves for leggings, securing them with wraps of rawhide. The bottomland was thick with ripgut cordgrass and sunflowers, ten feet high, wind-dried now as winter came on. It was impossible to see more than a few feet ahead, even on horseback. The rattle of the sunflowers in the constant wind and the sudden spatter of their falling seeds unnerved him at first, as did the unexpected flush of migrant birds feeding in the brakes—warblers and goldfinches, sparrows, blackbirds, and jays. War nerves, Otto thought. With me forever, I guess. How silly, expecting any movement to explode into screaming Secesh . . .

  In places, though, the buffalo and elk had beaten a labyrinth of trails through the sunflowers. He and Vixen rode the trails slowly, always hunting into the wind. Sometimes they came face-to-face with buffalo at a bend in the trail. Most of them fled instantly, spinning on their spindly legs and crashing away with the speed of cavalry ponies. But Vixen was quick off the mark and in a few jumps was alongside, allowing him a heart-lung shot behind the shaggy’s shoulder. He learned how to drop them when he was on foot, too, as they were going away. The surest shot was low down in the flank, so that the bullet raked forward through the paunch, striking the heart. Almost as good but not as certain was a ball placed behind the huge, bucketing head, in line with the base of its horns, which would pierce the brain for an instant kill. A ton of buffalo made quite a thud.

  Twice he had killed charging bulls at close range with shots to the forehead. He suspected that the buffalo’s small brain sat very high in its head and split open a skull to confirm his guess. He was correct.

  Vixen proved staunch. She never flinched when he shot, always stood her ground, rock steady. She was a good pony, he’d known it from the start.

  The simple routines of his life pleased him profoundly. Returning from the hunt, he would clean his rifle: pour scalding water through the barrel first, swab out lands and grooves with a wiping stick, using a swatch of buffalo hair for his patch, then scrub the gummy black-powder residue of the day’s shooting off the dropping breechblock, before reassembling the Sharps and brushing it with a fine, clear oil he had extracted by boiling down the plucked carcass of an eagle. Next he pegged out the day’s hides, stretching them taut, flesh side up, to dry in the wind and sun. In four days they were hard as flint. Then he turned them hair side to the sky and sprinkled the wool with a dilute mixture of water and arsenic. This discouraged the big gray moths that laid their eggs in the hides.

  After supper—usually hump steaks, flour gravy, beans, bannock bread, and coffee—he reloaded cartridges. It was a soothing ritual, rather like prayer in its rote repetition. He removed the expended primer, inserted a fresh one, filled each brass case nearly to the top with gunpowder, slammed the butt end of the cartridge on the tabletop to settle the powder grains, thumbed in a cardboard wad, added a pinch of powder on top of that, wrapped a small, carefully cut trapezoid of high-bond notepaper around the bullet and seated it. Paper-wrapped bullets kept the lands and grooves of the rifle barrel from fouling with lead, and the high-grade paper burned completely when the shell was fired. No tiny, smoldering surprises waiting to go off with a bang if a leaking cartridge entered the breech.
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