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  INTRODUCTION




  South Dakota is a state with many contrasts. From the fertile farmlands of the eastern side of the state to the rugged landscape of the Black Hills, the state covers a geographic area that is quite different from most of the other states in the United States. From the high plains of the northwest corner to the Missouri River lowlands in the southeast corner, the geography of South Dakota is like a mirror of its history—rich and varied.




  During the time of the dinosaurs, South Dakota was probably a tropical paradise for triceratops, massive palm trees, and various other forms of life that are now extinct and absolutely foreign to present-day South Dakota. As the dinosaurs disappeared and global climate changes altered the landscape of South Dakota, so did the presence of human life in the state. Early hunter-gatherers found the plains of South Dakota full of wild game, including elk, bison, bear, moose, deer, and more. It was during this time that many early humans built settlements along the Missouri River. Evidence of these settlements can be found in various locations along the river, as the settlers left behind burial mounds, shards of pottery, tepee rings, and stone tools.




  When the bow and arrow came into use on the plains of South Dakota, the hunters found life much easier. But it was the subsistence farming of the gatherers that allowed these early ancestors of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara to survive on the prairies and river bottoms of South Dakota.




  After French explorers François and Louis-Joseph La Verendrye explored the area in 1743, the Sioux made their way into South Dakota. The history of South Dakota would forever be shaped by the presence of the Sioux and, eventually, settlers hailing from the East.




  For the next two hundred years, conflict would ensue between settlers and the native tribes of South Dakota, with names like Ashley, the Arikara, Crazy Horse, Custer, Fort Sedgewick, Sitting Bull, the American Indian Movement (AIM), Wounded Knee, Sherman, and more . . . the list goes on and on.




  The current residents of South Dakota take pride in the fact that their state was shaped by the presence of settlers and native peoples. Today the state is home to nine Indian reservations. From the Lake Traverse reservation in the northeast corner to the Pine Ridge reservation near the Black Hills, Native Americans make up nearly 9 percent of South Dakota’s population. Five of the state’s counties are located entirely within one of the nine reservations.




  The Missouri River bisects the state nearly in half from north to south. The Missouri’s presence allowed steamboats to bring goods to the state in its formative years. Today, the river serves to delineate the climate of the state: The land is considerably more arid on the western side of the river than it is on the eastern side. West of the river, ranching and dry-land farming are the main sources of agriculture. East of the river, corn, soybean, and the occasional dairy farm are more common than large-scale ranching.




  For travelers, a visit to the state will most certainly mean a trip along Interstate 90, where visitors will notice the presence of many billboards—especially those advertising Wall Drug, a famous landmark in South Dakota.




  The Black Hills are on the extreme western edge of the state. Perhaps the most often visited region of the state by tourists and South Dakotans on holiday, the Black Hills provide a striking contrast to the high plains surrounding them. The Sioux thought of the Black Hills as sacred. At first they were part of the original Great Sioux Reservation, but a treaty violation by the US government allowed settlers into the Black Hills. That violation is still a contentious part of life today. Despite the sordid history of the settlement of the Black Hills, the area still features many aspects of South Dakota culture. Home to what is arguably the highest concentration of parks, monuments, and memorials in the United States, including Mount Rushmore and the Crazy Horse Memorial, this stunning and unique landscape also features Sturgis, Deadwood, and two of the longest caves in the world.




  Because of their higher elevation—the highest point is more than 7,000 feet—the Black Hills receive more precipitation than other areas of the state and thus feature a wide array of flora and fauna. They are home to mule deer, bighorn sheep, elk, mountain goats, and mountain lions. You can also find plenty of tourist-oriented locales such as the Reptile Gardens in Rapid City and the new Sanford Lab Homestake Visitor Center at Lead, where you can explore the history of one of the largest gold mines in the world and groundbreaking science experiments now being conducted deep underground.




  The otherworldly Badlands are perhaps the most obvious metaphor for the contrasts that make up South Dakota. This area sticks out like a sore thumb among the flat plains between the Black Hills and the Missouri River. The Badlands are home to prehistoric fossils and the only true wilderness area in the state.




  The largest city in the state is Sioux Falls. Despite their proximity to Iowa and Minnesota, the citizens of Sioux Falls are very proud to be South Dakotans, and hold yearly festivals to celebrate their state’s history.




  But it is the rural areas of South Dakota that truly capture the spirit of this great state. Laura Ingalls Wilder based several of the books in her Little House on the Prairie series on her life in the small town of De Smet. Other literary figures in the state include Black Elk, whose book, Black Elk Speaks, is widely known. Black Elk spent a considerable amount of time recording the history of conflict between settlers and Native Americans and explored the true meaning of the Ghost Dance movement.




  More recently, South Dakota has been experiencing a shift in its population. Many of the small rural areas are seeing their towns shrink in size as lack of jobs and the climate are forcing people to move into Rapid City, Pierre, Spearfish, and Sioux Falls. Despite this shift, as history has shown, South Dakotans are able to adapt as they continue to preserve life on the plains.




  As they have been doing for the past few hundred years, South Dakotans will ensure that there will always be plenty of reason to say with pride, “It happened in South Dakota.”








  MYSTERY IN THE MUD
The Crow Creek Massacre




  1350




  The sun crept behind the bare bluffs of the western horizon. Dozens of earth lodges sat atop a high bank on the shores of the Missouri River, overlooking the water. The lodges made up Crow Creek village. Men worked in the fields of maize, beans, and squash, tending their crops with tools made from the shoulder of a buffalo or the antlers of a deer. While the men were in the fields, women and children stayed close to the lodges, each one made of posts and beams cemented together with a mud-and-grass mixture. They looked like brown domes with holes cut in the top, and on this late autumn day, soft plumes of smoke escaped from each lodge.




  Outside of Crow Creek, the villagers had created a large ditch that served as a fortification for their village. On one side of the village the Crow Creek flowed, nearly fifty feet straight down a steep bank of cliffs. On the other side, the ditch and Wolf Creek created a barrier against any unwanted visitors or raiders. The villagers also dug horseshoe-shaped depressions called bastions from which they could defend their village.




  But on this late fall day with a crisp chill in the air, Crow Creek erupted in violence. The fortification ditch had never been fully completed, allowing the raiders to easily pass through. Armed with bone knives, crude bows and arrows, and blood on their minds, the attackers showed no mercy. Once through the bastions, the attackers had an easy time overtaking the villagers of Crow Creek.




  The raiders set fire to the earth lodges, which burned like tinder-boxes after years of drought. They pillaged what little food was left in Crow Creek. They tortured and mutilated their victims by scalping, decapitation, cutting off tongues, breaking teeth and jawbones, and other forms of dismemberment. Many villagers were shot with arrows, and some were even burned. Many fled in terror, only to be caught and tortured. Nearly five hundred villagers died during the massacre or as a result of the violence.




  The attackers took body parts as trophies, and what was not taken as booty was soon dragged away by coyotes, wolves, and other scavengers. The carnage was widespread and indiscriminate—women and children were not spared. Most of the bodies were placed in the fortification ditch, piled as deep as four feet. While in this mass grave, the bodies remained available as a food source for scavengers. The villagers of Crow Creek suffered a gruesome and uncelebrated death at the hands of vicious attackers, whose identity and motivation remains a mystery to this day.




  What is not a mystery is the origin of the Crow Creek village. These villagers had not always lived in Crow Creek. They moved from areas farther south, in what are now the states of Iowa, Kansas, and Nebraska, while the earlier residents of Crow Creek moved north to what is now North Dakota and Minnesota. The fertile lands along the two creeks created ideal farming conditions, and the amount of game provided fine hunting. The Crow Creek settlement grew quickly, and soon was home to nearly 8,000 residents. Occasional battles would occur with other villages or nomadic raiders, and every few years the previous residents of Crow Creek would raid the village. The raids and battles became more frequent as regional food supplies dwindled and the area’s population continued to boom. The land and game supply could not sustain this population explosion, and several years of drought brought even greater pain to the Crow Creek villagers.




  The magnitude of bloodshed at Crow Creek lay locked in the earth until 1978, when archaeologists toured the area. Engineers were excavating a site for a dam on the Missouri River when they discovered human bones. Centered in one location, the large-scale grave had been mostly untouched since the massacre.




  Archaeologists have studied the skeletal remains, which reveal evidence of widespread malnutrition. The most obvious sign was pitting on the skulls, above the eye sockets and on the back of the head. The Crow Creek villagers were much shorter than their neighbors, especially the females. Excavators also found the remains of animals with the human remains—all with signs of malnutrition and illness.




  As if the ongoing malnutrition was not bad enough, the skeletal remains also show signs of multiple battles and violent warfare. Many of the victims in the mass grave appear to have suffered previous scalpings or arrow punctures that had been healing.




  The cause of the massacre and the identity of the attackers remain open to discussion. Several theories hold merit. One suggests that an outside group from the east or west, perhaps traveling Middle Missouri villagers, came through the area and attacked. This theory is not the strongest because of the size of Crow Creek’s village. Evidence also suggests that their fortification ditch was not complete at the time of the massacre, which left them open to attack. Relatives of Crow Creek residents lived in nearby villages, which suggests that surely the Crow Creek villagers would have been forewarned about the attack. (In fact, some evidence does imply that the people of Crow Creek did indeed know about their impending doom, but were unable to complete their bastions and defend against attack—perhaps because they were too weak from malnutrition.)




  Another theory—the most accepted among experts—is that over-population and prolonged droughts and cold winters caused competition from nearby villagers, who envied Crow Creek’s location. Several neighboring villages could have combined forces to overwhelm Crow Creek, as their residents were also experiencing similar malnutrition problems.




  The Crow Creek massacre is a well-studied event and archaeological site that provides valuable information about early life on the American plains. Clues to overpopulation, warfare, torture, and interaction between villagers were all exposed because of the massacre.




  The remains of the Crow Creek victims have been studied at length. At the request of members of the Crow Creek Sioux tribe, the bones of the victims have been reburied. Members of the tribe oversaw much of the excavation and played prominent roles in the reburial. The victims of the mass grave have been laid to rest, along with the mystery of who caused such massive bloodshed on that cool fall day over five hundred years ago . . . and why.




  

  THE LA VERENDRYE BROTHERS
Their Short-Lived French Claim




  1743


  



  François La Verendrye laced up his cowhide boots, covered his face in a fox-fur scarf, put his head down, and fought the heavy snow with each step. His brother, Louis-Joseph, followed close behind, placing his feet in the large depressions François’s boots made in the snow. Louis-Joseph’s arms were full of steel beaver traps, and François was dragging the snare lines along behind him in the snow, leaving a single-line impression in the white powdery coldness.




  Having left their fur trading post near Lake Superior, the two French explorers were now facing an early spring blizzard. They tied a rope between them because the blowing snow was so thick and white they couldn’t see ten feet in either direction, which made travel slow. What little food they had brought with them was frozen against their bodies. Eventually the blizzard stopped and François and Louis-Joseph regained their strength and enthusiasm. Their mission: to find the Northwest Passage and harvest animal pelts along the way.






  As Americans along the East Coast became wealthier and more sophisticated, the desire for beaver pelts grew. Most pelts were made into beaver hats, worn by elite businessmen. As wealth spread in North America, the beaver trade extended farther west. The promise of significant returns for prime beaver pelts led to the need for a new water route across the continent—the Northwest Passage.




  The La Verendrye brothers—the first Europeans to visit South Dakota—rode ambition and hardiness from their homes in France to the Great Lakes. During their journey west from Lake Superior they met Arikara and Mandan peoples in present-day South Dakota along the Missouri River. Interactions with these Indian tribes were peaceful, and ultimately productive, as the brothers learned of new beaver grounds. They were also told of a large mountain range, not to be visited in winter, lying to the west of the flatter lands along the Missouri River.




  Their ambition to find the Northwest Passage led the explorers west, and they trapped beaver, fox, otter, and muskrat along the way. When they reached the Black Hills, the brothers decided to turn back because of the bounty they had previously seen. They knew of plenty of trapping areas along their route and had spotted enough beaver to provide wealth for years to come.




  By now winter was releasing its grip. The brothers noted the vastness of the plains and the abundance of wild animals. They were impressed, and on their return route, on a hill near present-day Pierre, the explorers deemed the land worthy of French claim. They were granted the authority to claim the lands for France, and on March 30, 1743, one of the brothers etched the following into a one-eighth-inch-thick lead tablet: PLACED BY THE CHEVALIER DE LA VERENDRYE, WITNESSES LOUIS-JOSEPH, LA LONDETTE AND A. MINOTTE, THE 30TH OF MARCH 1743.






  They then covered the buried tablet with a pyramid of stones, which sat untouched for many years after the brothers left the Missouri River, and perhaps never would have been discovered if not for a group of bored teenagers out for a Sunday afternoon stroll.




  In February of 1913, several teenagers decided they wanted a better view of Fort Pierre. As they walked up a bluff overlooking the river and the town below, Harriet Foster stumbled over an object sticking out of the ground. Along with Foster, George O’Reilly, Leslie Stroup, and the rest of the teenagers scraped off over 150 years’ worth of dirt. Because the tablet was in French, the kids couldn’t read what it said, so they assumed it was junk. The boys immediately decided to sell it for scrap. Fortunately, someone who did know the languages intercepted them and ultimately determined the value of the tablet.




  French is rarely spoken in South Dakota today, but it may have been if not for the Louisiana Purchase and President Thomas Jefferson. In the years that followed the Purchase, many French-Canadians ventured into South Dakota. The most notable was Pierre Dorion. He settled along the Missouri River near present-day Yankton and married a Nakota woman. Dorion was perhaps the area’s first permanent settler. The French-Canadians who settled in the area traded with the Ponca, Dakota, and Arikara tribes. British traders eventually traveled the Missouri River, making it as far north as the Mandan villages in what is now North Dakota, creating a land route to the fertile trapping grounds of the Great Plains.




  Today, the tablet left by the La Verendrye brothers rests in the Museum of the State Historical Society in the Cultural Heritage Center in Pierre—a site not far from the original bluff the brothers chose to mark the property of France. Time and history proved the bluff would ultimately become the property of the United States, and, more specifically, the property of the citizens of South Dakota.






  FIRST VOTE WEST OF THE MISSISSIPPI




  1804




  The day began like many others for the members of the Corps of Discovery—rising before dawn, readying the keelboat, and preparing for another grueling upstream battle with the river’s swirling currents. Captains Meriwether Lewis and William Clark had been discussing their visit with the Oto and Missouri Indians at Council Bluff, near present-day Omaha, Nebraska. This visit was the first official meeting between people from the United States and members of a western Indian tribe. But, it wasn’t this meeting that caused concern for the leaders of the Corps.




  A few days earlier, Sergeant Charles Floyd had written in his journal, “I am very sick and have been for some time, but have recovered my health again.” Despite his optimistic nature, things turned south again shortly, as Floyd became even more ill, unable to write in his own journal. On August 20, Sergeant Floyd died—with a great deal of composure, according to Clark.






  Clark diagnosed the cause of death as severe abdominal pain. Modern doctors and historians have surmised that Floyd probably died of a ruptured appendix that had been plaguing him for weeks. The brief upturn he described in his journal was most likely due to the bursting of the appendix, but the inflammation in his abdomen proved to be fatal. Doctors and historians agree that even if Floyd had been in a hospital, most physicians at the time would have been powerless to prevent his death.




  Losing their quartermaster and chief navigator was a serious problem, and the Lewis and Clark Expedition knew they needed to remedy the situation immediately. After an evening funeral and Floyd’s burial, the Corps traveled for a few days and eventually found themselves nearly twenty miles upstream of Floyd’s burial site, on a bluff overlooking the Missouri River. The morale of the men was low, but this would quickly change.




  While breaking camp, the Corps was astounded by the number of elk. The bluff was surrounded by large stands of timber and a creek bottom, which was a main pathway for elk. In fact, local tribes often referred to the area as “Elk Point.” In August of 1804, Lewis and Clark tied their boats on the riverbank and ventured inland. In addition to herds of elk, the Corps also found buffalo and deer. After a successful hunt, the men returned to camp, ready for a feast.




  As the men prepared their game that evening, Lewis and Clark debated over whom to choose as Floyd’s replacement. As the campfire blazed and the men enjoyed fresh buffalo steaks, the leaders of the Corps decided to leave the decision up to the men of the expedition. The Corps had a wide array of options in William Bratton, Patrick Gass, and George Gibson, their three nominees.




  William Bratton was over six feet tall and had apprenticed as a blacksmith. It is likely that he often assisted the Corps’ chief black-smith, John Shields. Like the other members of the expedition, he earned five dollars a month.




  Patrick Gass was a carpenter by trade, but had served in the military for nearly five years. He was not overly tall at five foot seven, and was often described as being a tad risqué when it came to his enjoyment of tobacco and liquor. He was also often accused of having language better suited for a campfire or the deck of a sailing ship than a dinner table. When Gass had first enlisted in the Corps, his commanding officer didn’t want to release him from service, as he was not only a fine soldier but also a first-rate carpenter. Eventually, the officer changed his mind, and Gass was allowed to go with the Corps.
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