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INTRODUCTION





  The Black Hills of South Dakota are an ancient million-acre marvel in the middle of America filled with history, mystery, myth, and legend.




  As a young boy, I was captivated by the place where my grandparents homesteaded. They ran a small dairy operation on what was then the outskirts of Rapid City, hugging the eastern flank of what the Lakota named Paha Sapa, literally Hills Black. Along the way, I reveled in their stories, as well as my mother’s accounts of her youth on the ranch where they finally got electricity when she was in the eleventh grade. And, I watched in awe as cowboys and real Native Americans walked the downtown streets.




  When my grandfather took his thirteen grandkids on an annual pilgrimage to Mount Rushmore National Memorial for breakfast with the presidents, a grand adventure, the four giant carvings were not only larger than life, they were as big as the world could get.




  A half-century later, I’m still learning about this remarkable region that was the last portion of the Lower 48 to even be mapped. So old is this place, yet so young in terms of human existence. To paraphrase my late friend, author Rex Alan Smith, in a geologic context, the Black Hills were taller than the Rockies when the Himalayas were a reedy swamp.




  While the majority of this tome explores the misdeeds of early-day outlaws, hopeful prospectors, strong-jawed lawmen, and a few ghosts who still refuse to go away, so too does it survey a remarkable bone bed discovered in 1974, the world’s largest final resting place of six-metric-ton beasts that once roamed this land, and a legendary Lakota leader who fought the good fight, but could never reclaim a vanishing landscape.




  We’ll delve into the exploits and untimely demise of a frontier street preacher who some say died at the hand of a hired gun paid by saloon and brothel owners who thought he was bad for business in Deadwood’s earliest days. And, we’ll give a glance at an educated horse thief turned gold-coach robber whose millions in plunder may still be stashed somewhere in the Black Hills.




  Finally, we’ll get down and dirty in a vast underground wilderness beneath this alpine oasis which scientists are only beginning to understand, and which may hold the largest caves on earth, and investigate an etched sandstone slab that may be evidence that white men searched the Hills decades before General George Armstrong Custer ever arrived on the scene.




  So, sit back, imagine, and savor some history and mystery with Black Hills Myths and Legends.


  




 



  CHAPTER 1




  Where the Big Boys Are Buried




  While the vast majority of myths, mysteries, and legends tied to the Black Hills trace their origins to the arrival of gold-hungry prospectors in the latter part of the nineteenth century, one tantalizing tale began nearly two hundred thousand years ago.




  Remarkably, it wasn’t discovered until 1974.




  On that warm June day, heavy equipment operator George Hanson was at the controls of a grader working to level a small hill on the southwest side of Hot Springs in the southern Black Hills in preparation for a housing development being undertaken by the land owner, Phil Anderson.




  As Hanson moved the blade of his grader through the dirt, he noticed it had struck something that appeared white in the bright sunlight. Stepping down from his equipment to get a closer look, Hanson discovered a seven-foot-long tusk that appeared to have been sliced in half. Surrounding it in the newly turned earth were several smaller bones.




  The startling discovery not only surprised Hanson, but has been captivating scientists from around the world ever since. For Hanson had not only discovered the massive tusk of one of the largest animals to ever roam the planet, he had accidentally stumbled on what would become the largest graveyard of woolly and Columbian mammoths in one location ever found on earth.




  To their enduring credit, Hanson and Anderson did not simply cover their “tracks” and continue with site preparations for the new housing complex. Instead, Anderson reached out to three of South Dakota’s universities and colleges, as well as another institution of higher learning in Nebraska, to gauge their interest. None of those academies determined that there was any relevance to the find, let alone expressed a desire to travel to the far-flung Black Hills to examine what had just been unearthed in Hot Springs.




  While Anderson was tethered to his telephone, excitedly explaining the giant tusk that had been laid bare on his land, Hanson was eager to know more and took several of the bones to his son, Dan, who had taken college courses in archaeology and geology. The young man quickly grasped the importance of the find and contacted his former professor, Dr. Larry Agenbroad at Nebraska’s Chadron State College. Dr. Agenbroad happened to be in southeastern Arizona at the time, excavating a site where mammoths had been hunted and killed.




  Concerned, the younger Hanson stood guard at the Hot Springs site, keeping a twenty-four-hour vigil until Dr. Agenbroad and his crew could arrive. When Agenbroad first glanced at the number of bones unearthed by the bulldozer, he estimated there were four to six mammoths in evidence. But, from his vast experience uncovering the world’s paleontological mysteries, he knew there had to be more.




  Pressed for time and with an outstanding commitment at the Hudson-Meng Bison kill site near Crawford, Nebraska, Agenbroad asked his colleague, Dr. Jim Mead, and several members of his Arizona dig crew, to spend ten days salvaging and stabilizing the bones, tusks, teeth, and skull fragments that had been, for the first time in more than one hundred thousand years, exposed to sunlight.




  Meanwhile Anderson, who owned the land on which the find had been made, generously offered to halt his housing project until the crew had a better handle on what was actually there. The decision proved prescient, for in that span of less than two weeks, investigators uncovered an unprecedented collection of specimens, warranting further study.




  Over the ensuing years, Agenbroad and Mead would return to the site each summer with a cadre of volunteer students to further excavate the open-air site. After removing the covering from the year before, this collection of dedicated scientists would spend weeks digging deeper into the mystery of this mammoth site. By the end of the summer of 1975, Agenbroad, Mead, and their team of volunteer scholars had exposed a complete skull with tusks intact. Then, as the leaves turned color that fall and the temperatures cooled, they covered it all up with dirt.




  Simultaneously, as the summer excavation came to a close, Anderson realized his fourteen acres of land might prove more valuable as a place to study the ancient past than as another plot for new residences. Through Anderson’s generosity and wide community support, The Mammoth Site of Hot Springs became South Dakota’s newest nonprofit organization and a place where the world would soon come to realize the big boys were buried.




  Thousands of years ago, as the Ice Age changed the climate of the southern Black Hills and much of the United States, massive Columbian and woolly mammoths roamed the range in search of food and warmth. As The Mammoth Site shows, some of them stayed and became permanent residents.




  Today, The Mammoth Site has changed drastically from the remote and arid hillside Drs. Agenbroad and Mead first encountered in 1974. A massive modern building encloses the site, complete with bone preparation areas, a museum, and a bookstore that is extremely popular with scientists who visit from all corners of the globe. More than one hundred thousand annual visitors, including numerous school groups, take an audio tour of the bone bed and stand next to replicas of the largest mammals to ever leave their footprints on the planet.




  To date, fifty-eight Columbian and three woolly mammoths have been unearthed, all left in situ so scientists may consider their placement and their remains as they have rested for millennia. Amazingly, all of the enormous beasts thus far revealed have been male.




  In addition, more than eighty other species have been discovered, including a camel, llama, coyotes, three fish, and a vast array of rodents ranging from prairie dogs and gophers to weasels.




  But new discoveries occur virtually every year, leaving scientists to wonder: What really is down there?


   

  For instance, in 2018 diggers uncovered the fossil of a second giant short-faced bear found at The Mammoth Site. That’s significant because the ferocious giant short-faced bear made a full-grown grizzly look like a docile panda.





[image: Volunteers carefully uncover the remains of giant beasts that once roamed the earth in the “bone bed” of The Mammoth Site in Hot Springs, South Dakota. To date, fifty-eight Columbian and three woolly mammoths have been discovered, as well as eighty other species, including the giant short-faced bear. The Mammoth Site]





  Volunteers carefully uncover the remains of giant beasts that once roamed the earth in the “bone bed” of The Mammoth Site in Hot Springs, South Dakota. To date, fifty-eight Columbian and three woolly mammoths have been discovered, as well as eighty other species, including the giant short-faced bear.




  More interestingly, after a two-year study completed in 2018, scientists received a mammoth surprise when they learned the site was actually more than five times older than originally thought.




  As initially envisioned, about twenty-six thousand years ago, as the earth entered the Ice Age and the climate cooled, mammoths and other species were attracted to the warm waters of this giant, slippery-sided sinkhole situated on the southwestern flank of the Black Hills. Those same thermal waters helped vegetation grow along the sinkhole’s perimeters, providing a magnet for hungry critters.




  Over hundreds if not thousands of years during the Pleistocene (Ice Age) era, curious mammoths and other animals would stumble upon the sinkhole, slip down a slippery slope, and, unable to extricate themselves, over the succeeding days or weeks, either drown or die of exhaustion or starvation. As their remains settled to the bottom of the pit, the next unfortunate mammoth would fall in, stir up the pot of mud, blood, dirt, and vegetation, and cover the previous mammoth with a comfortable cloak of silt. Evidence suggests this went on for thousands of years.




  Then, due to changes in the earth’s topography over eons, the giant sinkhole eventually dried up and, aided by up-thrusts and sedimentation, became a small hill flanking the granite mountains of the Black Hills, as the land around it eroded.




  Initially, geochemical analysis that included radiocarbon dating indicated that the sinkhole was full of warm water and struggling mammoths about twenty-six thousand years ago. But, as the number of mammoths discovered grew over the decades and technology advanced, in 2016, Dr. Mead decided to take a closer look at assessing the precise age of the sinkhole and its inhabitants by employing a new technique.




  He enlisted Dr. Steve Holen, a Mammoth Site science associate and board member who had been collaborating with a colleague, Dr. Shannon A. Mahan of the US Geological Survey in Denver, for a number of years. The duo had been using OSL (Optically Stimulated Luminescence) in attempting to date some of Holen’s mammoth sites in Nebraska and around the region. Consequently, in January 2016, a group assembled at The Mammoth Site and took a number of samples of sediments to analyze.




  The crew did core drilling and used chisels, hammers, and an electric saw to obtain sediment samples that were then analyzed using a portable gamma spectrometer. Following an extended laboratory analysis, Dr. Mead and his team termed the results, “A nice shocker.”




  When they learned the sinkhole actually dated back one hundred forty thousand to one hundred ninety thousand years, far older than originally believed, Mead said he felt enlightened. The researchers knew that one hundred forty thousand years ago, the climate of the earth was heading into an extremely warm inter-glacial period “warmer than what we are in today—at this time South Dakota and elsewhere was coming out of a period of massive glaciers covering all of Canada and much of northern-most USA,” Mead told the media at the time. “We are still learning a lot about the Mammoth Site sinkhole and its sixty-plus mammoths.”




  Over the years, The Mammoth Site has received its share of accolades. The active paleontological dig site and accredited museum was named the number one museum in South Dakota by USA Today, and the coolest museum in South Dakota by The Discoverer Blog. The exceptional Hot Springs attraction, which is open year-round, offers guided tours, summer programs for children, exhibits, and hands-on displays.




  And much more is likely to be studied and discovered.




  Scientists have long pondered why all of the sinkhole’s dead inhabitants were males. Some animal behavioralists have since surmised that mammoth mannerisms may have echoed today’s elephant herds, which practice a matriarchal society. As the dominant male mammoths would check out the slick sides of the sinkhole, the females would stand back and watch attentively, they contend. When the males eventually fell in and never reappeared, perhaps the females decided this really wasn’t the place for them.





[image: A life-sized replica of a mammoth greets guests at The Mammoth Site in Hot Springs, South Dakota. The nonprofit attraction is home to the largest concentration of Columbian and woolly mammoths found anywhere on the planet. The Mammoth Site]



  

  A life-sized replica of a mammoth greets guests at The Mammoth Site in Hot Springs, South Dakota. The nonprofit attraction is home to the largest concentration of Columbian and woolly mammoths found anywhere on the planet.




  Joe Muller, who served as business manager and chief operating officer for The Mammoth Site for three decades, still wonders why a bison fossil has never been found amongst the mammoths. Yet, says Muller, from snails to mammoths, The Mammoth Site continues to reveal nature’s ancient riddles about water temperatures over time, extinction, and climate change.




  And spokeswoman Bethany Cook claims she is still entranced each day by this singular place, which ranks among the most amazing educational and paleontological sites in the world. Though it has slowly divulged its secrets over the past half-century, Cook contends The Mammoth Site may have more confidences to reveal.




  “We’ve gone down forty to forty-five feet, but what remains under what we discovered so far?” she asked. “Will we find something different? We don’t know. Will we find other species we haven’t seen yet or will we find a female mammoth? There are so many mysteries that remain.”


  




  



  CHAPTER 2




  The Ghost of Seth Bullock, Deadwood’s First Lawman




  Long and lean, with a mean mustache meant to complement his holstered six-gun and western attire, Seth Bullock cut a swath as he sauntered down Deadwood’s muddy Main Street in the 1870s. And, some say he still does.




  Among the first to arrive in the Black Hills for America’s last great gold rush in 1876, Bullock wasn’t hell-bent on working a claim or standing knee-deep in a cold stream all day, trying to eke out a few spots of color in his pan. No, this Canadian-turned-Montanan-turned-Dakotan would let the prospectors turn their efforts into a hard-earned sack of gold dust while selling them everything they needed to build a life in the Black Hills.




  An extremely successful merchant, the former soldier in the Spanish-American War known as Bullock also became close friends with President Theodore Roosevelt who, afraid his sons would become eastern dandies, would send his boys to Bullock for a summer where he would teach them to build a fire, shoot a gun, and take care of their horse before they took care of themselves.




  The Canadian-born Bullock had previously lived in Montana, where he served in the territorial legislature. Following the scent of gold in the Black Hills, Bullock arrived in Deadwood with his business partner, Sol Star, just a couple of days before Wild Bill Hickok was slain by a no-account drifter named Crooked Nose Jack McCall.




  But Hickok’s death wasn’t an anomaly in the community’s infancy, when some claimed there was a death a day from unnatural causes. In addition to numerous instances of claim-jumping that frequently concluded at the bad end of a smoking six-gun, other official causes of death listed by the few doctors in town at the time included “hit by a falling body,” “ate a dozen hard-boiled eggs,” “gored by a buffalo,” and “shot sparking another man’s wife.” Eventually, Deadwood’s founding fathers turned to the tall former Montana sheriff with steel gray eyes, a stern man not easily intimidated by rabble-rousers or drunken miners.




  Although he unofficially was as an early-day lawman for the town, in 1877, a year after his arrival, Bullock served a brief stint as Deadwood’s sheriff. It was during that time that a heartbroken Teddy Roosevelt, in the wake of the deaths of both his mother and wife on the same day, escaped to the Badlands of North Dakota. The two met up on the Dakota Territory plains when the future president was bringing a horse-thief known as Crazy Steve to Deadwood for trial.




  Bullock would later be named a captain of Troop A of Grisby’s cowboy regiment, but was confined to training in Louisiana




  
[image: One of Deadwood’s first residents and its first marshal, Seth Bullock was an entrepreneur and personal friend of President Theodore Roosevelt. This photograph of Bullock was taken in 1882. Courtesy Deadwood History Inc., Adams Museum Collection]



  

  One of Deadwood’s first residents and its first marshal, Seth Bullock was an entrepreneur and personal friend of President Theodore Roosevelt. This photograph of Bullock was taken in 1882.




  when Roosevelt made his famous charge up San Juan Hill. Nonetheless, the Oyster Bay Roosevelt and the Dakota cowboy would remain lifelong friends. In fact, Roosevelt would come to refer to Bullock as “my ideal typical American.”




  By 1900, Vice President Roosevelt convinced President William McKinley to name Bullock the first supervisor of Black Hills National Forest. In 1905, Roosevelt appointed him US marshal, a position reconfirmed by President William Howard Taft and for a year under President Woodrow Wilson.




  The late historian Watson Parker noted that Bullock performed his lawman’s duties with a determined professionalism that rarely ended in gunfire, because the western lawman, as his son would later attest, “could outstare a mad cobra or a rogue elephant.”
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