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My thanks to the committee for the opportunity today to bring both some modest 
professional insights and some sober personal thoughts into the consideration of 
this bill for a cultural resource study of the Killdeer Mountain region. 
 
This is a subject to which I have given considerable thought in recent months, for 
two reasons. First, public concerns have arisen as to the ramifications of petroleum 
development on the very slopes of Killdeer Mountain, on account of the heritage 
significance of this landmark and the adjacent landscape; this has caused me to 
look into the matter as a scholar concerned with the conservation of heritage 
resources. Second, with my collaborator, Richard Rothaus of Trefoil Cultural and 
Environmental, I have initiated—through my research center, the Center for 
Heritage Renewal— a program of applied research on the Dakota War of 1862-65; 
as you no doubt are aware, the Battle of Killdeer Mountain, in 1864, was the 
climactic event in that conflict. 
 
This is not the first time I have addressed publicly the heritage value of Killdeer 
Mountain and the fate of its heritage resources in a time of mineral resource 
development. On Tuesday of this week I was a guest editorialist of the Bismarck 
Tribune, contributing an essay describing how historical and archeological 
resources figured in, or perhaps did not figure in, a recent well-permitting decision 
rendered by the State Industrial Commission. My analysis did not lay blame on 
persons, but rather perceived faults in our established process for conserving 
antiquities on state lands under development. On the same day, Tuesday of this 
week, Prairie Public Radio broadcast my essay, more reflective in tone, proposing 
that as we people of the plains emerge from a long era of consolidation into a new 
generation of growth, we need to attend more assiduously than before to the 
conservation of heritage resources. These two essays, the one for the Tribune as 
well as the one for Prairie Public, are appended to my testimony here. 
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A word, then, about what happened in the consideration of petroleum leases and 
well permits on state trust lands adjacent to Killdeer Mountain. I bring this 
consideration forward both because it is the circumstance that prompts the bill 
under consideration today and because an analysis of what happened discloses why 
the bill is necessary and appropriate. Essentially, as I detail in my piece for the 
Tribune, what happened was not the working of some sinister scheme or the 
rapacity of heedless capitalism. What happened was a breakdown in the data 
support system of heritage conservation. As the state moved to transact leases and 
permit wells, it lacked the essential research base to assess risk to heritage 
resources, historical and archeological, and to guide petroleum development in 
prudent and feasible ways. 
 
Why do we lack the data on file at the State Historical Society of North Dakota for 
making decisions about conservation and development? Not because of any fault 
of the society, but rather because we never have invested in the research required 
to compile it. This deficiency, then, is what SB 2341 proposes to redress. And 
Killdeer Mountain is the pressure point where we should begin. I offer praise to the 
authors and sponsors of this bill for responding sensibly to a rapidly unfolding 
situation. 
 
I have one modest suggestion to make in regard to the bill. The research base 
required for Killdeer Mountain is both historical and archeological, whereas the 
bill speaks only of archeological work. It may be that the necessity for historical 
research is considered to be understood, for the practice of archeology requires 
historical research as a guide and basis. Personally, I think it would be better to 
refer in the bill to “historical and archeological” work, not just archeological, but 
then, I am a professional historian and perhaps overly sensitive. 
 
More important, we should pay attention to those offering testimony as to the 
profound significance of Killdeer Mountain as a cultural landmark and a heritage 
landscape. They inform us that Killdeer Mountain is a site of religious and cultural 
importance to several native peoples of the region. It was the site, too, in 1864, of 
one of the most significant military engagements in the history of Indian-white 
conflict on the northern plains. And its environs are known, are documented, to be 
rich in archeological material. 
 
This bill is not about stopping development. It is about intelligent development. It 
is about conservation of resources and recognition of our heritage. As an 
established scholar whose commitment to North Dakota is both fervent and 
palpable, I commend this bill to you without reservation. Thank you, again. 
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http://bismarcktribune.com/news/columnists/killdeer-mountains-threatened-by-process/article_1797841e-6ed9-11e2-ab42-0019bb2963f4.html 
5 February 2013 
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   By Tom Isern 
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Broadcast 6 February 2013, Prairie Public Radio 

http://www.prairiepublic.org/radio/radio-programs-a-z/plains-folk?post=47331 
 


