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Foreword 
 

By Aaron Barth 

 

Aaron Barth, a native of Bismarck, North Dakota, is Executive Director of the 

Northern Plains Heritage Foundation. 

 

 

Hello and good afternoon. I don’t think I’m mistaken to say that everyone who is 

convening here for this book discussion already had and continues to have an 

inherent interest in the history and heritage of the northern Plains. There is 

something unique about North Dakota and the northern plains. I am not just saying 

this because a lot of us may be from the northern plains. New North Dakotans and 

visitors to our area often tell me, “You all have a serious understanding and interest 

in your past.” 

 

In 2009 the United States Congress codified this serious understanding and interest 

with the passage of U.S. Public Law 111-11 and 111-88, bringing the Northern 

Plains National Heritage Area (NPNHA) into existence. Today our heritage area is 

one of forty-nine national heritage areas in the United States, a long extension of 

the first heritage area created on August 24, 1984, when President Ronald Reagan 

signed legislation that brought the Illinois & Michigan Canal National Heritage 

Area into existence. While we are unified as a nation, heritage areas elevate our 

regional particulars to this national platform.  

 

Heritage areas, in short, are what we want them to be. There is guidance, sure. But 

there is infinite opportunity to reflect on the past. We get to think about the kind of 

discussion we would like to have, and listen to the discussions that others put 

forward. These kinds of discussions nourish the spirit and inform the present. 

Through analogy, we get to consider that, for example, when Lewis & Clark 

arrived in what would become the NPNHA, they encountered not just Native 

America, but also an entire cross-section of indigenous tribes and nations that had 

just as much if not greater complexity than regional tribes and nations of other 

continents, including Europe, Asia, Africa, and South America.  

 

We get to ponder this, when we come together to ponder. Consider Dr. Michael J. 

Yellow Bird, enrolled member of the Three Affiliated Tribes, director of 

Indigenous Tribal Studies at NDSU. Yellow Bird’s work focuses on how the past 



ii 

 

informs health care and cultural rights today, a skillset that would have been handy 

to the original Corps of Discovery. Or consider Dr. Frank P. Varney, Associate 

Professor of History at Dickinson State University and Civil War scholar. Varney’s 

understanding of the Civil War contributes to the larger understanding of the 

military and railroad industrial arrival onto the northern Great Plains in post-Civil 

War America, what world historian James Belich calls the Anglo-Settler 

revolution. Or consider Dakota Goodhouse, enrolled Standing Rock member, 

winter count expert, theologian and artist, and historian and instructor with United 

Tribes Technical College, Bismarck. 

 

Heritage areas are living history. Every one of them. We know this because we 

know descendants of the historical actors we are discussing today. The lot of us in 

this room think about the landscapes in which that history took place. We have 

heritage. We have roots. We have a historical sense of place. And we keep it alive 

by engaging in this continued dialog with the past. 
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1. Readers Welcome! 
 

By Thomas D. Isern 

 

Thomas D. Isern is Professor of History & University Distinguished Professor at 

North Dakota State University, where he also is founding director of the Center for 

Heritage Renewal. 

 

 

This circular is issued in support of book discussions to be convened at public 

libraries in the Northern Plains National Heritage Area. Book discussions are a 

good, old-fashioned way of getting into history, and public libraries are the logical 

places to do it. 

 

If you are picking up this circular as a guide to reading about the history of our 

region, or if you are coming together with neighbors to talk about works of history, 

then you are neither special nor abnormal. As works by scholars such as Roy 

Rosenzweig and David Thelen, and David Glassberg, have shown, the sense of the 

past among American adults is evident and strong. We do history, we read history, 

we enjoy history, whether or not we did when we were in school. 

 

Moreover, despite frequent pronouncements by hasty commentators that the day of 

the book is over, that print books in particular will disappear before the onslaught 

of digital communications, print books are proving resilient, in fact are thriving. As 

of this writing, book sales in America have resurged, with the market share of 

digital works shrinking, but that of print works making up the difference with 

increased sales.  

 

All of which is a powerful argument for the importance of public libraries, both as 

centers of community and also as places for—books. The Center for Heritage 

Renewal, then, is happy to have the support of the Northern Plains Heritage 

Foundation to collaborate with public libraries in a program series focusing on—

books. 

  

The books under discussion are ones having to do with the identified heritage 

themes (see Chapter 4) of the Northern Plains National Heritage Area. The way 

this works is that the center consults with interested public libraries to schedule 

book discussions; buys books in quantity and delivers them to the libraries for 
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check-out; and arranges for recognized scholars to come to the libraries and talk 

about the books on designated days. The librarians take care of the important work 

on site, thereby earning the thanks of all of us. 

 

Aaron Barth, executive director of the Northern Plains National Heritage Area, 

argues that citizens of this region have a particularly close relationship with our 

heritage, that we wear it on our sleeves. The experience of the Center for Heritage 

Renewal, and of the public libraries hosting this discussion series, is that we also 

have a powerful predilection for reading and a reverence for books. 

 

Come join the discussions. Have some coffee. Get into our heritage. 
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2. The Northern Plains National Heritage Area 
 

The United States Congress has created forty-nine national heritage areas. One is 

in North Dakota: the Northern Plains National Heritage Area. Read about 

national heritage areas and see a map of them all here –   

 

http://www.nps.gov/heritageareas/ 

 

 

In 1984 President Ronald Reagan, assenting to an act of the United States 

Congress, signed the first national heritage area into existence, creating the Illinois 

& Michigan Canal National Heritage Corridor Act. In 2009 Congress created the 

Northern Plains National Heritage Area. 

 

A national heritage area is a place designated by Congress where natural, cultural, 

historic, and scenic resources combine to form a cohesive, nationally distinctive 

landscape arising from patterns of human activity shaped by geography. In other 

words, it is a place where the history, scenery, or culture is so important that it 

deserves national recognition. 
 

The goal of the Northern Plains National Heritage Area is to develop long-term 

educational benefits through heritage tourism in cooperation with private and 

public partners. Like other national heritage areas, the Northern Plains National 

Heritage Area is geared towards sustainable, long-term benefits. This includes 

sustainable economic development; cultivating a healthy regional environment; 

and improving the quality of life. On average, national heritage areas have seen an 

economic return of $5.50 for every federal dollar expended.  

 

The NPHNA engages in heritage education and heritage tourism. This includes 

building bridges and finding partnerships that speak to historic preservation and 

community development projects; documentation and conservation of cultural 

traditions and artifacts, including paintings, archives, oral histories, and video 

histories; natural resource conservation; and recreational 

development projects. 

 

The National Park Service provides planning and technical 

assistance, and limited financial support, to national heritage areas. 
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Like the others, the NPNHA is substantially a locally-run, community oriented 

enterprise. 

 

Parts of the foregoing description of the NPNHA and of national heritage areas 

are adapted from the NPNHA website. 

 

 

 
 

Graphic Image of the NPNHA, adopted 2015 
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3. The Northern Plains Heritage Foundation 
 

The Northern Plains Heritage Foundation receives limited financial support from 

the National Park Service to be expended for the purposes of the Northern Plains 

National Heritage Area. 

 

 

The Northern Plains Heritage Foundation is the local coordinating entity for the 

Northern Plains National Heritage Area, one of the forty-nine national heritage 

areas in the United States. The NPHF develops the management plan for the 

NPNHA. With its funds from the NPS, the NPHF makes grants to 501(c)3 non-

profit organizations and other entities to carry out programs for the NPNHA. This 

can mean funding for educational development, scientific and archaeological 

investigations, development of interpretive programs, and protection of historic 

locations and sites. 

 

This study guide, as well as the discussion programs associated with it, are 

produced under a grant from the NPHF. 

 

Contact the Northern Plains Heritage Foundation 

 

Aaron L. Barth 

Northern Plains Heritage Foundation 

401 W Main Street 

Mandan ND 58554  

 

701-663-4758 

 

northernplainsheritage.org 

 



 

 

 

 
 



7 

 

 

4. Heritage Themes of the Northern Plains 
 

The book discussion series supported by this study guide is based on the three 

designated heritage themes of the Northern Plains National Heritage Area. In its 

support of the NPNHA, the Northern Plains Heritage Foundation encourages 

programming to “increase public awareness of local history” and to “enhance the 

quality of community character, promote a stronger sense of place, and strengthen 

the region's identity.” So we come together, inspired by great books, to discuss our 

heritage. 

 

Heritage Themes of the Northern Plains National Heritage Area 

Theme Description Sites 

1 Homeland of 

the Mandan 

and Hidatsa 

Consider these northern prairies, 

bisected by the great Missouri 

River, as they were before white 

explorers, soldiers, and traders 

penetrated the territory. The great 

metropolis was the collection of 

towns established by the Mandan 

and Hidatsa—master farmers, 

proprietors of the region’s trade 

center, possessors of proud 

cultures. Later joined by the 

Arikara from downriver, they 

compose the Mandan-Hidatsa-

Arikara Nation today. 

Fort Mandan, Knife 

River Indian 

Villages National 

Historic Site, On-a-

Slant Village, Chief 

Looking Village, 

Huff Village State 

Historic Site, 

Menoken Village 

State Historic Site, 

Double Ditch State 

Historic Sites, 

Cross Ranch State 

Park, Molander 

Indian Village State 

Historic Site, Chief 

Looking’s Village 

2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lewis and 

Clark, 

Sacagawea, 

and the 

Corps of the 

Northwest 

Discovery 

Agents of the enterprising 

American republic, the Corps of 

Discovery ascended the Missouri 

in search of scientific discoveries, 

ethnographic knowledge, economic 

opportunities for American traders, 

and a possible route to the riches of 

the Pacific. The results were 

Lewis and Clark 

Interpretive Center, 

Fort Mandan, Fort 

Abraham Lincoln, 

Knife River 

Villages National 

Historic Site 
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2 

cont. 

mixed, but the corps engaged the 

native peoples of the northern 

plains, initiated commerce upriver 

from the Mississippi Valley, and 

gave Americans an idea of the 

potential of the Louisiana 

Territory. 

3 George 

Custer and 

the 7th 

Cavalry 

Custer famously departed Fort 

Abraham Lincoln, Dakota 

Territory, to campaign against the 

Lakota, Dakota, and Cheyenne in 

1876, never to return. Elizabeth 

Custer and the others at Fort 

Lincoln learned there of his demise 

at the Greasy Grass, or Little Big 

Horn. This was not Custer’s first 

foray campaigning on the northern 

plains, however. In 1873 Custer 

commanded the cavalry protecting 

the Northern Pacific Railroad 

survey, and in 1874 he led the 

Black Hills Expedition—both 

ventures that struck to the heart of 

native territories. 

Fort Abraham 

Lincoln, the 

Northern Pacific 

Railroad, Camp 

Hancock State 

Historic Site 

 

Read about the historic themes of the NPNHA, talk about them, and then get out to 

explore them! 
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5. Encounters at the Heart of the World 
 

Author Fenn, Elizabeth A. 

Title Encounters at the Heart of the World: A History of the Mandan 

People 

Publisher New York: Hill & Wang, 2014; paper, 2015 

 

What’s So Great about This Book? 

 

For one thing, Encounters won the Pulitzer Prize for History in 2015! It also was 

awarded the Stubbendieck Great Plains Distinguished Book Prize, presented by the 

Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska. The judges there 

appreciated how Fenn carries her scholarship with a grace accessible to a broad 

public. “Although an academic publication,” said the Stubbendick judges, “it is 

also eminently readable, for both the specialist and the amateur Great Plains 

historian.” 

 

The judges, too, admired Fenn’s narrative technique. She and the readers know the 

story eventually will arrive at the catastrophic smallpox year of 1837, but she 

nevertheless succeeds in “pulling the reader into the plot of a reversed detective 

story.” 

 

Embedded into the narrative is the author herself—sometimes on a bicycle, as 

Fenn is a dedicated cyclist—uncovering and savoring the history and culture of the 

Mandan. This sort of personal scholarship, including use of first person, has 

become common in the past twenty years and, in the case of Encounters, is 

generally considered successful. 

 

Readers unfamiliar with Mandan culture, as contrasted with stereotypical Plains 

Indian cultures, learn the importance of agriculture to these people of the northern 

plains and their expertise in practicing it. “There were thus two ways of living on 

the plains,” Fenn writes. “One was to hunt on the steppe. The other was to farm in 

the river valleys. The traffic in foodstuffs made each more sustainable” (243). 

Discussion of agricultural production leads to two other distinctive elements in the 

Mandan story: the lives and power of Mandan women, and the importance of the 

villages of the Upper Missouri as a nexus of trade. 
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Fenn, a historian, illustrates the synthetic power of her discipline by pulling in the 

work of archeology, ethnology, and various scientific disciplines along with 

insights from native sources. Frequently she refocuses the story on details that 

others might overlook—such as the arrival in Mandan country of the Norway rat in 

1825. “As luck would have it, these invaders were particularly successful at the 

Knife River villages, having stumbled into an unlikely bonanza,” Fenn notes (292). 

On the page opposite this quote appears a sketch of a cache pit packed with corn 

and squash. Readers are moved to imagine the destructive consequences of 

invading rats on a people who stored their livelihood in the ground. 

 

Despite the many travails faced by the Mandan through the centuries, Fenn 

fashions a narrative not of victimhood but of resilience. The Mandan, she tells a 

reporter from the Colorado Independent, “proved to be astonishingly resilient in 

the face of all kinds of difficulties. I don’t want to deny the horror of what has been 

inflicted on Native people, but I think that it’s a two-sided coin. On the one hand, 

what native people endured is absolutely unconscionable. On the other hand, their 

resilience and determination to adhere to traditions is just amazing and admirable.” 

 

 
George Catlin’s painting of Mandan earthlodge village (http://academic.emporia.edu) 
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The Author 

 

Elizabeth A. Fenn is Walter and Lucienne Driskill 

Professor of Western American History, University of 

Colorado. She holds a PhD in history from Yale 

University. Her earlier (2001) book, Pox Americana: 

The Great Smallpox Epidemic of 1775-82, provided her 

with an understanding of the dynamics and effects of 

epidemic diseases useful to her understanding of 

Mandan history. Returning her research to the northern 

plains, Fenn is now writing a biography of Sakakawea. 

 

To hear Fenn talk about her life and work in her own words, view this CNN video 

from the 2015 National Book Festival –  

 

http://www.c-span.org/video/?327838-1/elizabeth-fenn-encounters-heart-world 

 

Critical Reviews 

 

North Dakota’s own Tracy Potter, writing in the Journal of the Early American 

Republic, heralded publication of Encounters in these words: “It was way past due. 

A readable history of the fascinating Mandan nation has long been needed, and 

now it exists.” 

 

Reviewers are in near-unanimous agreement with a writer in H-Net who says, 

“Fenn’s work is a magisterial account of the Mandan people, researched and 

written in a way that privileges Native voices, places, and particularly narrative.” 

 

Perhaps the best single review of Encounters appears in the Journal of American 

History. The reviewer there writes, 

 

Elizabeth A. Fenn reverses traditional depictions of the Mandan and places 

them at the “heart” of Great Plains culture. . . . Fenn has gone far beyond the 

parameters of ethnohistory and has created an account of the Mandans that 

not only integrates the findings of archaeologists and anthropologists with 

historical accounts but also relies on climatology, geology, epidemiology, 

and nutritional sciences to create this rich history of a Great Plains people 

who were traders and farmers, rather than hunters and raiders. 

 

 
Photo U. Colorado website 
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Fenn’s most insightful sections come when, relying on her extensive 

epidemiological knowledge, she shows how a smallpox outbreak in 1781 

first frayed the fabric of the Mandans’ sedentary agricultural world. Faced 

with crisis the Mandan maintained their religious and ritual practices by 

allowing a greater number of people to care for the sacred bundles. The 

author also shows how new leadership changed what seemed a pathway to 

demise. . . . Fenn has shown us how the Mandan repeatedly changed and 

adapted to new circumstances and tragedies, and she provides a strong 

model for indigenous continuity, despite the dramatic reduction in 

population. 

 

Questions to Consider 

 

1. The long tenure of the Mandans on the Upper Missouri has been achieved 

despite daunting challenges, changes, and catastrophes. Start a list of these. 

(Aside: if you know something of Mandan life after the period covered by 

Fenn, feel free to extend the list into the twentieth century.) 

 

2. How can the remarkable resilience of the Mandan be analyzed and explained? 

What is to be learned from this? 

 

3. Consider the Mandan as farmers and as traders. How do their achievements 

situate them in the history of the northern plains as a region? 

 

4. Consider the cultural, economic, and political situation of women in Mandan 

society. How does this help to explain their achievements and resilience? 

 

5. What details of Mandan life most impress you as a reader and a northern 

plainsperson? 

 

6. How is Encounters different from other histories of Plains Indian nations? 

 

7. A white woman from Boulder comes to the northern plains to write a history of 

the Mandan people, determined to place the Mandan themselves at the center of 

the narrative. Discuss. 
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6. Lewis and Clark among the Indians 
 

Author Ronda, James P. 

Title Lewis and Clark among the Indians 

Publisher Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1984; paper Bicentennial 

Edition, 2002 

 

What’s So Great about This Book? 

 

Get a group of scholars together, and they are likely to agree that Lewis and Clark 

among the Indians is the best single book about the Corps of Discovery. This is 

partly because Ronda’s book broke new ground by attempting to reconstruct, as no 

scholar had before, the American Indian side of what previously had been 

considered by white EuroAmericans to have been an adventure story. It is also, 

however, because at the time of the Lewis and Clark Bicentennial, Ronda made 

better sense of it for EuroAmericans than did any other historian. 

 

Ronda writes in Smithsonian magazine, “Much of this bicentennial celebration is 

good, clean family fun that’s both informative and entertaining. But in all this 

hoopla I fear that we may miss the underlying significance of the Lewis and Clark 

story and the chance to connect these early explorers to the larger and richer stories 

of our past. On the road with Thomas Jefferson’s Corps of Discovery, or even 

standing alongside the trail as they pass by, we meet ourselves, and more 

important, we meet people who are not ourselves.” 

 

Sure, Ronda says, the narrative of the Corps of Discovery is a great adventure 

story. Remember, at the same time, that the corps comprised a diverse lot of 

adventurers—diverse as to ethnicity, social background, and gender—“a human 

community as diverse as any in America today,” Ronda says. Most important, 

though, “native people of both sexes lie at the heart of the Lewis and Clark 

journey; it is they who make it such a compelling story.” 
 

Ronda’s method in Lewis and Clark among the Indians is notable in two ways. 

First, he practices what he calls “exploration ethnography,” deep description 

embracing not only the native peoples encountered by Lewis and Clark but also 

Lewis and Clark and their compatriots—because they, too, were being encountered 

and examined. Second, because he lacks indigenous sources as to just what went 

down two centuries before on the Upper Missouri, Ronda engages in 
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reconstruction and a certain amount of speculation. Just what was the situation of 

the indigenous peoples who found these travelers coming upriver? Why were they 

so resistant to the program of action pushed upon them? Were the Brulé, whom 

literary historian Bernard de Voto called “bullyboys” and compared to “storm 

troopers,” really such, or were they just good citizens of the plains representing 

their national interests intelligently? Was it unreasonable for the peoples of the 

Upper Missouri to reject the free-trade ideas of Lewis and Clark, when the captains 

proposed the United States sell guns to everyone, including their enemies?   

 

Before other scholars of prairie history were doing it, Ronda ascribed agency to 

Indigenous people. This is to say, he did not see American Indians as waiting 

around to see what EuroAmericans might do next. Rather, he saw them as 

autonomous agents, pursuing their interests actively and intelligently 

 

Scholar of Indigenous and Tribal Studies Michael J. Yellowbird argues that 

however much Ronda may have updated the understanding of events around the 

Corps of Discovery, and however much he may have made sense of them for 

EuroAmerican citizens, his book is “still a settler colonial account that other-izes 

the Indigenous Peoples.” There remains the task of explaining these events from an 

Indigenous standpoint. That task, however, begins from another place than if 

Ronda had not written Lewis and Clark among the Indians. 

 

 The Author 

 

James Ronda, professor emeritus from the University of 

Tulsa, was the long-time holder of the H. G. Barnard 

Chair in Western American History. He holds a PhD 

from the University of Nebraska and is a past president of 

the Western History Association. Ronda is the author of 

an impressive catalog of books, including Astoria and 

Empire; From Conquest to Conservation: Thomas 

Jefferson and the Changing West; and Jefferson’s West: 

A Journey with Lewis and Clark. Ronda is known as a 

stirring teacher and a rousing lecturer. His insights and 

his presence have made him a favorite media consultant. 

 

Ronda was a significant talking head for Ken Burns’s documentary treatment of 

the Lewis & Clark Expedition. You can read a PBS interview with him here –  

 

http://www.pbs.org/lewisandclark/archive/ronda.html 

 
astoria200.org 
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Critical Reviews 

 

“Among the many items written about the explorers,” writes a critic for the 

American Historical Review, “this book is the first that makes a serious effort to 

examine the motivations of the native Americans along the expedition route. . . . In 

so doing, the author focuses on the Indian side of the story to an extent never 

before tried and with a high degree of success.” What the reviewer here notes are 

exactly the facets that caused Ronda himself to call his work “radical.” 

 

The AHR reviewer continues, “Several themes emerge as the central focus of this 

study. Despite concerted efforts to understand and accommodate Indian practices, 

the explorers brought with them cultural biases that prevented them from 

recognizing the significant motivations of their tribal hosts. . . . Ronda contends 

that American economic and diplomatic objectives were always uninformed and 

often simply wrong-headed; his research supports this view. But Lewis and Clark 

combined good sense and good luck to succeed as data gatherers for the nation.” 

 

The reviewer for the American Indian Quarterly also notes Ronda’s emphasis on  

 

the efforts made by Lewis and Clark to accomplish this objective and 

concludes that they never really comprehended the economics and politics of 

the inter-tribal alliances and relationships. For example, their efforts to unite 

the Missouri River villagers (Arikaras, Hidatsas, Mandans) into an alliance 

against the Tetons failed because the explorers could not understand 

relationships of the type which on one day would find the tribes engaged in 

hostilities with one another and the next day bartering agricultural goods, 

horses, and weapons. . . . The author concludes that the expedition was a 

success in accumulating a vast amount of information about the region 

traversed, but that it failed to weld the Indians into the American system. . . . 

The failure in part is attributed to Lewis' and Clark's treatment of the Indian 

leaders as children when, in fact, they were mature adults who at that time 

still had freedom to choose those things which the Americans had to offer 

which best served their needs and to reject what did not. 

 

The Great Plains Quarterly acknowledges that with more than a hundred books 

published on the Lewis and Clark expedition, Ronda had to push the envelope of 

interpretation to forge a new interpretation. Ronda, the reviewer says, “adopts two 

strategies: reconstructions of events illuminated by retrospective understanding; 

and spatial analyses of strategic relationships between the different groups of 

Indian, English, and Canadian traders and the Corps of Discovery as the 
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representative of American interests.” In other words, Ronda, at a distance in time 

from the events, thinks hard about them in order to discern patterns of motivation. 

At a distance in space, he examines relationships on the map, reconstructing the 

real politics of the region. 

 

What most critics struggled with, but came to accept, was that Ronda did not 

lionize Lewis and Clark and heroes or tout their success uncritically. “As Ronda 

presents it,” says the reviewer for the William and Mary Quarterly, “the chief 

concern of the captains (aside from the physical problems of moving across the 

continent) was to draw the Indians into the American network of trade. . . . Lewis 

and Clark pressed the message endlessly and sought, as a corollary, to make peace 

between hostile tribes. The captains, reflecting their own culture, came with an air 

of superiority, thinking that they could easily impose their plans upon the chiefs 

and the tribes. In this expectation they again and again were frustrated.” 

 

Questions to Consider 

 

1. What are the understood purposes for which President Jefferson dispatched the 

Corps of Discovery in to the west? How well prepared were his agents to 

accomplish those purposes? 

 

2. Consider the Indigenous peoples of the Upper Missouri—the Teton, the 

Arikara, and the Mandan and Hidatsa in particular. What were the established 

relationships among them? What were their concerns, therefore? How, then, did 

they receive Lewis and Clark and their instructions? 

 

3. What sort of things, as ethnographers and diplomats, did Lewis and Clark come 

to understand? What things did they fail to comprehend? 

 

4. It seems the relationships among the Mandans, the Hidatsas, and the Corps of 

Discovery may have been more complex that those of just genial hosts and 

invited guests. How does Ronda present the dynamics of the Mandan Winter? 

 

5. Why would Ronda call his own book “radical”? Was it? Is it? 

 

6. Ronda says the Mandan chief Sheheke “did not know how much those 

explorers had forever changed his world” (251). How had his world changed? 
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7. Jay Cooke’s Gamble 
 

Author Lubetkin, M. John  

Title Jay Cooke’s Gamble: The Northern Pacific Railroad, the Sioux, and 

the Panic of 1873 

Publisher Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2006; paper, 2014 

 

What’s So Great about This Book? 

 

Early the morning of June 20, 1873, an ungainly caravan set out from Fort Rice, 

the frontier army post on the Missouri River south of present-day Mandan. 

Infantry, cavalry, and artillerymen comprised more than 1300 soldiers. Along with 

came the scouts, the mule-drawn wagons, the ambulances, even the hunting dogs 

of some of the officers. 
 

Among whom, most prominent, 

was Lieutenant Colonel George 

A. Custer, commanding the 

cavalry. He did not have overall 

command of the expedition, 

which lay with Colonel David 

S. Stanley, who once had been a 

crack officer, but by now had 

slipped into alcoholism. 

 

The troops were here to protect 

the Northern Pacific railroad 

survey party headed by an ex-

Confederate, Thomas L. Rosser. 

Somewhere to the west, the 

Hunkpapa people, along with 

their Lakota and Cheyenne 

allies, were watching, and were 

developing a determination to 

stop this invasion of their 

homeland. 

 

Bloody Knife, Arikara scout for Custer in 1873 

National Archives 
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The 1873 railroad survey, during which Sitting Bull and the Hunkpapa confronted 

Custer and the surveyors, is the climax of John Lubetkin’s book, Jay Cooke’s 

Gamble. What does Jay Cooke, the heroic financier of the Union during the Civil 

War, have to do with this story in Dakota Territory? 

 

At this point the Northern Pacific Railroad was stalled out at Bismarck; it could not 

build on west until it had a feasible route. Cooke, the financier, was determined to 

finish the transcontinental line as a matter of personal destiny. This was Cooke’s 

gamble: that he backed construction of the NP into the West River. He had not 

reckoned with the determination of the natives of the place. 

 

The big fight took place on the Yellowstone on August 4, 1873, with the Hunkpapa 

attacking Custer’s cavalry in good order, but giving way when Stanley brought up 

the infantry and artillery. Although Custer held the field, in fact got great credit 

and publicity from the fight on the Yellowstone, that very publicity was a major 

cause for the bankruptcy of Jay Cooke, shutting down construction of the railroad. 

Thus the failure of Jay Cooke’s gamble—or, we might say, the determined 

resistance of the Hunkpapa defending their homeland—had great consequence for 

the history of the northern plains. 

 

The Author 

 

John Lubetkin, raised in Manhattan, is a 

graduate of Union College, where he was a 

history major. He is a retired cable television 

entrepreneur and executive, having spent thirty-

two years in the business and co-founded The 

Learning Channel. On publication of Jay 

Cooke’s Gamble, his retirement project, 

Lubetkin won the Spur Award for Best 

Historical Fiction, Western Writers of America; 

the John Carroll Award from the Little Big 

Horn Associates; and the Best Book Award 

from the Northern Pacific Railway Association. 

Since then he has edited and published documentary histories of the 1872 and 1873 

railroad surveys and written a historical novel, Custer’s Gold. Lubetkin lives in 

McLean, Virginia. His #1 favorite book is Robert Utley’s The Lance and the 

Shield, a biography of Sitting Bull. 

 

  

 
truewestmagazine.com 
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Critical Reviews 

 

Reviewers, such as that of the Western Historical Quarterly, clearly grasp the 

scope of Lubetkin’s narrative and the importance of the railroad surveys. “Once the 

Missouri River was crossed and the Yellowstone Country penetrated,” says the 

WHQ critic,  

 

military escorts accompanied these forays in anticipation of resistance from 

the Sioux and other Northern Plains tribes. Such concerns proved warranted, 

and on many occasions clashes occurred. The author provides an especially 

detailed chronicle of the 1873 expedition in which George Armstrong Custer 

and Sitting Bull played major roles. Indeed, the author contends that the 

Native resistance to the Northern Pacific's westward advance, as popularly 

recounted, and arguably exaggerated by Custer at the time, was a critical 

factor in causing the failure of Jay Cooke and Company in 1873. 

 

“The Sioux, determined to prevent the railroad's penetration of their lands,” relates 

the Journal of Military History, 

 

repeatedly attacked the surveying parties, and increasingly large military 

escorts were needed. In his discussion of these events, Lubetkin carefully 

examines the decisions and actions by commanders assigned to escort duty, 

such as Eugene M. Baker, David S. Stanley, and George A. Custer. . . . the 

negative publicity generated by Indian fights (the most damaging reports 

being authored by Custer) caused investors to stop purchasing Cooke's 

railroad bonds, and construction beyond Bismarck was halted. 

  

 “Without a doubt,” says the American Review of Canadian Studies, 

 

Jay Cooke's Gamble is a fascinating tale told with verve and enthusiasm. 

Basically, it argues that Jay Cooke's decision to arrange the financing of the 

construction of the most northerly transcontinental railway in the United 

States and, more specifically, to commence surveys immediately through the 

unsettled territories beyond Bismarck, precipitated a chain of events that 

culminated in the financial Panic of 1873 and a plethora of other major 

consequences—namely, the resuscitation of Custer's career, the flare-up of 

the Sioux War, the settlement of the northern Great Plains, the construction 

of the Canadian Pacific Railway, and the founding of Yellowstone National 

Park. Lubetkin is strongest on the story of the surveyors and the military. 
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Based on extensive reading in journals, correspondence, and newspapers, his 

account is persuasive and compelling. 

 

“There is something for everyone in this book.”—USA Today 

 

Questions to Consider 

 

1. There were many military misadventures during the crucial railroad survey of 

1873, but when hostilities precipitated, how well did Custer and his cavalry 

acquit themselves? 

 

2. Whereas Lubetkin does a great job filling in the biographies and analyzing the 

tactics of EuroAmerican actors, their Indian antagonists remain shadowy 

figures, whose military actions seem less well developed. Connecting the dots 

yourself, how well did the Hunkpapa and their allies do in their opposition to 

the surveys? 

 

3. What do we learn from Lubetkin’s book about the actions of eastern capitalists, 

military leaders, railroad specialists, and Indigenous leaders in the historical 

development of territorial Dakota? Might things have worked out differently? 

 

4. Jay Gould was a capitalist of the Gilded Age. What sort of man was he? Was he 

a robber baron? Was he a patriot? And what role did such individuals have in 

the development of the West? 

 
On return from the expedition of 1873, George and Libbie Custer settled into quarters at Fort Abraham Lincoln. 

Wikipedia Commons 
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8. The Northern Plains Heritage Book Club 
 

Despite the preoccupation of this project with books in print, we do love digital 

communications! Especially as a means to broaden and deepen our book 

discussions. The social media site Goodreads is well adapted to hosting book clubs 

of readers with common interests. 

 

 

The online forum associated with our book discussion project is the Northern 

Plains Heritage Book Club. Its online home is Goodreads, a social media site for 

readers. Goodreads is free, participation in the book club is free, it’s all free. Come 

on in. To find the book club, do this: 

 

1. Go to goodreads.com 

2. Open a free account 

3. Go to the tab, Groups 

4. Use the “Find Groups by Title or Description” dialog box 

5. Join the group and jump into discussions 

 

You don’t have to be a participant in the in-person discussions at the public 

libraries in order to take part in the book club. 

 

This online venue is the place, too, where you can make suggestions for books to 

be included in future discussion series. 



 

 

 

 
 



23 

 

9. Further Reading 
 

The book discussion series supported by this study guide treats only three books, 

one for each heritage theme of the Northern Plains National Heritage Area. The 

brief bibliography below points to other excellent books developing the heritage 

themes, as well as to enrichment materials in other formats. Enjoy your 

exploration of the northern plains! 

 

 

Homeland of the Mandan and Hidatsa 

 

Gilman, Carolyn. The Way to Independence: Memories of a Hidatsa Indian 

Family, 1840-1920. St. Paul: Minnesota Historical Society Press, 1987. 

 

Meyer, Roy W. The Village Indians of the Upper Missouri: The Mandans, 

Hidatsas, and Arikaras. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1977. 

 

Peters, Virginia Bergman. Women of the Earth Lodges: Tribal Life on the Plains. 

Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2000. 

 

Wilson, Gilbert L. Buffalo Bird Woman's Garden: Agriculture of the Hidatsa 

Indians. Reprint, St. Paul: Minnesota Historical Society Press, 1987. 

 

Wood, W. Raymond and Thomas D. Thiessen. Early Fur Trade on the Northern 

Plains: Canadian Traders among the Mandan and Hidatsa Indians, 1738–

1818. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2000. 

 

Potter, Tracy. Sheheke, Mandan Indian Diplomat: The Story of White Coyote, 

Thomas Jefferson, and Lewis and Clark. Helena: Farcountry Press, 2003. 

 

Lewis and Clark, Sacagawea, and the Corps of the Northwest Discovery 

 

Duncan, Dayton. Out West: An American Journey. New York: Viking, 1987. 

 

Goetzman, William H.  Exploration and Empire: The Explorer and the Scientist in 

the Winning of the American West. New York: Knopf, 1966. 

 

Jenkinson, Clay S. The Character of Meriwether Lewis. Washburn: Dakota 

Institute, 2011. 
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Jones, Landon Y. William Clark and the Shaping of the West. New York: Hill & 

Wang, 2004. 

 

Moulton, Gary E. Atlas of the Lewis & Clark Expedition. The Journals of the Lewis 

and Clark Expedition, Volume 1. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 

1983. 

 

Nelson, W. Dale. Interpreters with Lewis and Clark: The Story of Sacagawea and 

Toussaint Charbonneau. Denton: University of North Texas Press, 2004. 

 

George Custer and the 7th Cavalry 

 

Custer, George Armstrong. My Life on the Plains, Or, Personal Experiences with 

Indians. Reprint, Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1976. 

 

Marshall, Joseph M., III. The Day the World Ended at Little Bighorn: A Lakota 

History. New York:Viking, 2007. 

 

Stiles, T. J. Custer's Trials: A Life on the Frontier of a New America. New York: 

Knopf, 2015. 

 

Utley, Robert M. Custer: Cavalier in Buckskin. Norman: University of Oklahoma 

Press, 2001. 

 

Welch, James, and Paul Steckler. Killing Custer: The Battle of Little Big Horn and 

the Fate of the Plains Indians. New York: W. W. Norton, 1994. 

 

Wert, Jeffry D. Custer:The Controversial Life of George Armstrong Custer. New 

York: Simon & Schuster, 1997. 
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Appendix: Scholars Leading Discussions in 2016 
 

Dakota Goodhouse, an enrolled Standing Rock Sioux, is instructor 

of Native American studies at United Tribes Technical College, 

Bismarck, and previously taught at University of Mary. He has 

worked in several venues for public history and humanities, 

including Fort Abraham Lincoln State Park and the State 

Historical Society of North Dakota, and managed public 

programming for the North Dakota Humanities Council. He is the 

author of the notable weblog, First Scout, devoted to Native American culture and 

American western history. In public presentations such as his recent lecture to the 

Lakota History Conference, and in observances of sesquicentennial events of the 

Dakota War, he has proven a knowledgeable and accessible scholar. 

 

Michael Yellow Bird is a citizen of the Three Affiliated Tribes 

(Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara) and the holder of a PhD from the 

University of Wisconsin. He joined the NDSU faculty in the fall of 

2014 as professor and director of the Tribal and Indigenous 

Studies program at North Dakota State University. He previously 

held appointments at the University of British Columbia, 

University of Kansas, Arizona State University, and Humboldt 

State University. Among his teaching and research interests are indigenous 

peoples’ health, leadership, and cultural rights; the effects of colonization and 

methods of decolonization; traditional mindfulness and contemplative practices; 

ancestral and paleo eating and lifestyle; and the rights of Mother Earth. 

 

Frank Varney, associate professor of History at Dickinson State 

University, earned his PhD at Cornell University. A specialist in 

the Civil War era and a teacher by immersion, Varney leads 

student groups to Civil War battlefields and speaks frequently to 

Civil War Roundtables and historical societies. He teaches US and 

classical history at DSU, and while also fulfilling administrative 

functions, has made an outstanding record of scholarly 

publication. His new book published by Savas-Beatie, General  

Grant and the Rewriting of History, has received lavish academic reviews and 

impressive public recognition. In 2013 Varney was named DSU’s Distinguished 

Professor of the Year. 



 

 

 

 
 


