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Wyoming Law partners Andrew Baldwin and Berthenia Crocker helped me understand many of the issues discussed in the book, and while they played roles during parts of the legal battle over the Wind River, they’ve been rendered largely invisible in this book. This is because one of them, Berthenia, is my life partner, and I could show little objectivity in portraying someone I admire and love so much.





 

 

What we call man’s power over nature turns out to be a power exercised by some men over other men with nature as its instrument.

—C. S. LEWIS, The Abolition of Man
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Introduction

Writing about real events, one sometimes strains to accelerate the plodding tempo of everyday life and discourse to a more dramatic pace. In the case of the Wind River Valley, though, such frustrations are rare. If anything, the shorthand of hurriedly scribbled notes and the decorum of restrained storytelling may have on occasion reduced colorful speech and events to something less expressive than they were in real life.

I gathered material for this book over a period of fourteen years: first as a newspaper and magazine reporter; then as a friend of people in the valley, with no particular mission; and finally, with the more focused aim of producing this book. As a result, I reach into an enormous grab bag of material to bring forth a handful of story. Just as a historian must wrestle with the professional urge to include and footnote every last item of historical minutiae unearthed, I have struggled with what to put in and leave out of a book that might otherwise meander like a river that has spilled from canyon onto open plain.

This is a work of nonfiction—a declaration that seems more necessary today than it might have been a few decades ago. For brevity’s sake, I have sometimes compressed the chronology of events, but only when such modifications have no bearing on the narrative that constitutes the larger historical record. In one instance I have changed the name of a family, at their request, and some identifying characteristics in their story, to protect their privacy. The stories recounted represent my own research and experience, the accounts of others, and gleanings from historical records.

Few residents of the Wind River Valley have ever sought the spotlight; if anything, we who live here share a happy secret in our lack of notoriety, which helps to sustain the delicate natural beauty of the surrounding wildlands. If one can assign a lesson to a book like this (a hopeless task), mine would be: Every watershed in the country, even those straddled by urban sprawl, has its own particular and subtle order, its own vying cultures, its own imprinted past and imagined future, waiting to be discovered. So I would hope in the end that the people exposed in this book can find in it some worth to ease their discomfort, and then will be allowed to retreat into the community that owns them to continue with their private toils and affections.



Prologue

Seventeen years ago I drove a forest green Land Cruiser towing a U-Haul trailer from Washington, D.C., to Wyoming, two thousand miles horizontally and one mile up in elevation. Like a lot of people traveling west, I came with a joyful noise, opening the window now and then to shout hosannas at the prairie dogs in the badlands and the antelope in the bunchgrass. The plains emptied out around me and the mountains loomed ahead, and urban irritations fell away as the challenge of bad weather and chancy geography took their place. Antelope! by God, lifting their pronghorns to chew skeptically as we went shouting by. A river with geese on it, and the sky above the tent barnacled with stars!

My way into Wyoming was along the Bighorn River, which began farther west and higher up as the Wind River in the mountain range of the same name. The Bighorn joins with the Yellowstone River in Montana and flows to the Missouri and the Mississippi and the sea, but I was heading upstream on the two-lane highway that runs beside the river. It cuts through a small range called the Owl Creek Mountains, and here the name changes: everything above is Wind River, everything below is Bighorn. No one remembers why, but perhaps the Name Givers were influenced by the river’s illogical decision to cut through the mountains and go north, instead of taking the easy route east across the plains. The Owl Creeks enclose the lower end of a basin that, followed upstream, curves south, east, and then north, draining the towering Wind River Mountains in the west.

Entering the bottom of the steep canyon through the Owl Creeks, still seventy miles shy of the town where I would begin a new job, I passed a nondescript green sign that might well have marked merely the transition from one county to the next. But this one read ENTERING THE WIND RIVER INDIAN RESERVATION.

Throughout the West, that’s all the indication you get that you’ve crossed the border of an Indian reservation. You may feel, as I did, an uptick of curiosity—oh, I hadn’t realized there were Indians just here—but after a few moments of glancing about for something different, you’re simply in the West again, stunned by the scenery. There are no border guards, no sudden changes in pavement or roadside vegetation, no people in odd habitation or colorful dress.

The upper end of the canyon is sealed by a small dam that backs up a big blue reservoir with only a few power boats on it, and farther up the road I came to a little town with a Conoco gas station and a drugstore that made “the world’s finest” malt shakes. Things you find anywhere.

But much of this land was an Indian reservation, a place that has its own rules, a place created by a treaty between nations over a century ago, before Wyoming was a state.

To most Americans, reservations have faded from the everyday landscape, all but unseen except for those unobtrusive signs we pass occasionally along backroads west of the Mississippi. Reservations today rarely fit the expectations of the latter-day immigrants who are moving West, and what doesn’t fit becomes invisible.

Thanks to John Ford movies, we picture Indian country as high, open plains, a landscape both beautiful and bleak, populated thinly by traditional people on horseback and wearing braids; or we see it through occasional television news reports that highlight the poverty and despair on reservations. Traditional crafts and jewelry are sold at roadside shops, and sometimes tourists can attend powwows featuring dancing and drums and costumes. That’s about as much contact as a visitor without introductions can expect.

The federal government is in charge, sort of, and assists the people with various programs. As one drives through, it might seem that not much is going on around the rundown prefab housing in these little reservation towns. There is no “downtown,” no business district. The children are cute, but the teenagers and adults avoid eye contact with strangers. Generally, reservations are labeled “undeveloped,” and some parts may be considered dangerous. There are few signs telling you where to go.

One romantic notion about Native Americans is that they’re connected to the land in some sacred sense forever inaccessible to non-Indians. More plainly, an Indian’s link to the reservation is historical and indissoluble. An Indian can move from house to house, or to a faraway city, but his roots in the land of his tribe’s reservation will never be cut, because the reservation is not to be bought and sold.

It’s worth remembering, at the same time, that reservations are an unhandy accommodation set up by the grandsons of European immigrants for a conquered, darker-skinned people, where the conquerors still act as a “trustee” of tribal resources. While it is helpful sometimes to recite that reservations are “domestic dependent nations” with special status in the U.S. Constitution, they are also entangled in the laws and lives of their non-Indian neighbors, some of whom also have been there a long time, at least by non-Indian standards. Only in a few instances—the Shoshone at Wind River are one—were reservations demarked on a people’s ancestral homeland. And “home” was a seasonal concept for nomadic tribes before the European conquest: the Shoshone passed through the Wind River Valley like birds through a field.

Despite this adulterated origin, reservations are one key to the differences between whites and Indians. As an Indian, you’re part of a community interminably grounded in a place. For better or worse, it was the land of your parents and will be the land of your children, whether they live there or not. By your lineage, you share in its ownership with thousands of others, share in its responsibilities, its past, its suffering, its future. The minerals, the soils, and the water—that most essential resource in the West—are as mutual as ancestral blood. For the rest of us, it’s rarely so: We buy and sell property in widely various places, and drive our Land Cruisers from home to home.

A newcomer to the West is unlikely to arrive thinking about this. I certainly didn’t. The publication that had hired me covered environmental and resource issues throughout the Rocky Mountains, and the copies I’d studied made no mention of the reservation that began on the outskirts of Lander. I forgot the reservation boundary sign almost the moment I’d passed it. The map in my head was all peaks and alpine valleys, without subdivisions or boundaries or many people. The gleaming river that emerged from Wind River Canyon had begun its journey on the flanks of a 14,000-foot mountain, a bulging vertebra on the spine of the Rockies; it dropped down to a valley famous for its sunshine and good soil, then departed through this canyon. It was a smallish river, magnified by the twisting severity of the canyon it had cut, muscling over boulders and scouring trout holes beneath the drops. Eventually, blended with other rivers, it would pour out across the Mississippi Delta and become an insignificant drop in the Gulf of Mexico. But in the high basin that emptied through this canyon, the Wind River was something else. Fortunes would be made, history would be recast, hearts would be broken, all over this little cataract. On that first look, though, I only wondered: canoe or kayak?

There are certainly bigger river systems in the world than the Wind, rivers that have carried the ships and powered the turbines of great empires. But this small watershed has its unique historic knots to unravel, and its twists and turns lead the way through a struggle that has been going on for centuries, since the first European settlers came to the Americas. It is the unfinished struggle between Native Americans and the whites who surround and threaten to subsume them—once a military conflict, now a cultural war, complicated after all these years by the fact that neighbors, even antagonistic neighbors, know one another in intimate and sometimes affectionate ways. Stories about people who live along the river, taken together, help explain how the West became itself, and how it’s still taking new shapes, like a meander in spring runoff.

I drove my green Land Cruiser along the Wind River, impressed with the steep canyon walls, longing to dip my face in the tumbling water, thinking ahead to the valley where I would soon live. Travelers in the arid West have always followed its waters, from the ancient people who carved their stories in sandstone cliffs above springs to the immigrants who steered close to trickling draws as they crossed the desert in Conestoga wagons. In the years that followed my entrance through the canyon into the Wind River Valley, a landmark struggle would take place between Indians and non-Indians over the small river that plunged beside me, a struggle that would affirm what the explorer John Wesley Powell wrote in 1870: “In the whole region [of the West], land as mere land is of no value. What is really valuable is the water privilege.”

Following the river, I’ve found stories to tell—some old, some new. Rather than follow a time line, I’ve followed the river, pursuing an upstream journey that began in Wind River Canyon and will end at the headwaters near the Continental Divide. There are others who live along the Wind River who know much more. I hope they’ll tell their own stories when they’re ready.




CHAPTER 1

Wind River Canyon

A century ago, when a journey from the Union Pacific depot in Rawlins, Wyoming, to the Shoshone Indian Reservation meant 150 miles in a hard saddle across windy tablelands set with waist-high sagebrush, Indian Inspector James McLaughlin trekked to Wind River Canyon. On the long trip north, he rarely looked up at the tall skidding clouds, or down at the sudden draws that dropped through the floor of the plains. It was spring, but barely spring, and scalloped ridges of snow still snugged against the lee sides of the hills. The creeks were mostly still dry, deep cracks blistering across the dun-colored plain. The ground was as cold as a corpse, but in places where the sun could soften it, gnarls of dust rose behind the horses. Then the clouds would collide in the huge sky, and the whitened bone of parched land would be suddenly drenched. Bentonite in the soil would turn it to a paste that coated the wheels until they looked like gray balloons, so heavy and slippery that the horses couldn’t pull. McLaughlin would wait it out patiently. He was a twenty-five-year veteran of the Indian Service, and he’d made trips like this before into harsh corners of the plains that had been left to the Indians. The government recognized his knack for parleying with tribes, and it sent him all over the West. With experience and the trust he felt he’d earned among the Indians, he found these negotiations were not difficult; it was getting there that was hard.

The high desert McLaughlin crossed was the bottom of an evaporated ocean that once thinly covered the belly of the continent. Uplifted and emptied, the ocean bottom was turned back like a sheet and smoothed by wind. Along McLaughlin’s route were hogbacks of red sandstone and scatterings of jade on the ground, but only an avid rockhound would want to linger. Now and then spikes of granite poked through, including a pinkish hump like Split Rock, a landmark westward immigrants still looked for in McLaughlin’s time. West of the Rawlins uplift, the creeks drained into a desert bowl with no outlet—the Great Divide Basin, where the Continental Divide forks into west and east branches.

At night, if the wind wasn’t whistling, the coyotes howled; now and then, as the party headed north, they found a fire ring and grass munched down by pack animals. But there were more signs of death than life: the curled ribs of an antelope carcass, a collapsed homestead cabin with a fallen wooden cross over a child’s grave. An experienced traveler accepted the monotony, hardened himself to the artifacts of past suffering, and prepared for the unfriendliest weather. McLaughlin kept his gaze low and forward. This kind of open vista, this nakedness, had driven people mad.

Several days into the trip, the plateau suddenly dropped away. They couldn’t see the escarpment as they approached it, because the world had been flat for miles, but by then they had spotted the white peaks of the mountains rising above the long curve of horizon and knew the ordeal would end soon. They dropped off Beaver Rim and the world began to change.

The desolate prelude made the natural beauty of the Wind River all the more stirring. The valley is a small concavity of warm, still air and braided river bottom that would seem to have no place in the midst of the high desert. The plains form a huge moat to the east and south—much more intimidating distances in McLaughlin’s time than now—and on the other two sides rise knifelike peaks that only a fool, or an explorer like John Frémont, would scale. The basin was not without its own scabby draws and sagebrush snags, but the natural ramparts provided a sense of security missing on the trip north. The travelers were relieved, though no one said so. Thickly forested lake-dotted foothills sloped up to the west, and a weave of rippling water lined by cottonwoods etched the broad valley below.

McLaughlin had been the agent at Standing Rock in the Dakotas, a much bleaker post, where the Sioux leader Sitting Bull had been killed during McLaughlin’s tenure. Wind River, with its generous portions of lakes and timber and arable land, was unusually rich in resources for a reservation. He looked into the steep cut where the Wind River plunged through the Owl Creek Mountains and was particularly impressed. “It is really such a grand work of nature that I believe, when the transportation problem has been solved in that country, it will rival the Yellowstone Park and the Grand Canon [sic] of the Colorado as an attraction for lovers of scenic grandeur.”

McLaughlin’s mission to Wind River in 1896 did not directly concern the canyon, but an area just downstream. He was meeting with leaders of the Northern Arapaho and Eastern Shoshone tribes to discuss an enormous hot spring that flowed from a red sandstone outcrop over a white travertine shelf into the Bighorn River just north of the canyon. McLaughlin, who had been called “White Hair” by the Sioux during his years in South Dakota, came to negotiate the sale of the hot spring. Among the largest in the world, it poured out nearly 19 million gallons of scalding water daily, and frontier entrepreneurs were diverting it in crude ditches to tent-walled spas with names like the Hotel de Sagebrush. They had visions of a Saratoga-like health resort. First, though, there was the problem of land title: the spring and the surrounding lands belonged to the tribes.

McLaughlin considered himself sympathetic to Indians—his wife was part Santee Sioux—but he shared the prevalent view that white dominance of Indians was “natural law.” His role in dismantling the Sioux reservation had made him no allies among Sitting Bull’s followers, but he titled his memoirs My Friend, the Indian, and in them he sounded sympathetic indeed. “The Indian,” he wrote, “has been made the object of speculative persecution by every white man who felt that he needed what the Indian possessed.” Perhaps he touted the beauty and tourism potential of the canyon—which would remain in Indian hands—to distract attention from his role in relieving the tribes of the hot springs. The springs never became a western Saratoga, but today they are piped through commercial pools and resort motels in a state park.

Nowadays you will rarely see an Indian face at the hot springs, but once a year Native Americans turn out in force, and in costume, for a pageant called the Gift of the Waters. While local farm girls in moccasins and greasepaint sing praises to the hot spring, the legendary Shoshone chief Washakie raises his arms in welcome to the tourists and reads from a script: “I Washakie freely give to the Great White Father these waters beloved of my people that all may receive the great blessing of bodily health in the bathing. Red man or white, the difference lies only in outward appearance, our father knoweth his children by their hearts, and knowing them, loves them.… May we meet with no line a boundary, save that of mountains majestic and rivers of pure flowing water, receiving a kind benediction of love from the One Dama Upa.”

The old chief is played by Starr Weed, a white-haired Shoshone dressed in a feathered headdress and buckskin decorated with colorful beading and quillwork; he smiles fixedly at the camera-wielding tourists, who are dressed in Ray-Bans and Bulls T-shirts and sun block. The script is, well, pageantlike, and Weed recites his lines stiffly but affably, stumbling now and then in the purple rhetoric, squinting at the paper before him. The crowd doesn’t seem to mind, or pay much attention to what Weed says: they’ve come more for the dancing and costume. When it’s over, they turn away and head for the pool or the camper, talking about which resort has the better water slides or where they’ll rendezvous for dinner.

Weed had some pageant cash in his pocket and a smile on his face when we shook hands beside the hot spring. “The Shoshone came here on a hunt, from way over on the other side,” he said with a gesture west, “and they saw something up there.” He pointed to a ledge of tan sandstone that forms a bed-sized platform in the rock above the green-bottomed pool where the water emerges. Weed speaks slowly and gestures with his hands, smiling always. The hot springs in this basin were homes to monstrous serpents, and the Shoshone were warned by the Nimimbe—an elusive race of dwarfish mountain people—to respect them or suffer consequences. This is not mentioned in the pageant script, but an elder like Weed knows all about it. “That’s where the lizard was, bigger than a man, and when the people came, he rolled off the ledge and plunged down into the spring. Scared them bad. The old people tell me that.”

Weed is a descendant of Chief Washakie, the warrior who according to some stories cut the heart out of a Crow chief in a fight over which tribe would control the hunting grounds of the Wind River Valley. Weed was a latter-day warrior himself, spending months in a German prison camp during World War II; he has served on the Shoshone ruling council, and is a rancher who trains horses and riders for bareback races at Indian rodeos. He could have told the hot springs story more easily, and surely differently, in Shoshone or sign language.

Nearly a century after McLaughlin admired the canyon upstream from the hot springs, few tourists find their way to the steep gorge where the Wind River drops through the Owl Creeks. They pass through on a highway cut into the cliffs along the river, usually on their way to Yellowstone National Park. That trip is often broken up by a stop in Thermopolis, where the hot spring is now harnessed for water slides and spas, owned by non-Indians. At the top of the canyon is a dam built by the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, so the flows through the canyon fluctuate less than they did in McLaughlin’s time. Fishermen may have heard that there are big trout in the canyon’s pools—big, but hard to catch—and some stop to cast a line, though others find it too much trouble to buy a reservation fishing license on top of their Wyoming permits. Kayakers often ask if they can run the canyon’s rapids, but are refused by the tribes (a few have run them anyway). At the bottom of the canyon, where the walls drop away and the river smooths out, is a site called Wedding of the Waters, where the Wind River becomes the Bighorn River, for reasons no one can remember.

Recently, though, Darren Calhoun has begun taking adventurous visitors on whitewater raft trips down the canyon. In an eddy near the top of the canyon, not far below Boysen Reservoir, he stands thigh-deep in the water and steadies a rubber raft loaded with me and a group from Iowa. Heavyset and long-haired, Calhoun is an Eastern Shoshone whose ancestors were present at the McLaughlin negotiations. He and his college roommate spent a few fun years in Jackson Hole after graduation, and at one point he took his father, Pete Calhoun, on a raft trip down the Snake River. Calhoun fils and père decided to approach the tribes about setting up an Indian-run business in the canyon. Calhoun spends most of the year in graduate school in Montana, while Pete ranches on the upper reaches of the Wind River—and some of the water passing through the canyon today might first have crossed his fields, a hundred miles away.

In June, the river is swollen with snowmelt from the mountains in the west, raising some of the rapids close to a difficult, Class V rating. Calhoun asks the passengers in the raft if any have whitewater experience. Where the river is not whipped into foam, it is pale brown, partly from eroding sandstone far upstream and partly from irrigation runoff that carries soil from the fields into the river. Patches of moss, torn from hot springs rising in the streambed, float in the water. The river has good-sized trout, but they’re invisible this time of year.

Darren normally has a dry sense of humor—as he backs his trailer full of rafts toward the river, he cackles a little at his own erratic steering and mutters “back-paddle!”—but not once he’s in the water. He was affected deeply when a rafter died after a boat overturned earlier in the summer, though the cause of death was a heart attack, not a boatman’s mistake. He went to a traditional Shoshone sweat afterward, and as the cedar fumes and steam filled the lodge he felt a panicky impulse to flee, imagining in the darkness that everyone was looking at him, the way tearful people looked up at him on the riverbank after the man didn’t respond to CPR.

Growing up on his father’s ranch along the Upper Wind, Darren rode horses from boyhood. These were not trail-plodding plugs but working horses, smart and agile. A boy sitting atop a powerful animal would not be there long if he was inattentive or cruel. Now, pushing off from the riverbank, he encouraged his guests in the canyon to approach the river the way he had a horse—with respect. “You can’t just yahoo down this river,” he said, “when the water is this high”—more than 4,000 cubic feet per second, pushing up standing waves taller than a man. With an edge in his voice to keep their attention, he explained how to pull a passenger back on board if someone took an unscheduled “swim.” He was much more earnest than any stewardess as he gave the rafting equivalent of make-sure-your-seat-belts-are-securely-fastened. But as he listened to the unconcerned giggles from the front of the boat, he wondered if his clients these days came from a world so conditioned by the artificial thrills of amusement parks that a truly wild river was inconceivable.

To date, no amusement park has been able to create this sort of geological sculpture: a steep-walled incision into dark metamorphic rock laced by veins of pink and white quartz, with towering sandstone walls looming hundreds of feet above. Below, tapering down to the river, gentler talus slopes are anchored by grasses and juniper. A sparse fringe of conifers spikes the canyon rim, atop a vertical wall where only bighorn sheep can find footing. The stratigraphy of rock visible in the walls of the canyon is not horizontal but tilts downward south to north more steeply than the grade of the canyon itself, creating a dizzying sensation of going up when you travel down the canyon, and vice versa. In the wall are dips and shadows like the features of a face, where boulders have broken loose and tumbled down to the river. Some of those rocks, as big as small houses, now clog the riverbed and force the water to take odd twists and turns.

The jumble of colors and formations is typical of Rocky Mountain geology, where thrusting and faulting tilt the strata laid down in ancient seas and ridges. It’s not unusual for pre-Cambrian rock to be found folded over Flathead sandstone two billion years younger, or to find ocean-bed fossils on a peak of igneous basalt.

The mountains the canyon cuts through are actually an older range than the towering peaks along the Continental Divide to the west. The Owl Creeks were buried beneath a huge load of sediments that eroded rapidly from the younger and taller Rocky Mountain ranges that thrust up 100 million years ago. For millions of years they lay in a tomb of silt. Then the region as a whole lifted again, and the streams pouring off the Rockies got faster, cut deeper. Eventually, the Wind River resurrected the Owl Creeks, and cut its own difficult route north through this canyon.

The group now pushing off from the banks near the top of the canyon knows little of this, and they get only snippets of more recent history from their hosts. Indian bands—Crow, Sioux, Arapaho, Shoshone—used to cross the Owl Creeks in both directions on hunting expeditions, and many of the toughest rapids in the canyon have been named after leaders of the tribes that eventually settled here. “ ‘Black Coal,’ ” says one rafter, looking at the black shale boulders that squeeze the river channel ahead of the raft. “Is that really coal?” No, Calhoun explains, Black Coal was an Arapaho chief. “Cool,” says the passenger, and then he thinks of the name of another rapid further down the river. “What about ‘Sphincter’?” But today Calhoun isn’t amused, even though he named that nerve-racking rapid himself.

“We’re not selling culture,” Calhoun told me along the river. But the names attached to the landmarks in the canyon figure large in the history of the two tribes who live on this reservation, the Northern Arapaho and Eastern Shoshone. Though you rarely see an Indian in the canyon today, there was a time when hunting parties regularly traveled back and forth from one basin to another. The vision of Yellow Hand, who brought the Sun Dance to the Shoshone, might have occurred here, according to tribal members.

The Black Coal rapid is a good paddling warm-up, a fifty-yard stretch of fast, narrow water that gives all the passengers a chance to try their strokes and feel how the raft takes standing waves. Black Coal, one of the last recognized chiefs of the Arapaho, over a century ago, is a distant relation of Calhoun’s mother’s family. Black Coal was a handsome man, with a broad face and a wide, expressive mouth. As a young warrior, he rolled in the ashes at a battle site where the Arapaho had fought the Utes, and earned his name. Before they were officially residents of the Wind River Indian Reservation, his people often allied themselves with the Sioux, and shared some of their claim to Black Hills territory. The tribe also had relatives in Colorado, the Southern Arapaho, and hunted now and then around the Owl Creeks. Before they settled here, they frequently were accused, along with the Sioux, of stealing from and even murdering white ranchers and miners in the Wind River country. Their historic role in some of the attacks on whites is debatable, but no one denies that they sometimes raided the settlements of an enemy tribe that lived in the area—the Shoshone.

In the 1870s, the Arapaho were still wandering, running out of places to go, pinched by encroaching white settlement, conflicts with other tribes competing for dwindling game, and the U.S. Army’s increasingly firm hand against independent tribes. In 1863 and 1868, the Shoshone had signed treaties accepting the Wind River country as a reservation. The Northern Arapaho had signed a treaty in 1851 and had been promised a reservation too, but proposed sites along the North Platte and Sweetwater Rivers had never materialized.

On the morning of the Fourth of July in 1874, Black Coal’s band was camped in the steep-gulleyed hills east of Wind River Canyon, along Nowood Creek. They were no sentries to spot the soldiers who were moving through the ghostly hills under cover of night. The soldiers dismounted back from the rim and approached on foot, looking down into a deep gulley. In the first glimmer of morning light, two hundred tepees cast sharp shadows alongside the small creek, with the fires smoldering, the dogs sleeping, and the horses clustered around a nearby spring. Revenge was in the hearts of some of the soldiers: Two white women living near the army post had been recently killed and mutilated by Indians, and such depredations were generally assigned to the Sioux or Arapaho. The troops advanced down the hills, and the Shoshone who were with them sang out their war cries, precipitating disorder in the ranks. The camp dogs barked. Bullets ripped the tepee hides, and the flaps of the lodges flew open. Children crawled toward the bush and men rushed out with Spencer carbines. Black Coal mounted his horse, but it was shot out from under him; he was wounded in the chest. The gulch filled with smoke, gunfire cracked all around; an elder sang his death song. A doctor accompanying the soldiers saw an Arapaho boy, shot in the leg, pull himself into a sitting position, fold his arms, and stoically face the oncoming soldiers, who finished him. In the confusion, Black Coal and several warriors made their way to the top of a sandstone butte north of the camp, and from there they fired back at their attackers, who chased off the horses and then retreated. One contemporary account described the battle as lasting minutes; another said four hours. The stories told by Arapaho elders describe the battle as a victory, and indeed, the army and the Shoshone had to retreat once the Arapaho began firing from the butte. But the Shoshone chief Washakie had called the retreat, standing below the butte with his white hair free in the wind, shouting, “Don’t kill ’em any more! We have whipped them! We’ve set them a-foot! Don’t kill ’em anymore!” At least twenty-five Arapaho were dead, their horses were gone, and other tribes would later refer to 1874 as “The Year They Killed the Arapaho.” An Arapaho woman who was a child during the battle told her grandchildren that afterward, when she went to shear sheep in the Owl Creeks, she could still hear the cries of her people as they ran.

There is a long, smooth stretch of river before the next rapid, Sharp Nose, one of the toughest in the canyon. There are some big holes. When the water is low, a rock appears on the right side shaped like the probiscus of a giant floating on his back. When the water is high, rafters must stay in the middle and paddle hard.

Following the ambush in the Owl Creeks, the Arapaho tried to win friends among the whites by scouting and fighting for the army against other rebellious tribes. Sharp Nose, a younger leader, helped Black Coal in the endless negotiations with the U.S. government—at one point they met with President Rutherford B. Hayes in Washington—and when Black Coal died in 1893, Sharp Nose became head chief. The qualifications and the role of a chief had changed significantly by the time the Indian Wars drew to a close at the Wounded Knee massacre in 1890. Many of the tribal leaders of the early twentieth century were elevated more for their ability to deal with white men than for their military prowess or leadership within the tribe. They were secular, not spiritual, leaders, a distinction among elders that remains significant today. Sharp Nose was exceptional, qualifying as a chief in both the old and new sense: he was a courageous and resourceful fighter, and his recorded speeches are eloquent, and moving to whites who heard them. An army officer who served with Sharp Nose in later campaigns against Sioux and Cheyenne bands under Crazy Horse and Dull Knife described him as “dignified and commanding, coming nearer to the Fenimore Cooper style of Indian than any I have seen since my visit to [Cochise].” What good, though, was nobility during a period of enormous decline and loss? The tribes were sinking into poverty, and disease was taking many more lives than carbines; whites were chipping away at the reservations from the moment their boundaries were surveyed. The first treaty signed by the Shoshone, in 1863, described vaguely a reservation extending far into Utah, comprising as much as 44 million acres. An 1868 revision reduced the Shoshone land, and there were more cuts to come. The Wind River Valley was the Shoshone Reservation (it would later be renamed Wind River), and the Shoshone did their best to make their traditional enemies, the Arapaho, feel like second-class citizens. The hot spring downstream from the canyon—where rafters these days usually go after whitewater trips, to relax the stress out of their bodies—was part of the original reservation. Once the white settlers began dreaming of a spa resort, McLaughlin embarked on his mission, offering $50,000 for the spring and 64,000 acres surrounding it.

It was an opportune moment in history to take advantage of the Indians. An 1894 special report to the U.S. Census indicated that while the Shoshone and Arapaho had made a good-faith effort to become farmers, they were starving, and the government had failed to deliver the food, the seed, or the tools it had promised. The feds would offer fencing materials to get the Indians to enclose their fields and livestock. Then, after the backbreaking posthole digging was done, no wire would be provided, and hundreds of acres were “fenced by posts alone.” The annuities tribal members received under the Shoshone’s 1868 treaty were due to expire in two years, in 1898. The venerable Washakie, now eighty-eight years old, wanted money fast; the Shoshone lived mostly on the west side of the reservation, and Washakie considered the area around the hot springs—on the east side—worthless now that the bison had been exterminated. He resented the presence of the Arapaho at the negotiations, and for that matter their presence on the reservation at all.

When Sharp Nose took his turn to speak, he disagreed with Washakie, asking that the tribes not be given money; rations and cattle would be more useful, he said, and less likely to be squandered. Then Sharp Nose digressed, and his peculiar speech seemed to come right from his despairing heart. He had spent a lifetime serving his people, leading bison hunts, fighting for his tribe and later the U.S. Army, and now he was negotiating with the Arapaho’s conquerors. But he rose in the smoky room and declared he had never done any “work,” and didn’t know how—a criticism of Indians that is echoed in coffee shops around the West today. “I think I am too old myself to learn how to work,” he said. “When I was young, I hunted the buffalo and I was a soldier for the Great Father. Our women did the ‘work’ such as we had. Now our young men will learn to work, as the Great Father wishes us to do. I do not know whether the money that the Great Father will give us for the spring is enough. When I heard of it, I tried to count it but I could not do it.” McLaughlin, the Indian agent and friend, raised the ante to $60,000—still a steal, the non-Indians knew.

In the middle of the canyon there is a long stretch of flat water, some of it fast and smooth, rising in humps only during high water. This section is called Sacajawea Straits, after the Shoshone “bird woman” who guided the Lewis and Clark expedition through the West, carrying her newborn child on her back.

Near the bottom of the canyon, when floaters can look ahead and see the steep walls open out into green fields and red sandstone, comes the biggest rapid of all. Calhoun barks commands, but he avoids the nervous glances from the bow of the raft—his eyes are on the water ahead. It’s late in the day now, and some close calls in earlier rapids have earned the paddlers’ respect. There is no easy way over Washakie Falls, which drop abruptly at least five feet across the entire river. The key is to get over without dipping the bow or turning sideways, because you meet a series of tall standing waves that will swamp you if they aren’t met head on. To the right is a deadly hole, and two enormous rocks on the left. “You ready?” Calhoun asks. He should smile in reassurance, but he doesn’t. “Paddle ahead!” His passengers dig for their lives as they plunge over the falls.

In October 1874, before the tribes gave up the hot spring, Chief Washakie led his people over the Owl Creeks for a fall hunt in the Bighorn Basin. Washakie, then in his seventies, was already the stuff of legend. He was tall among his tribesmen, easy with command, and graced with a sense of humor. He had scouted and fought with the U.S. Army against the rebellious Sioux, and negotiated for the Shoshone perhaps the finest reservation in the West. The tribe was “rich”: there were bison herds and elk and fish abundant on their land, gold in the mountains and seeps of oil that hinted at greater wealth underground. But the scope of Shoshone life had been diminished—once they ranged as far north as Canada and south to Mexico—and as they made the adjustment to reservation life, the people became more subdued. The fall hunt was a return to the old ways, an escape from schools, farming, and a domestic life in which the warrior class no longer held much sway. Nearly two thousand Shoshone went with Washakie over the Owl Creeks in the fall of 1874, struggling through early snow to achieve the crest of the range, where the cloud cover below spread across the valley like “a wonderful ocean of pure milk.” An Episcopal schoolteacher who had accompanied the hunt to provide a “roaming school” (and keep his own paycheck coming) was astonished by the singing and drumming and wild joy in their mountain camp. Young boys grabbed flaming sticks from the bonfires and ran at one another in mock combat. In a cacophony of drums and rattles, the old men sang songs of hunting and war, and medicine men prayed for success. An ecstatic Washakie strode through the camp “like another being,” his white hair streaming behind him and his voice exhorting strong and clear. The teacher stayed long enough to note the Shoshones’ speed and skill bringing down bison, then, realizing no one was interested in his lessons, rode back to the government school.

Just over the crest of the Owl Creeks, he happened on a small herd of buffalo that were rolling in the dust to rid themselves of vermin. To find any bison this close to the reservation settlements was increasingly rare. All over the Great Plains, they were being pushed toward extinction by hide hunters, who were killing over a million animals every year in the early 1870s. Watching the plumes of dust rise from the wallow, schoolteacher James Patten felt a premonitory chill: The great beasts would be gone, as early as next year, and Washakie would probably never again lead a fall hunt.

Indeed, as the game diminished, Washakie lost interest in the Owl Creeks, and the Bighorn Basin to the north, and the huge hot springs that poured into the river. When he made the deal with McLaughlin twenty years later, he said he had become “afraid to stay there when there was nothing to eat.” His only condition was that the springs remain free to all—a wish the state of Wyoming honors still in a small public facility sandwiched by two commercial pools. Today, a handful of tribal members still go into the Owl Creeks to fast and pray. Participants in the Sun Dance, a spiritual rite practiced by both Arapaho and Shoshone, gather sweet sage in the canyon. But this is the eastern corner of the reservation, far from the Indian communities off to the west.

Below the last rapid, the river smooths and slows, and paddlers drop backward off the raft to float on their backs in calm water—blithely unaware, or forgetful, of whose place this really is.

When Jeff Fassett made his first visit to Wind River Canyon, in 1978, the question of whose place it is was very much on his mind. He looked at the water in the canyon with a very different eye from a paddler’s. The state of Wyoming was suing the Shoshone and Arapaho tribes, challenging the tribes’ assertion that they had rights, based on the 1868 treaty, to the water that flowed from the Continental Divide to the canyon within the reservation. That was a long and circuitous journey, and it was Fassett’s job to figure out what happened along the way: how much water there was, who was using it, where it went. His Colorado engineering firm would develop a computer model of the basin—a kind of plumber’s schematic, on a large scale.

But on his first visit, Fassett was like a wide-eyed tourist, smitten by the beauty of the canyon as Agent McLaughlin had been a century before and Calhoun’s passengers would be years later. The geology, in particular, fascinated him. Whenever he saw the brown-and-white Highway Department signs identifying the geological formations, he would pull over, get out of the car, read the dates on the signs, and stare awestruck at cliffs of Precambrian rock 2 billion years old, Paleozoic limestones 300 million years old, and red Triassic sandstones once trod by early dinosaurs.

Fassett is short and has a round, choirboy face, framed by a full head of black hair. He is quick to smile. He was in his twenties when he first visited Wind River, but could have passed for a teenager. That he was not native to this country might have added to his openmouthed beguilement; he grew up in New Jersey, and had come West seven years earlier to enroll, sight unseen, at the University of Wyoming. He was restless; his father sold cars in New Jersey, and he didn’t see his future there, but he had no plans. Fassett found his academic home in engineering, a domain of “logic and common sense” far removed from the “creative stuff” that made him less comfortable in the fine arts or the sociology building.

In the 1970s, when he got his undergraduate degree, engineers were being snapped up by energy companies before the ink was dry on their diplomas. But Fassett balked at “the big rooms of people sitting at their drafting tables” and chose a different route; he went to work first for the Denver water department, and then for a Colorado consulting firm that specialized in water engineering and water rights. This firm was hired by Wyoming to help prepare for the Bighorn Basin water adjudication. Though he’d taken only one elective water-law course in college, Fassett was destined to play a key role in the battle between the state and the tribes over the Wind River.

In 1978, on that first trip, Fassett drove all over the basin, pulling together data on how much water came down from the mountains, who took it out of the river, how much was diverted to beet and alfalfa fields, how much was returned. The basin collected the drippings of hundreds of alpine lakes, snowfields, and glaciers, and in Wyoming, as throughout the arid West, nothing is quite as valuable as water. Its scarcity here gives it an ineffable luster sometimes lost on observers from the rain-soaked East and South. The one-armed Civil War hero John Wesley Powell recognized it over a century ago, after harrowing explorations down the Colorado River, when he argued that society in the West should be organized—economically, politically, and socially—around watersheds. Western states spurned Powell’s suggestion, but Wyoming at least recognized the value of water in its Constitution, where it declared that all water within its boundaries belonged to the state. That radical and farsighted move to centralize water management in state government occurred in 1890—twenty-two years after the treaty that created the Wind River Indian Reservation. A century later, those dates would have great significance.

Fassett was visiting farms and wading in creeks in order to translate the business of shoveling mud from ditches and broadcasting water through pivot irrigation systems into number-crunching acre-feet and cubic-feet-per-second for the courts. But back in 1978, he had let the Wyoming landscape sink in. Like many newcomers, he was ill prepared for the unviolated openness of the reservation, the distances between people, the sense of a prehistoric world. “This was still wide-eyed country,” said Fassett. “The canyon was something I’ll never forget … and there was a vastness.” He stopped to visit farms and look at their irrigation systems, talked to officials in the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs and the Wyoming State Engineer’s office, waded into streams to gauge the amount of water flowing past.

He does not remember meeting an Indian on that trip.

When Fassett reached the top of the canyon, he stopped at the dam and looked south across Boysen Reservoir. After the tumble of canyon whitewater, the reservoir seems as still as a painting—a spill of turquoise water fingering its way amidst the treeless tableland of the lower Wind River Valley. If the river had continued east, instead of making its sudden cut north through the Owl Creeks, it would have meandered slowly into the open plains like so many other fatigued rivers coming out of the Rockies. Looking west, you can see the valley grow tight and green as it reaches up into the Wind River Range toward the Continental Divide. But down here, the 800,000 acre-feet of water contained behind the dam has done little to change the sagebrush desert that surrounds it. A few lonely powerboats wander the reservoir’s surface, and plumes of dust rise here and there where trucks drive the dry dirt roads.

Down one of those roads in the summer of 1978 drove another engineer who was seeing the Wind River Valley for the first time. Woldezion Mesghinna was born in North Africa, about seventy miles north of Asmara, the capital of Eritrea. A young civil engineer with a freshly minted doctorate, he was working for a large San Francisco firm that consulted for the federal government and Indian tribes. Like Fassett, Mesghinna was following the streams, visiting farms and ranches, talking to people, trying to figure out how water had been used in the past, who was using it today and how it might be used in the future. But their purposes, like their backgrounds, were as different as their clients: Mesghinna was there to help the reservation tribes make a case that the water in the Wind River Valley belonged to them.

Mesghinna could not have been farther from home. His friends, the young men and women with whom he’d gone to school, were fighting a protracted civil war against the Ethiopians for control of Eritrea. He was not a warrior himself—a septic knee injury suffered when he was seven had turned him into a bookish child—but his thoughts about the struggle in North Africa were a constant distraction.

Riding with Mesghinna was Harry Sachse, a red-haired lawyer from Washington, D.C., who worked for the Shoshone tribe and was sizing up both the landscape and his companion. In a court fight over resources, the experts you hire to testify are crucial. Mesghinna would cut an unusual figure in a Wyoming courtroom: he dressed and groomed himself impeccably, and was a man of color in a region where the colors were either white or Indian. His manners took some getting used to—such politeness could be mistaken in these parts for servility—and his lilting, accented English seemed to have a childlike quality.

The expert had to have the number-crunching, jargon-munching expertise to provide good data in a complex argument about how the plumbing of the basin worked and how it could be put to use. And the expert needed to come across to the judge as more trustworthy, articulate, and front-porch-friendly than the opposing expert. This was a lot to ask of a young man from the other side of the world who had never testified in court.

At the east end of the valley, Sachse and Mesghinna were looking through a dust-smeared windshield at the lands that nobody wanted—the colorless, windblown flats away from the river where the silvery sagebrush grew like witchy cauliflower. The object was to convince the courts that by diverting water, the tribes could make something of this land, though for a hundred years they’d shown little interest in it. Sachse had to wonder what the natty, watchful Eritrean was thinking as they drove along the dirt roads. Sachse, who came from the green, wet South, was thinking, Oh, my God, look at this desert, we’re going to lose this one. All that sagebrush. You can’t irrigate this land, you can’t grow anything.

Shaking his head in discouragement, he looked over at his companion and found Mesghinna’s head pivoting around, his eyes shining. Smiling, the Eritrean spoke in his musical voice: “Oh, my friend, if we had this land in Ethiopia, we could feed … ten thousand people!”

As they turned back toward Riverton, Sachse relaxed. He knew they had the right man.
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