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			Foreword

			In January 1926, newspapers across the country reported that the U.S. government had investigated a murderous “Reign of Terror” against oil-rich Osage Indians “that will astound the Nation when the details are known.” Almost 100 years later, those details are still astounding the nation, thanks to David Grann’s monumental Killers of the Flower Moon.

			If all books were written like this one, well, you’d read more books without prodding from parents and teachers. How many history books have you read that are written like a murder mystery, a detective story, a whodunit? This book is all that and more. You won’t want to put it down. The book tells the story impartially and impersonally—just the facts, please—allowing you to see for yourself and form your own judgments. Those conclusions, because they’re yours, will have a powerful and profound impact on you.

			From the opening pages you may wonder how people can be so cruel and evil to one another! But this is what racism, individual and systemic, looks like. And once you see it and recognize it on your own, you’ll always be able to spot it and—our future hope rests with you—counter it.

			So read this book with your eyes wide open—the way they are when you watch a scary show. This is a scary story. And you’ll see history, perhaps for the first time, stripped of the sugarcoating that books and documentaries (and, yes, your parents and teachers) have put on difficult details of our history to make them easier for young people.

			
			There’s no sugarcoating in this book. The events recorded in it are difficult to take in at times.

			To understand our history—and our country today—you must include Native Americans (too many books leave us missing in action). And no account is complete without the Osages. If you understand Osage history, this history, you’ll better understand our country’s past in all of its complexities—those difficult, troubling, and recurring events that will challenge, even haunt, you all your life.

			Close your eyes and examine your mental picture of Native Americans. Are one of their tribes the richest people per capita in the world, driven around by chauffeurs in Pierce-Arrow luxury cars? I didn’t think so. Are they the most murdered people per capita in the world?

			Ask yourself again after you read Killers of the Flower Moon.

			It’s important for you to know that one of the most sinister crimes in U.S. history was committed against Native Americans—Osages—not in the cavalry carnage of the late 1800s but just last century. This time the killers did not ride in and wipe out a village in one swift burst of violence. Instead, they tried to wipe out its people slowly, by pretending to care about them and then killing them off one by one, over time. It still sends chills up my spine to think about it.

			Evil things happened, yes, but that’s not all that happened. Not all whites on the Osage reservation were bad. Osage people survived. We’re still very much alive. The Osage Nation thrives. The killers failed in their ultimate purpose.

			
			There was some justice—though not a lot of it. Remember, the killers in the book were only those who got caught, and their murders were only the few the authorities investigated. Sadly, there were many more still unnamed—victims and killers. Naming some of the killers and putting faces on some of their victims, telling their stories with dignity, restores something their murders stole from them and gives justice a second chance. Killers of the Flower Moon brought the story of the Reign of Terror out of the shadows where it lay buried on the Osage reservation for much of the past century. People are talking about the murders now, not just in Osage County, Oklahoma, but across the country. They didn’t much before. They’re asking questions about their grandparents and great-grandparents—white and Osage. What did they do? What was done to them? These questions and discussions will lead to more research and storytelling—on pages and screens. The list of names on a future Reign of Terror victims’ memorial will grow. The same with the Reign of Terror’s shameful list of perpetrators.

			Every time this history is learned, justice is served, and the victims—all of them, not just those named in this book—are honored.

			Do your part.

			I asked an Osage, who was visiting my house on the reservation, what she thought of young people reading Killers of the Flower Moon.

			“Kids reading Killers?” she said. “Wow! That’s great!”

			“Why should they read it?” I asked her.

			“Because it’s history!” she said. “It’s our history! Osage history! Oklahoma history! American history!”

			She glanced out a window at a street just blocks away from where many people in this book lived and died and killed, and she said:

			
			“If they don’t learn it, that history could repeat itself.”

			

			—

			Dennis McAuliffe Jr., an Osage tribal member and an editor at the Washington Post, is the author of The Deaths of Sybil Bolton: Oil, Greed, and Murder on the Osage Reservation.
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			In April, millions of tiny flowers spread over the blackjack hills and vast prairies in the Osage territory of Oklahoma. There are Johnny-jump-ups and spring beauties and little bluets. The Osage writer John Joseph Mathews said that the galaxy of petals makes it look as if the “gods had left confetti.” In May, when coyotes howl beneath an unnervingly large moon, taller plants, such as spiderworts and black-eyed Susans, begin to creep over the tinier blooms, stealing their light and water. The necks of the smaller flowers break and their petals flutter away, and before long they are buried underground. This is why the Osage Indians refer to May as the time of the flower-killing moon.

			On May 24, 1921, Mollie Burkhart, a resident of the Osage settlement town of Gray Horse, Oklahoma, began to fear that something had happened to one of her three sisters, Anna Brown. Thirty-four, and less than a year older than Mollie, Anna had disappeared three days earlier. She had often gone on “sprees,” as her family called them: dancing and drinking with friends until dawn. But this time, one night had passed and then another, and Anna had not shown up on Mollie’s front stoop as she usually did. When Anna came inside, she liked to slip off her shoes, and Mollie missed the comforting sound of her moving, unhurried, through the house. Instead, there was a silence as still as the plains.

			
			Mollie had already lost her sister Minnie nearly three years earlier. Minnie’s death had come with shocking speed, and though doctors had named it a “peculiar wasting illness,” Mollie had her doubts. Minnie had been only twenty-seven and had always been in perfect health.

			Like their parents, Mollie and her sisters had their names inscribed on the Osage Roll, which meant that they were among the registered members of the tribe. It also meant that they were worth a fortune. In the early 1870s, the Osage had been driven from their lands in Kansas onto a rocky, presumably worthless reservation in northeastern Oklahoma. Decades later, they discovered that this land was sitting above some of the largest oil deposits in the United States. And to get that oil, prospectors had to pay the Osage.

			In the early twentieth century, each person on the tribal roll began receiving a quarterly check. The amount was initially for only a few dollars, but over time, as more oil was tapped, the payments grew into the hundreds, then the thousands. And virtually every year, they received more and more, until the tribe members had collectively accumulated millions and millions of dollars. (In 1923 alone, the tribe took in more than $30 million, which would be worth more than $400 million today.) The Osage were considered the wealthiest people per capita in the world. “Lo and behold!” the New York magazine Outlook exclaimed. “The Indian, instead of starving to death…enjoys a steady income that turns bankers green with envy.”

			
			The public had become transfixed by the tribe’s prosperity, which contradicted many of the images of American Indians that could be traced back to the brutal first contact with whites—the original sin from which the country was born. Readers were fascinated by stories about the Osage’s brick mansions and chandeliers, their diamond rings and fur coats and chauffeured cars. One writer marveled at Osage girls who attended the best boarding schools and wore sumptuous French clothing.

			At the same time, reporters seized upon any signs of the traditional Osage way of life, which seemed to stir in the public’s mind visions of “wild” Indians. One article noted a “circle of expensive automobiles surrounding an open campfire, where the bronzed and brightly blanketed owners are cooking meat in the primitive style.” Another documented a party of Osage arriving at a ceremony for their dances in a private airplane.

			Gray Horse was one of the reservation’s oldest settlements. These outposts—including Fairfax, a larger town of nearly fifteen hundred people, and Pawhuska, the Osage capital, with a population of more than six thousand—seemed like fevered visions. The streets clamored with cowboys, fortune seekers, bootleggers, soothsayers, medicine men, outlaws, U.S. marshals, New York financiers, and oil magnates. Automobiles sped along paved horse trails, the smell of fuel overwhelming the scent of the prairies. There were restaurants, advertised as cafés, and opera houses and polo grounds.

			Although Mollie didn’t spend as lavishly as some of her neighbors did, she had built a beautiful, rambling wooden house in Gray Horse near her family’s old lodge of lashed poles, woven mats, and bark. She owned several cars and had a staff of servants. The servants on the reservation were often Black or Mexican, and in the early 1920s a visitor to the reservation expressed contempt at the sight of “even whites” performing “all the menial tasks about the house to which no Osage will stoop.”
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			Mollie was one of the last people to see Anna before she vanished. That day, May 21, Mollie had risen close to dawn, a habit ingrained from when her father used to pray every morning to the sun. She was accustomed to the chorus of meadowlarks and sandpipers and prairie chickens, now overlaid with the pock-pocking of drills pounding the earth. Unlike many of her friends, who shunned Osage clothing, Mollie wrapped a traditional blanket around her shoulders. She also didn’t cut her hair in a flapper bob, but let her long black hair flow over her back, revealing her striking face, with its high cheekbones and big brown eyes.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Mollie Burkhart

				
			
			Her husband, Ernest Burkhart, rose with her. A twenty-eight-year-old white man, he looked like an extra in a Western picture show: short brown hair, slate-blue eyes, square chin. Only his nose disturbed the portrait; it looked as if it had taken a barroom punch or two. Growing up in Texas, the son of a poor cotton farmer, he’d been enchanted by tales of the Osage Hills—that last American frontier where “cowboys and Indians” were said to still roam. In 1912, at nineteen, he’d packed a bag, like Huck Finn lighting out for the Territory, and gone to live with his uncle, a domineering cattleman named William K. Hale, in Fairfax.

			“He was not the kind of a man to ask you to do something—he told you,” Ernest once said of Hale, who became his surrogate father. Though Ernest mostly ran errands for Hale, he sometimes worked as a taxi driver, which is how he met Mollie, chauffeuring her around town.
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					Ernest Burkhart

				
			
			Ernest had a tendency to drink liquor and play stud poker with shady men. Beneath his roughness, though, there seemed to be a tenderness and a trace of insecurity about him, and Mollie fell in love with him. Born a speaker of Osage, she had studied English in school. But Ernest still made the effort to learn her native language until he could talk with her in it. Mollie suffered from diabetes, and he cared for her when her joints ached and her stomach burned with hunger. After he heard that another man had affections for her, he muttered that he couldn’t live without her.

			It wasn’t easy for them to marry. Ernest’s roughneck friends ridiculed him for wanting to marry an Osage woman. And though Mollie’s three sisters had wed white men, she felt a responsibility to have an arranged Osage marriage, the way her parents had. Still, Mollie, whose family practiced a mixture of Osage and Catholic beliefs, couldn’t understand why God would let her find love only to then take it away from her. So in 1917, she and Ernest exchanged rings, vowing to love each other till eternity.

			By May 1921, they had a daughter, Elizabeth, who was two years old, and a son, James, who was eight months old and nicknamed Cowboy. Mollie also tended to her aging mother, Lizzie, who had moved into the house after Mollie’s father passed away. Lizzie once feared that Mollie would die young, because of her diabetes, and she begged her other children to take care of her. In truth, Mollie was the one who looked after all of them.
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			May 21 was supposed to be a delightful day for Mollie. She liked to entertain guests and was hosting a small luncheon. After getting dressed, she fed the children. Cowboy often had bad earaches and she’d comfort him till he felt better. Then she issued instructions to her servants as everyone in the house bustled about—except her mother, who’d fallen ill and stayed in bed. Mollie asked Ernest to call Anna and see if she’d come over to help tend to Lizzie for a change. Anna, as the oldest child in the family, held a special status in their mother’s eyes and was the one her mother spoiled.

			When Ernest told Anna that her mama needed her, she promised to take a taxi straight there. She arrived shortly afterward, dressed in bright red shoes, a skirt, and a matching blanket. In her hand was an alligator purse. Before entering, she’d quickly combed her windblown hair and powdered her face. Mollie noticed, however, that Anna was drunk.

			Mollie couldn’t hide her displeasure. Some of the guests had already arrived. Among them were two of Ernest’s brothers, Bryan and Horace Burkhart, who had been lured to Osage County by oil and often assisted Hale on his ranch. One of Ernest’s aunts, who spewed racist notions about American Indians, was also visiting, and the last thing Mollie needed was for Anna to cause a commotion.

			Anna slipped off her shoes and began drinking whiskey. Mollie knew that Anna had been very troubled of late. She’d recently divorced her husband, a settler named Oda Brown, and since then had spent more and more time in the reservation’s boomtowns that had sprung up to house and entertain oil workers.
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					Mollie (right) with her sisters Anna (center) and Minnie

				
			
			At Mollie’s house, Anna began to flirt with Ernest’s younger brother, Bryan, whom she’d sometimes dated. He was more brooding than Ernest and had yellow-flecked eyes and thinning hair, which he wore slicked back. A lawman who knew him described him as a troublemaker. When Bryan asked one of the servants at the luncheon if she’d go to a dance with him that night, Anna said that if he fooled around with another woman, she’d kill him.

			Meanwhile, Ernest’s aunt was muttering, loud enough for all to hear, about how mortified she was that her nephew had married an American Indian. It was easy for Mollie to subtly strike back, because one of the servants attending to the aunt was white—a blunt reminder of the town’s social order.

			
			Anna continued causing a ruckus. She fought with the guests, fought with her mother, fought with Mollie. “She was drinking and quarreling,” a servant later told authorities. “I couldn’t understand her language, but they were quarreling.” The servant added, “They had an awful time with Anna, and I was afraid.”

			That evening, Mollie planned to look after her mother while Ernest took the guests into Fairfax, five miles to the northwest, to meet his uncle Hale and see a play. Bryan, who’d put on a cowboy hat, his catlike eyes peering out from under the brim, offered to drop Anna off at her house.

			Before they left, Mollie washed Anna’s clothes, gave her some food to eat, and made sure that she’d sobered up enough that Mollie could glimpse Anna’s usual bright and charming self. They lingered together, making up and sharing a moment of calm. Then Anna said good-bye, a gold filling flashing through her smile.
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			With every night that passed without her sister’s return, Mollie grew more anxious. Bryan insisted that he’d taken Anna straight home and dropped her off before heading to the play. After the third night, Mollie, in her quiet but forceful way, pressed everyone into action. She sent Ernest to check on Anna’s house. He jiggled the knob to her front door—it was locked. From the window, the rooms inside appeared dark and deserted.

			
			Ernest stood there alone in the heat. A few days earlier, a cool rain shower had dusted the earth, but afterward the sun’s rays beat down mercilessly through the blackjack trees. This time of year, heat blurred the prairies and made the tall grass creak underfoot. In the distance, through the shimmering light, he could see the skeletal frames of oil derricks.

			Anna’s head servant, who lived next door, came outside, and Ernest asked her, “Do you know where Anna is?”

			The servant said she’d stopped by Anna’s house before the shower to close any open windows. “I thought the rain would blow in,” she explained. But she said the door was locked and there was no sign of Anna.

			News of her absence spread through the boomtowns, traveling from porch to porch, from store to store. Fueling the unease were reports that a thirty-year-old Osage man, Charles Whitehorn, had vanished a week before Anna did. Friendly and funny, Whitehorn was married to a woman who was part white, part Cheyenne. A local newspaper noted that he was “popular among both the whites and the members of his own tribe.” On May 14, he’d left his home, in the southwestern part of the reservation, for Pawhuska. He never returned.

			Still, there was reason for Mollie not to panic. It was possible that Anna had slipped out after Bryan had dropped her off and headed to Oklahoma City or across the border to Kansas City. Perhaps she was dancing in one of those jazz clubs she liked to visit, unaware of the chaos she’d left trailing in her wake. And even if Anna had run into trouble, she knew how to protect herself. She often carried a small pistol in her alligator purse. She’ll be back home soon, Ernest reassured Mollie.
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			A week after Anna disappeared, an oil worker was on a hill a mile north of downtown Pawhuska when he noticed something poking out of the brush near the base of a derrick. The worker came closer. It was a body. The victim had been shot twice in the head.

			It was hot and wet and loud on the hillside. Drills shook the earth, and derricks swung their large clawing arms back and forth. Other people gathered around the body, which was impossible to identify in its current condition. One of the pockets held a letter. Someone pulled it out, straightened the paper, and read it. The letter was addressed to Charles Whitehorn, and that’s how they first knew it was him.

			Around the same time, a father and his teenage son as well as another man were squirrel hunting by Three Mile Creek, near Fairfax. While the men were getting a drink of water from a creek, the boy spotted a squirrel and pulled the trigger. The boy watched the squirrel tumble over the edge of a ravine. He chased after it, making his way down a steep wooded slope and into a gulch, where the air was thicker and where he could hear the murmuring of the creek. He found the squirrel and picked it up. Then he screamed, “Oh Papa!” By the time his father reached him, the boy had crawled onto a rock. He gestured toward the mossy edge of the creek and said, “A dead person.”

			It was the body of what appeared to be an American Indian woman. She was on her back, with her hair twisted in the mud.

			The men and the boy hurried out of the ravine and raced on their horse-drawn wagon through the prairie, dust swirling around them. When they reached Fairfax’s main street, they couldn’t find any lawmen, so they stopped at the Big Hill Trading Company, a large general store that had an undertaking business as well. They told the owner, Scott Mathis, what had happened. He alerted his undertaker, who went with several men to the creek. There they recovered the body, then laid it inside a wooden box, in the shade of a blackjack tree. The undertaker tried to determine if the woman was Anna Brown, whom he’d known. But he and the other men couldn’t make an identification.

			
			Mathis, who had managed Anna’s finances, contacted Mollie, and she led a grim procession toward the creek, which included Ernest, Bryan, Mollie’s sister Rita, and Rita’s husband, Bill Smith. Many who knew Anna followed them, along with the curious.

			Vultures circled in the sky as Mollie and Rita stepped close to the body. The sisters recognized Anna’s blanket and the clothes that Mollie had washed for her.

			Rita began to weep, and her husband led her away. Mollie, trying to stay composed, mouthed the word “yes.” It was Anna. Mollie eventually retreated from the creek with Ernest, leaving behind the first hint of the darkness that threatened to destroy not only her family but her tribe.
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			A coroner’s inquest, an investigation made up of jurors and led by a justice of the peace, was quickly held at the ravine. Inquests were left over from a time when ordinary citizens had to investigate crimes and maintain order. For years after the American Revolution, the public opposed the creation of police departments, fearing that they would become forces of repression. Instead, citizens themselves chased after suspects.

			In the mid-nineteenth century, after the growth of cities, police departments began to emerge in the United States. But even by the time of Anna’s death, elements of citizen policing remained in some more remote and rural places.

			The justice of the peace chose the jurors from among the white men at the ravine, including Scott Mathis. They were charged with determining whether Anna had died by an act of God or man. If it was determined to be a felony, then they would be tasked with trying to identify who committed the crime. Two doctors, the brothers James and David Shoun, who cared for Mollie’s family, had been called to perform an autopsy. Leaning over Anna’s body in the wooden box, with members of the inquest huddled around them, they began to diagnose the dead.

			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					The ravine where Anna Brown’s body was found

				
			
			After an examination, the Shoun brothers determined that Anna had lost her life between five and seven days earlier. The doctors shifted her head slightly and discovered a perfectly round hole in the back of her skull. “She’s been shot!” one of the Shouns exclaimed.

			There was a stirring among the men. Mathis then took a look and thought that a .32-caliber bullet had caused the wound. There was no longer any doubt: Anna’s death had been cold-blooded murder.
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			Lawmen were then still largely amateurs. They rarely attended training academies or learned the new scientific methods of detection, such as the analysis of fingerprints and blood patterns. Frontier lawmen, in particular, were primarily gunfighters and trackers. They were expected to stop crimes and to catch a known gunman alive if possible, dead if necessary. “An officer was then literally the law and nothing but his judgment and his trigger finger stood between him and extermination,” the Tulsa Daily World said in 1928, after the death of a veteran lawman who’d worked in the Osage territory. Because these enforcers received pitiful salaries and were prized primarily for being quick draws, it’s not surprising that there wasn’t always a clear line between good lawmen and bad lawmen. The leader of the Dalton Gang, an infamous nineteenth-century band of outlaws, once served as the main lawman on the Osage reservation.

			
			At the time of Anna’s murder, the Osage County sheriff was a fifty-eight-year-old, three-hundred-pound frontiersman named Harve M. Freas. A 1916 book about the history of Oklahoma described Freas as a “terror to evil doers.” But there were also murmurings that he was cozy with criminals and that he gave free rein to gamblers and bootleggers like Kelsie Morrison and Henry Grammer. A rodeo champion, Grammer had once served jail time for murder, and he controlled the local distribution of illegal liquor known as moonshine. One of his workers later admitted to authorities, “I had the assurance that if I was ever arrested…I would be turned out in five minutes.”

			When Sheriff Freas was told about Anna’s murder, he was already busy with Whitehorn’s slaying, and he initially sent one of his deputies to collect evidence. Fairfax had a town marshal, the equivalent of a police chief, who joined the deputy and the Shoun brothers at the ravine. To identify the murder weapon, the lawmen needed the bullet, but it was nowhere to be seen.

			They went down to the creek where Anna had been found. Though there was still no sign of the bullet, one of the lawmen noticed a bottle on the ground, which was partially filled with a clear liquid. It smelled like moonshine. The lawmen believed that Anna had been sitting on the rock, drinking, when someone came up behind her and shot her.

			
			The marshal spotted two distinct sets of car tracks running between the road and the gulch. It looked as though both cars had come into the gulch from the southeast, then circled back.

			No other evidence was collected. The lawmen, untrained in forensic methods, didn’t make a cast impression of the tire marks, or dust the bottle for fingerprints, or check Anna’s body for gunpowder residue. They didn’t even photograph the crime scene, which, in any case, had already been contaminated by the many observers.

			Someone, though, found one of Anna’s earrings and brought it to Mollie’s mother, who was too ill to travel to the creek. Lizzie instantly recognized it. Anna was dead. As with all Osage, Lizzie considered the birth of her children to be the greatest blessing of Wah’Kon-Tah, the mysterious life force that pervades the sun and the moon and the Earth and the stars. This was the force around which the Osage had structured their lives for centuries, hoping to bring some order out of the chaos and confusion in the world. The force was invisible, remote, giving, awesome, and unanswering. Many Osage had given up their traditional beliefs, but Lizzie had held on to them. Now someone, something, had taken her oldest and most favored daughter before her allotted time—a sign, perhaps, that Wah’Kon-Tah had withdrawn his blessings and that the world was slipping into greater chaos. Lizzie’s health grew even worse, as if grief were its own disease.
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					Mollie (right) with her sister Anna and their mother, Lizzie
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				Mollie relied on Ernest for support. A lawyer who knew them both noted that Ernest’s “devotion to his Indian wife and his children is unusual…and striking.” He comforted Mollie as she threw herself into organizing Anna’s funeral. There were flowers to be purchased, along with a white metal coffin and a marble tombstone. Undertakers charged the Osage sky-high rates for a funeral, taking advantage of them. By the time the undertaker hired by Mollie was done tallying the accessories, including gloves for the gravedigger, the total cost was astronomical. As a lawyer in town said, “It was getting so that you could not bury an Osage Indian at a cost of under $6,000”—a sum that, adjusted for inflation, is the equivalent of nearly $80,000 today.

			
			The funeral was arranged to reflect the family’s Osage and Catholic traditions. Mollie, who had gone to a missionary school in Pawhuska, regularly attended Mass. She liked to sit in the pews as the Sunday morning light came through the windows and listen to the sermon of the priest. She also liked socializing among friends, and there was plenty of that on Sundays.

			After the funeral service for Anna, Mollie guided her family and the other mourners to a cemetery in Gray Horse, a quiet, isolated spot overlooking the endless prairie. Mollie’s father and her sister Minnie were buried there, side by side, and next to them was a freshly dug grave for Anna, with a tombstone bearing the inscription “Meet Me in Heaven.” Mollie and her family placed enough food in the casket for Anna’s three-day journey to what the Osage refer to as the Happy Hunting Ground.

			The older mourners, like Mollie’s mother, began to recite Osage prayer-songs, hoping that Wah’Kon-Tah would hear them.

			Standing at the grave site with Ernest, Mollie could hear the old people’s song of death, their chants mixed with weeping. Oda Brown, Anna’s ex-husband, stepped away, looking grief-stricken. Precisely at noon—as the sun, the greatest manifestation of the Great Mystery, reached its zenith—Mollie watched the glistening white coffin sink into the ground.
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			The killings of Anna Brown and Charles Whitehorn caused a sensation. A banner headline in the Pawhuska Daily Capital read, two separate murder cases are unearthed almost at same time. Was it just a coincidence that both victims had been wealthy Osage Indians in their thirties? Or was this, perhaps, the work of a repeat killer?

			Lizzie relied on Mollie to deal with the authorities. During Lizzie’s lifetime, many of the Osage had been separated from their traditions. Louis F. Burns, an Osage historian, wrote that after oil was discovered, the tribe had been “set adrift in a strange world,” adding that “there was nothing familiar to clutch and stay afloat in the world of white man’s wealth.” In the old days, an Osage clan, which included a group known as the Travelers in the Mist, would take the lead whenever the tribe was undergoing sudden changes. Though Mollie often felt bewildered by the upheaval around her, she took the lead for her family—a modern traveler in the mist. She spoke English and was married to a white man, and she had resisted the temptations that had hurt many young members of the tribe, including Anna.

			
			To some Osage, especially elders like Lizzie, oil was a cursed blessing. “Someday this oil will go and there will be no more fat checks every few months from the Great White Father,” an Osage chief said in 1928. “There’ll be no fine motorcars and new clothes. Then I know my people will be happier.”

			Mollie pressed the authorities to investigate Anna’s murder, but most white officials seemed to have little interest. So Mollie turned to Ernest’s uncle. William Hale was one of the most successful businessmen in the county, and he had campaigned for law and order—for the protection of what he called “God-fearing souls.”

			Hale, who had an owlish face, stiff black hair, and small, alert eyes set in shaded hollows, had settled on the reservation nearly two decades earlier. He seemed to have come out of nowhere—a man with no known past. Arriving in the territory with little more than the clothes on his back and a worn Old Testament, he began what a person who knew him well called a “fight for life and fortune” in a “raw state of civilization.”

			Hale found work as a cowboy on a ranch. Before trains crisscrossed the West, cowboys drove cattle from Texas to Osage territory, where the herds grazed on the lush bluestem grass, and then on to Kansas, for shipment to Chicago and other cities. These cattle drives fueled the American fascination with cowboys, but the work was hardly romantic. Hale toiled day and night for very little money. He rode through storms—hail, lightning, sand—and survived stampedes, when he had to guide the cattle into smaller and smaller circles so they wouldn’t trample him. His clothes carried the stench of sweat and manure, and his bones were frequently battered, if not broken. Eventually, he hoarded and borrowed enough money to buy his own herd in Osage territory. “He is the most energetic man I ever knew,” a man who invested in his business recalled. “Even when he crossed the street he walked as if he were going after something big.”

			
			But Hale soon went bankrupt—a bitter failure that only stoked the furnace of his ambition. After he started over in the cattle business, he often slept in a tent on the windy plains, alone in his fury. Years later, a reporter described how he’d pace before a fire “like a leashed animal. He nervously rubbed his hands into the flames. His rather ruddy face was aglow with cold and excitement.”

			He became an expert cattleman. And as his profits rose, he bought up more territory from the Osage and neighboring settlers until he owned some forty-five thousand acres of the finest grazing land in the county, as well as a small fortune. Then he went to work on himself. He replaced his ragged trousers and cowboy hat with a suit, a bow tie, and a felt hat, his eyes looking out through distinguished round-rimmed glasses. He married a schoolteacher and had a daughter who adored him. He recited poetry. Pawnee Bill, the legendary Wild West showman and the onetime partner of Buffalo Bill, described Hale as a “high-class gentleman.”

			He was named a reserve deputy sheriff in Fairfax. The position enabled him to carry a badge and to lead posses, and he sometimes kept one pistol in his side pocket and another strapped to his hip. They represented, he liked to say, his authority as an officer of the law.

			As Hale’s wealth and power grew, politicians courted his support, knowing that they couldn’t win without his blessing. He outworked and outwitted his rivals, making plenty of enemies who wanted him dead. “Some did hate him,” a friend admitted. Still, Mollie Burkhart and many others considered him Osage County’s greatest benefactor. He had aided the Osage before they were flush with oil money, donating to charities and schools and a hospital. He even assumed the label of preacher, signing his letters “Rev. W. K. Hale.” A local doctor said, “I couldn’t begin to remember how many sick people have received medical attention at his expense, nor how many hungry mouths have tasted of his bounty.” Later, Hale wrote a letter to an assistant chief of the tribe, saying, “I never had better friends in my life than the Osages…. I will always be the Osages true Friend.” In this last remnant of the American frontier, Hale was revered as the “King of the Osage Hills.”
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					William Hale competing in a roping contest when he was a cowboy
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			Hale frequently came by Mollie’s house to pick up Ernest. Not long after Anna’s burial, he showed up to pay his respects to Mollie and her mother. He vowed to get justice for Anna.

			He had always expressed affection for Anna—“We were mighty good friends,” he said—and had served as a pallbearer at her funeral. Mollie remembered seeing Hale huddled with Ernest during one visit, apparently talking about hunting down whoever had murdered her sister.
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					A transformed Hale standing with his daughter and wife

				
			
			A short time later, Mollie went to testify at a hearing in Fairfax. The U.S. Department of the Interior’s Office of Indian Affairs—which oversaw government relations with tribes and was later renamed the Bureau of Indian Affairs—had a field agent assigned to the Osage territory who knew Mollie. He said that she was “willing to do everything she can in order to…bring the guilty parties to justice.” The authorities had provided a translator for Mollie, but she waved him off and spoke in succinct English, the way the nuns had taught her as a child.

			
			Mollie described for the jurors the final time that Anna visited her house. She said that her sister had left around sundown. In a later proceeding, a government official asked her, “How did she go?”

			“She goes in a car.”

			“Who was with her?”

			“Bryan Burkhart.”

			“Did you notice which direction they went?”

			“Towards Fairfax.”

			“Was anyone else in the car with Bryan and Anna?”

			“No, just Bryan and Anna…”

			“Did you see her anymore alive after that?”

			Mollie stayed composed. “No,” she said.

			“You saw her body after it was found?”

			“Yes.”

			“How long was it about after this
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