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Preface

Boundless, Limitless

It was high noon on the Great Plains. A gentle breeze tempered midday heat and coaxed into flowing motion a dreamy landscape of bromegrass and sagebrush. From a bluff on the rolling shoulders of the Missouri River a boundless lap of prairie expanded into 360-degree infinity. Cedar trees stood sentry over the breaks and ravines that ascended from the river. A meadowlark sang its story over a symphony of insects whose melody rose and fell with the wind. Overhead, a hawk perched on a power line, eyes darting for the next careless field mouse. Pillows of clouds, feathery white, blue on the bottom, played shade and shine games on the grassy ocean. Taken together, this canvas hinted at the naked power and mystical appeal of this place: comforting and inviting in its serenity, overwhelming and intimidating in its limitlessness.

The late-nineteenth-century teacher and author, Massachusetts-born Elaine Goodale became mesmerized with the deep mysteries of these plains. She had spent a single year traveling by horse and wagon across 2,400 miles of this place called Dakota, opening and inspecting government schools for Native children. Mocking maps that then called it the “Great American Desert,” she quoted poet William Cullen Bryant in describing the allure: “These ‘gardens of the desert,’ these ‘unshorn fields boundless and beautiful,’” she wrote, “enjoy the keen thrill of an exhilarating, truly intoxicating climate. Body and spirit are keyed to the pitch of that dry, clear atmosphere and dazzling sunlight.”

Goodale marveled at the “subtle variety of the prairie landscape,” an “undeveloped taste that complains of monotony in a scene that possesses the grandeur of ocean, with a mellow softness peculiarly its own.”1

Forever, humans standing on this land would have felt the same overwhelming pull between connectedness and aloneness as I felt that warm July day in 2022. Along with its lonesomeness, this place emanated a soft, yet powerful reassurance. I had come, and I would go, but this place has been like this for a long time, and it shall continue into the infinite mysteries of tomorrow. One man-made change submerged part of it but retained the mystery in the deep-blue reservoirs from massive US government dam-building programs of the mid-twentieth century. Yes, Goodale was right—there is much more to the plains than monotonous expanse. Standing there, it was impossible to escape feeling that there were far greater things than I at work.

The Great Plains make you feel intimately alone yet innately connected in a way no other environment on the planet does. The open seas can produce a greater sense of aloneness, but they lack the reassurance, for beneath their roiling waters lie deep and foreboding dangers. Here on the plains, even when swept by the fiercest wind and snow, firmness lies beneath. Here, Heaven and Earth embrace. When the sinking sun paints brilliant splashes of red and orange and yellow across the entire horizon, you stand with the same awe the nomads who called this place home did thousands of years ago.

I had come to see the country around the tiny settlement of Swift Bird on South Dakota’s Cheyenne River Indian Reservation. To say the village is hardscrabble is to understate hard and scrabble. A few dozen late-twentieth-century government Housing and Urban Development homes huddled in ravines and breaks on the rolling plateau overlooking the once wild Missouri. The Big Muddy has become more lake than river—the reservoir the Oahe Dam formed is actually now the ninth largest lake in the nation—after the US Corps of Engineers, in quest of flood control, irrigation, and recreation, dammed the Missouri six times over three states, from Montana to South Dakota. These gigantic dams, some of the biggest in the world, represent white civilization’s grandest attempt to “civilize” the plains since the frontier was settled.

Swift Bird is so out of the way that some of its neighbors don’t know it exists. There’s a lot of that in this country. A guy in a South Dakota Transportation Department pickup scarcely thirty miles down the road and off the reservation told me he’d never heard of it. It’s there if you want to find it, perched on a grassland just west of a quarter-mile-long bridge over the Missouri and scarcely a half mile south of Highway 212, the concrete slash that connects eastern and western South Dakota and dissects the Cheyenne Reservation. A young man in an old pickup assured me I was in the right place when I turned off Highway 212 on a rutted gravel-dirt road to approach the village.

Kids and teenagers lolled and played outside a few of the houses. Basketball hoops loomed over driveways. Bikes were strewn about. Three middle-aged guys, one wearing a Raiders football shirt, talked casually around an idling truck. Political signs for a tribal chair election were impaled in the hard earth. Virtually all the homes could use repair. Swift Bird displays the kind of naked poverty that has long denoted reservation life for many people of the Sioux nations.

The 2020 Census recorded 8,588 souls on 4,259 square miles of the Cheyenne River Indian Reservation. Three out of four were people of Native heritage. The poverty rate of almost 38 percent was three times the national average, the per capita income of $17,841 was half the national average. Half of the children under eighteen lived in poverty. But it is a stable population. Cheyenne River’s “geographical mobility”—those who had moved in the previous year—was a fifth the national average, and almost all of them moved within the reservation.2

Although I left the state in the early 1980s, I was born and raised in South Dakota, about two hundred miles east of the Cheyenne River Reservation in the fertile glacial lakes of the Sioux River Valley carved by glaciers two million years ago. Dutch, English, and German ancestors worked hard and prospered in farm life on rich bottomland bought from the ever-westward pushing railroads or homesteaded from the government. Swedes, Norwegians, Irish, Russians, and others from that great nineteenth-century flood out of Europe also set down roots here.

They were pioneers of the so-called Manifest Destiny, that “go West” doctrine of eastern promoters and politicians who declared the settlement of North America to be pre-ordained, blessed by cultural superiority and Christian beliefs, and essential for the growth of a new nation. Scarcely, over the decades since, have my people interacted with the descendants of the Indigenous people—Dakota and Lakota Sioux—who had been pushed westward before my family arrived. Today, eastern South Dakota is a bountiful breadbasket of 640-acre squares of wheat, oats, corn, and soybeans. Native people, Dakota and Lakota, live on nine reservations that cover roughly five million acres of the state, much of it west of the Missouri—an area bigger than Connecticut and Rhode Island combined. Almost one in ten current South Dakotans has Indigenous blood.3

The 1973 occupation of the village of Wounded Knee on the Pine Ridge Reservation in southwestern South Dakota came when I was eighteen and just beginning to look at the world from the outside in. It was the first time I remember truly confronting the idea that my family’s roots in that land, deep and unquestioned as they were by the time my fourth generation of white settlement came along, would always come with a caveat that others had come long before.

Although I had spent a fair amount of time as a journalist reporting on South Dakota’s reservations as a young man, I had never viewed these lands like I did that day at Swift Bird years later as an old one. I was trying to look through another person’s eyes, through those of a young white woman in the 1880s who had come to this boundless, limitless, challenging place. She had come in faith that her cause was righteous and her works that of a higher power. Her name was Corabelle Fellows. Her last posting as a teacher and Christian missionary in Dakota Territory in 1888 had been at Swift Bird. As I discovered on a long and winding research path, the original site of the village is a short distance, perhaps no more than a couple of miles, from where the current Swift Bird is located. We will return to the reasons why it was moved later.

Corabelle had written vividly and lovingly in late-in-life memoirs about her time teaching and preaching in Nebraska and Dakota Territory. She arrived when Dakota was a territory and left after Congress created South and North Dakota in 1889. Here at Swift Bird, Corabelle’s life took a dramatic turn, an experience that personified the deeply embedded biases in the popular culture at the time, a life scarred on the sharp edge of conflict between white settlers and Native populations on the American frontier. Although she came with an aura of superiority, she eventually admired and even practiced many Native customs that her government had resolved to drown in waves of assimilation. Most significantly, she flaunted marital customs that looked askance at marriage between Indigenous people and those of other races—so much so that newspapers sneered that “painted red would be a good title” for a novel she was reported to want to write.4

The frontier that Corabelle saw is ostensibly gone, but its fissures have persisted despite repeated attempts at reconciliation.

In this third decade of the twenty-first century, statues of the past are being torn down, language is being re-thought, and whole genres of literature and the arts are devoted to racial and cultural identity. Sports teams are shedding mascots objectifying Native peoples. The highest peak in South Dakota’s mysterious granite-and-pine-covered Black Hills, once named for a ruthless nineteenth-century army officer William Harney who commanded troops during wars against the Sioux, was changed in 2016 to Black Elk Peak after a famous Oglala Lakota elder. The US Department of Interior, in September of 2022, removed “squaw,” a derisive term widely used in the nineteenth century, from about 650 geographical names around the country.5

Yet, conflicts over Native vs. Christian religion persist. As if on cue, the day I visited Swift Bird a news story illustrative of that point came out of the Pine Ridge Reservation along South Dakota’s southwestern border with Nebraska. The chair of the Oglala Sioux Tribe was demanding that a Christian missionary leave the reservation for preaching “that Jesus, not Tunkasila (a Lakota word for Creator), is the ‘true God.’”6

Politicians, some catering to the backlash of a “woke” culture they see as tearing down the very ideals of America, have determined they can decide what our history should tell us. To them, I say: Tell all of it. Tell it without bias or reservation or scrubbing to hide the ignorance and shortcomings of our past. The founders recognized their flaws and shortcomings. Many, including two whose giant likenesses are carved into South Dakota’s Mount Rushmore, were slaveholders. Yet, intrinsically recognizing their failings, they called for a pursuit of a more perfect union, not the preservation of a perfect one.

The tide of white civilization long ago submerged the American frontier, but in the twenty-first century we have not reached settlement on how the past should be remembered. For every tale of a missionary’s benevolent intentions to “civilize,” a la Corabelle’s, for every hearty tale of hardy immigrants populating the plains with sod huts and straight furrows, we have the shame of abuse in Native boarding schools and the massacre at Wounded Knee to remember. For every attempt at reconciliation between Natives and non-Natives, we live with persistent tension between tribal nations and the United States.

The Christian missionaries who believed they were introducing religion to an uncivilized people were actually attempting to supplant one religion for another. For Dakota and Lakota, faith was a central strand of life: Faith that the great herds of tatanka (buffalo) would appear and sustain. Faith that the rivers would flow and the rains would come. Faith in endurance, faith in neighbors, faith that in these infinite surroundings, there was something greater at work than any single soul. Faith in a Great Spirit that presided over it all.

Earth, sky, humans, animals, plants, and the cosmos were inseparable. Place itself was spiritual. The Great Plains “is also part of the He Sapa (Black Hills), or the best of everything that is,” writes the Sioux author and historian Nick Estes, the italics his. “He Sapa is the beating heart of the Lakota cosmos, where we emerged from red earth, took our first breath, and gained our humanity as Oyate Luta; the ‘Red People,’ or the ‘Red Nation.’ During the last ice age, massive glaciers carved up the land. After the ice retreated, it left rolling hills and tunneling valleys that became buffalo roads, which herds that once blackened the plains traveled during seasonal migrations to and from water. The buffalo followed the stars, and the people followed the buffalo.”7

That nomadic, harsh physical life of the Dakota people was softened by dances, rituals, and feasts. “Religion permeated every aspect of the Dakotas’ life,” observed famed Dakota author Virginia Driving Hawk Sneve. “It was impossible to differentiate between the social, economic, and religious phases of the Dakota culture.

“Religion was inextricably interwoven with every pattern of individual behavior,” she continued. “Thus, the Dakota held a special reverence and respect for all religions. The early missionaries were welcomed and their message reverently heard. It was only later when the Indians saw that not all white men followed the doctrines of Christianity, that the motives of the missionaries were questioned.”8

For the Natives who hunted buffalo and gathered in settlements along the Missouri River long before the Europeans arrived, the gaze of history goes back over the horizon at least 12,000 years to the Pleistocene Age. Mound builders built impressive civilizations along the meandering river. For centuries, the Big Muddy was a vital and busy transportation and trade route for a vast swath of North America. As deeply as I feel connected to this land, I must always remember that my rootedness is shallow compared to the history of the Native people who still live on it, and even to the other tribes and bands of Indigenous people they went to war with, and themselves pushed out.

The story I am about to tell is primarily about women. Women whose frontier lives were every bit as adventuresome and challenging as those of their male counterparts, but whose stories are often relegated to secondary roles in the literature and press of the age. In dime novels and newspaper pages, women were often portrayed as sidekicks and victims. The explorers and trappers and soldiers and warriors and villains were almost always male, the politicians even more so. The frontier tome Little House on the Prairie became popular when it was published in 1935 in large part because it was centered on a little girl on the nineteenth-century frontier. Laura Ingalls Wilder’s story wouldn’t have seemed such an anomaly if a more complete narrative of the frontier had been told in the first place.

White women taught and preached and nursed and trailblazed on the frontier, and in this part of the world it was Dakota and Lakota Sioux women with whom they most often bonded and held community together. And, as we will see with Corabelle and Elizabeth Winyan, the latter a selfless Dakota servant, they learned from one another.

As their triumphs and tragedies unfold, fair warning to the reader. Words and phrases that may be considered racially injurious under a modern light will be included as expressions of their times. They must remain to retain the authenticity of the story, to show the racism, sexism, and classism of the world surrounding the American frontier.

In that spirit, the reader should also keep in mind that reservations are part of a system of Indigenous nations within the geography of a nation, the United States. The Native people known as Sioux are often known as one, but individually they are as diverse as the earth’s infinite variety.

Traditionally known as Oceti Sakowin, which translates into “The Seven Council Fires,” their tribal governments, villages, and communities today are spread out over reservations and individual lands, from south central Canada to Nebraska. South and North Dakota are named for one band, the Dakota. The Great Sioux Nation is comprised of Dakota, or Santee; Nakota, the Yankton-Yanktonai; and the Lakota, or Teton, who are often called “the dwellers on the prairie.”

The Dakota consist of Mdewkanton, Wahpekute, Wahpeton, and Sisseton. By the mid-nineteenth century they generally resided among the lakes and rivers of Minnesota, Nebraska, and eastern South Dakota. The Nakota include the Yankton and Yanktonai, and they primarily resided in the far northern and northwestern regions of Montana and North Dakota, and in several Canadian provinces. The Lakota subdivisions include Hunkpapa and Oglala.

As the Minnesota Historical Society explains, “each group is a distinct but similar culture.” And within all groupings, family—held together for centuries in oral traditions and constant pursuit of survival—is the organizing center of it all.9

A day before that July visit to the Cheyenne River Reservation I received word that a pioneering Lakota journalist, Tim Giago, had died at the age of eighty-eight. The New York Times obituary heralded this fellow South Dakotan, whom I had known for five decades, for challenging “discriminatory government policies, American Indian stereotypes in popular culture and, at times, tribal leaders themselves.”

Like Corabelle Fellows, Tim was fearless and passionate. Like her, he gravitated to remote places and focused on people in need. He was unafraid to challenge authority and as a result he was threatened with violence for printing uncomfortable things, once surviving an assassination attempt when a bullet pierced his pickup windshield. He confronted biases inside and outside his profession that his white counterparts could never fully comprehend.10

Tim saw one world of different peoples, with good to encourage and bad to overcome. He wrote with blunt clarity of the challenges of Native people. He challenged authority from within, and he did not spare tribal leadership in his critiques. Yet in his first gaze across a river, he most always looked for the bridge.

I have faith Tim spoke to me that day at Swift Bird. When I returned to my pickup to leave, Tim’s voice was on the radio. The Native station, KLND, was replaying a thirty-two-year-old interview Tim had given to South Dakota Public Broadcasting. There was Tim talking about reconciliation in his familiar soft clip. I knew right then that I had taken the correct path to this beautiful country, into this story.

“You know there is an old saying that if you care about someone, take them out to dinner,” Tim said. “I’d like to see that happen in South Dakota. I’d like to see the non-Indian people of South Dakota feel that they can be friends with the Indian people. Because I think it could be mutual.”

A compelling, yet sad, plea, because the reality of distant neighbors still abounds in this boundless place. As Corabelle eventually discovered, life’s best intentions can be overwhelmed by ignorance. Love alone is not always enough. Faith in something greater than oneself can sustain through it all. Corabelle came to preach and teach. She left this land having learned far more than she ever could have imagined.










Chapter 1

A Blind Woman Wants Us to See

She was in her seventies, diminutive in stature but grandiose in spirit. Corabelle Fellows was blind and, at times, living alone or with relatives in Wichita, Kansas. The world was in the stranglehold of the long, hard 1930s Depression and Dust Bowl, a decade that its survivors would label the “Dirty 30s.” Disruption, displacement, and suffering had been unleashed on America and on the rest of the world.

Tough times were familiar to this old woman and had been ever since her days as a young adventurer on the Dakota frontier in the 1880s. She was looking back on a life of wanderlust, of love gained and love lost, of friendships that transcended warring cultures, and of a marriage that had eventually been smothered by racism and exploitation. This tiny old woman began writing down all the memories, line by line.

Then known as Corabelle Fellows Tillman, she was living sparsely, fending off poverty. She had eagerly sought some challenges, others had been thrust on her by fate, ignorance, even the powerful vagaries of nature on the Plains. A life that could have hardened her, that could have pushed her to bitterness and regret, had done just the opposite. In her handwritten memoirs—contained on crumbling, fading, and disordered pages handed through generations to a great-great granddaughter—she expressed faith in optimism. These handwritten memoirs, which will be referred to often in the coming narrative, tell of a lifetime of overcoming much more than the blindness that had descended on her in her twilight years.

Corabelle’s first marriage more than forty years before, to a man of Dakota Sioux and European heritage in the previous century’s wild Dakota Territory, had fallen apart, but only after their union had gained national fame and notoriety. The marriage to Sam Campbell had been mocked and ridiculed in crude, racist terms in the sensationalist, yellow press. A second husband, a Civil War veteran almost two decades older than Corabelle, a stoic and purportedly abusive man, had died in the decade before she began writing her life’s story. A troubled son from the first marriage—one of her five children—sometimes came to live with her, and he was alleged to have sometimes stolen his mother’s pension for the blind. But despite the abuse, Corabelle protected him and defended him. “He needed me the most,” she told Flora Isely, an author who went by the pen name of Kunigunde Duncan.1 To the end, Corabelle’s stubborn resolve and selflessness sustained her.

She had embraced the challenge of spending her final years by learning Braille, reading classics, and helping to record Native Sioux songs she’d learned. As a young woman, Corabelle had taught children and adults of the Dakota and Lakota Sioux in Nebraska and Dakota Territory. Her time in the territory was in that tenuous transition between the 1876 defeat of Custer at Little Big Horn and the 1890 massacre of nearly 300 Sioux and Cheyenne people at Wounded Knee, South Dakota. She had learned much from these Native people, especially the women and their customs, their resiliency, and their reverence for the mysteries of the hosts of earth and sky. She had told her “lively accounts” many times at events hosted by the Wichita Association of the Blind.2 Now she was trying to put the best memories down on paper.

Rebellious and adventurous, a twenty-three-year-old Corabelle had ventured west in 1884 from her home in Washington, DC, after spending six years preparing in divinity school and teaching in a school she had started barely out of her teens. Upon arriving on the frontier, Corabelle initially was a teacher in a Christian boarding school for Native children in Nebraska. She came filled with expectations and preconceptions that would soon be challenged. Later, she taught in various locations in Dakota Territory, and she experienced all the natural fury of the mighty host. She nearly died in a blizzard and survived a monstrous prairie windstorm that decimated the village where she was living. She cut her own wood and built her own fires, learned to break horses, raised cattle, evaded snakes and wolves, forded icy rivers, and learned from Sioux women how to glean wild beans, berries, and potatoes. In one dramatic act that forever changed her, she fought off an insistent Dakota suitor who literally carried her off in the middle of a cold Dakota night for an intended forced marriage. Only the intervention of a bold and insistent friend, a Native Dakota woman of equally selfless spirit and resolve as Corabelle’s, a woman who herself had overcome soul-searing tragedies and loss, saved her from forced matrimony. Elizabeth Winyan’s own rich life tapestry became intricately woven with Corabelle’s.

How these two women came together on the harsh plains of the American West in the late nineteenth century, how each tried in their own way to round the cutting edges of a white civilization that was encroaching rapidly and inexorably onto lands long traversed by Sioux and other tribes, tells as much of the lived and authentic history of the American frontier as anything in Buffalo Bill’s shoot-’em-up shows of the day ever did.
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Young Corabelle
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In the end, Corabelle embraced Elizabeth as her mother—“Ina” in Dakota—after Corabelle’s biological mother disowned her.

Through Winyan and other Natives, Corabelle became enraptured by Dakota Territory’s subtle, complex mysteries, mesmerized by its expanses, taken in by its emerald and blue oases of ravines, ponds, rivers, and lakes. The sunrises and sunsets became masterpieces in the sky for a young woman who at one time aspired to be a painter. Trees, preciously few, grew like stout stewards of hope. Clear night skies cascaded from horizon to horizon and shimmering diamond clusters of stars could coax the spirit into self-reflective moments of wonder. The bitter cold winters, the blizzards, and ice-locked rivers presented challenges many would have walked away from. She reveled in enduring them. Under this canopy, Corabelle became awestruck by the perseverance of the Dakota and Lakota Sioux with whom she lived, the wanderers who were now being asked to settle on lands that ultimately could not support them.

In truth, the Sioux also were no strangers to conflict and displacement, having roamed for centuries in search of the life-sustaining tatanka (buffalo) and having over the arc of time fought with other Native people over land and resources. Their oral traditions traveled with them. By the time Corabelle arrived that Thanksgiving of 1884, the recent, written history of the brutal Indian Wars and the broken promises by the US government were just the newest acts in the Oceti Sakowin’s constantly moving story.

The yellow press of the East had made Corabelle and her first husband, Samuel Campbell, a man of white and Native parentage, both famous and notorious. Newspapers simultaneously mocked and praised Corabelle’s spirit and independence, even while vilifying and dehumanizing Sam without ever bothering to really know him. Corabelle’s father, a gentle man from whom she inherited her wandering spirit and empathy, worried about her constantly, and had at least attempted rapprochement  after her marriage to Sam. Corabelle’s mother, sister, and aunt, all social climbers in Washington, DC, had disowned her in the harshest of terms. But in her journey away from the life they thought she should have lived, Corabelle had found another mother in Winyan. In a tiny log cabin along the Cheyenne River in the wildest expanse of Dakota Territory, their brief time together left a legacy of understanding.

Five decades later in Wichita, as Corabelle patiently wrote her life story in longhand, the memories of those Sioux Indians inspired her.

“As I look back at those days now, a gray-haired woman of seventy years, I can see now how those days of roughing it gave health and vigor to these present years of my life and no doubt preserved my good health for the remaining years of my life,” Corabelle wrote in memoirs scrawled over dozens and dozens of pages.

Her story, though filled with danger and daring, had been largely overlooked and certainly undervalued. By the 1930s, many of the Christian missions or boarding schools that Corabelle had come to serve had vanished or were on their way out, faded with the frontier. Yet as the mid-twentieth century approached and Corabelle sat writing her memoirs, the American West was still being mythologized in books and memorialized on film largely by men, about men. On big screens in big cities and small towns, Natives were still being portrayed as obstinate, ignorant, bloodthirsty, and in the way, as inferior beings either to be corralled or eliminated altogether. Women—white and Native—were almost always supporting actors. Women in distress, women as sexual objects, women as followers. Women as bit players and afterthoughts.

When Corabelle decided to write her own story, whether she intended it or not, women became the central characters of an entirely different frontier narrative. The prose and imagery poured forth as if the scenes were as fresh as yesterday. There were thrilling stories, touching tales, harrowing episodes.

Corabelle’s then-middle-school-aged granddaughter, Rose Staunton Kirkbright, became her physical guide as the story flowed from one memory to another in a scrawling, messy manner. During the day, while Rose was in school, her grandmother would position rubber bands to guide her hand evenly across the page. When one line was done, Corabelle moved the rubber band down to the next. She marked pages by poking pins into the upper corners; one pin prick meant page one, and so on. The pages piled up and were handed down through family through the years.

She had remained fiercely independent even after her sight began failing in the mid-1920s, and total blindness had set in by the early ’30s. Corabelle often insisted on living as independently as she could, but offspring from both husbands congregated nearby. Sometimes her son, Claude, would be there with her; at times she would live with others. She had counted the steps from one Wichita apartment to the streetcar that would take her to and from the state School for the Blind, where she learned Braille. Afraid of fire, she sometimes turned down offers to live with relatives who smoked. She learned her vegetable garden by heart and valued the experience of bringing life from the ground as well as the sustenance it provided, a feeling she carried forth from her time gleaning on the prairie with Dakota and Lakota women a half century earlier.

“She had a way of marking money so that she could tell the difference in the denomination of bills,” recalled Rose years later. “She loved to do her own cooking and gardening.”3

Day after day, teenaged Rose would come from school and read her grandmother’s thrilling and mysterious life as it unrolled like a living play. The writing was often messy, like memory itself. Sometimes young Rose would arrive to find words scrawled over others, with thoughts jumbled and intermingled as Corabelle had mistakenly started over on a filled page she thought was blank. Some words survived clearly and boldly, but the overwritten and jumbled ones became an apt metaphor for how memory itself often presses and comingles and obscures. To augment, Corabelle provided an oral history for her grandchildren, teaching them to sing in Dakota and to dance to melodies she had learned among the Sioux.

“I spent many hours with my grandmother, listening to her wonderful stories, singing Indian songs and even dancing Indian dances, circling from the living room through the dining room and kitchen and back to the living room,” Rose wrote Bruce David Forbes, a religious professor at Iowa’s Morningside College. “She had many intriguing examples of beadwork, moccasins, pin cushions, clothing and toys, especially a doll that had been made for her.”4

That doll, made of cotton with a deerskin face, remained with descendants in Corabelle’s family, eventually landing with her great-great-granddaughter, Carrie Lindsey. It speaks of resourcefulness, of making do, of the strength to hold onto something of meaning in the bleakest of times and places. The manuscript has faded, but the memories remain.

“[She] was an amazing woman,” Rose said simply of her grandmother.

In 1938 the amazing woman’s story became the basis for a book. But someone else had appropriated the experiences, told it incompletely and sometimes incorrectly, and shaped the story line around the societal biases and prejudices of that age. Flora Isely, a freelancer from Wichita who went by the pen name of Kunigunde Duncan, read Corabelle’s memoirs and letters, spent hours interviewing her, but published only a part of Corabelle’s life story. And she put her own pen name on it, describing it as “told from the life of Corabelle Fellows.”

Isely/Duncan, as she will be referred to in the coming narrative, was a successful poet and writer in Wichita. The book was called Blue Star, The Story of Corabelle Fellows, Teacher at Dakota Missions, 1884–1888.

In correspondence after the book came out, Isely/Duncan said she had helped Corabelle financially with proceeds from the book. But there is no evidence Corabelle received money from the publishers of Blue Star. In truth, it most likely didn’t make much money. The book had modest sales of about 1,800 by the mid-1940s, and Corabelle’s descendants wondered through successive generations how the book had all come together. Shortly after publication, her relatives contacted a well-known Wichita lawyer to see if Corabelle had been treated fairly, but nothing came of it. In a letter to an associate of Corabelle’s, Isely/Duncan said she wrote the book, in part, to help Corabelle financially. The truth of that part of Blue Star may never be known, but the records of the publisher, still kept nearly a century later, showed that all of the proceeds had gone to Isely/Duncan and her husband, Bliss.5

One of Corabelle’s mentors in the Dakota missions also questioned key parts of the book, including and especially how it depicted Corabelle’s relationship with Winyan.

Blue Star—the name given Corabelle for the color of her eyes by Dakota children at the Santee Agency in Nebraska—came out after Corabelle died. Wichita Girl Scout chapters put the book on their must-read list as a tribute to strong, Christian, white women. At a time when American Indians had been confined to reservations for more than a half century and were still routinely portrayed in press and film as inferior beings and threats to civilization, the book was favorably reviewed as a story of a white woman trying to bring Christian civilization to Native people along the Missouri River.

“Girl teacher is heroine of Indian book,” headlined one review, in the Ogden, Utah, Standard-Examiner. “The girl had an indominable spirit, combined with real sympathy for the red people to whom she was offering the first taste of the white men’s knowledge,” the reviewer wrote. “And the Indians, who valued above all things a brave heart, gave her an affectionate title—Blue Star. Personalities like hers are fast disappearing as the frontiers of the west become past history.”

Corabelle, the reviewer wrote, “remained at her post while other women teachers fled from Indian scares, the cold, and privations.”6

The Sioux Falls, South Dakota, Argus-Leader described Blue Star as “a really fascinating story that is an important contribution to the early history of the Dakotas.”7 By Dakotas, it meant the states, not the people who had inhabited it. For the early history of the Dakota people went back long, long before it.

Blue Star did weave many of Corabelle’s words into its pages, but not nearly all of them, and what it did not tell forms the basis of this attempt at a more complete narrative of her exhilarating, tragic, and eventually come-to-peace life. In particular, Blue Star’s misportrayal of the relationship between Corabelle and Elizabeth Winyan is a testament to the damage of presenting contrived narrative over true history, of the distortions when the predominant memories come from a culture seeking dominance, and of the traps all humans fall into when broad brushes are applied to relationships, and to history.

Most frustrating in hindsight, the book ended just when Corabelle’s story was becoming a national sensation. What it omitted is a testament to the utter destructiveness of prejudice and mythmaking in popular culture, then and now. Corabelle’s story is certainly one of defiance, service, survival, acceptance, and enlightenment, and that is all told in her voice, often quite eloquently, by Isely/Duncan in Blue Star. But Corabelle’s life after her marriage to Sam Campbell, a man of Native and white ancestry, was wracked by appalling racism and sexism, detonated in the public sphere by predatory hucksters in the nineteenth-century press, and by an American culture approaching the twentieth century that was fascinated with the freakish, mysterious, and unfamiliar. Corabelle’s journey eventually coursed through everything from national politics to Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show. She became a celebrity against her will just as celebrity was becoming a staple of mass-produced Americana.

Yet as she looked back five decades later, she had few regrets.

“I gave myself to God’s keeping at seventeen years, and although I have made many serious mistakes, I have been blessed,” she wrote in her memoirs. “And whatever you do, do all for the glory of God.”

Her experience in Dakota Territory bracketed two seminal events of the Indian Wars. Just eight years before Corabelle arrived in Dakota Territory, a large Lakota, Arapahoe, and Northern Cheyenne force had wiped out George Armstrong Custer and his Seventh Cavalry at Little Big Horn in Montana, four hundred miles to the northwest from where Corabelle first stepped off the train in Dakota Territory. Sioux leaders and survivors of that battle, which Natives called the Battle of Greasy Grass, including the legendary Sitting Bull, were living on or near the reservations Corabelle would soon serve.

Corabelle’s marriage to Sam Campbell and the end of her mission work came a little more than two years before the 1890 slaughter of Native men, women, and children by that same Seventh Cavalry at Wounded Knee. In between, epic political battles over the survival of Native language and religion were raging in government and in the newspapers. Fights over land and Native sovereignty were an undercurrent and swirl through events even today.

Yet, for her entire life, Corabelle had an ever-firming belief that she had not been hardened but had been transformed in the warmth of memory of the people who, in the end, had given her at least as much as she had given them. She would be changed in ways she was still grasping to understand fifty years later.










Chapter 2

The Most Penetrating Cold

It was only November, but it was the coldest Corabelle Fellows had ever been when she stepped onto the railroad platform near Springfield, Dakota Territory, three days before Thanksgiving, 1884. Born in Illinois, her childhood had been filled with movement and adventure. She had lived her formative years in rural New York, the Midwest, and then in and around Washington, DC, as her father followed wanderlust and jobs, and her mother sought high-society connections almost as fast as they could unpack. But this place was different from anything she had ever encountered.

She felt immediately how Dakota cold forced one to snap to attention. Corabelle remembered stepping off the train into “the most penetrating cold I had ever experienced.”1 It immediately clarifies one’s predicament, a stark demarcation between past and present.

Corabelle had arrived after a four-day train trip through the heart of late-nineteenth-century America, interrupted by a short stay in Chicago at an uncle’s home. Even as she arrived in Dakota Territory, her destination at a mission school for Santee children in Nebraska was still several miles distant by boat and then wagon, on the opposite side of the Missouri River.

Standing just five-feet-tall and weighing 105 pounds—her self-description in her memoirs—Corabelle would have been an unimposing figure in such vastness. She had seen a growing nation on her way west. On that last stretch out of Chicago, towns were growing every few miles along busy rail lines bustling with commerce and fresh settlement. But as she approached Dakota Territory, the settlements spread out, and the emptiness began taking back. Though it would be almost a decade before the historian Frederick Jackson Turner famously declared the end of the American frontier, and Corabelle had seen with her own eyes how rapidly that end was approaching.

Fresh, orderly grids of immigrant farms and communities in Wisconsin and Minnesota had made Corabelle realize the change she was stepping into was ordered, real, and irreversible. Harvested fields of corn, wheat, and oats stretched mile upon mile, homesteads often abounded four to one square mile, their houses plump with white settlers in big families pouring into what was becoming the world’s most abundant breadbasket. The promise of free or cheap land and fresh opportunity was part of this great “Manifest Destiny” the talkers and writers of the period extolled like a God-given birthright. Five years before statehood, new waves of immigrants were crashing into Dakota Territory, urged on by railroads whose public relations mavens promised that rain followed the plow, even in places accustomed to a fraction of the precipitation of that a few hundred miles east.

Existing at the edge of this final frontier were the Dakota Sioux whom Corabelle had come to teach. Scattered for years by the force of the American military, they were being pressed and pushed into ever-more hardscrabble landscapes, continually viewed as in the way on land they had long traversed. Some of them, by force or by their own doing, had sent their
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