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			He [Rabbi Tarfon] used to say:

			It is not your duty to finish the work,

			but neither are you at liberty to neglect it.

			—Pirkei Avot 2:16
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		Note on Terminology

		For most of the United States’ official history, the Oceti Sakowin people have been called Sioux. This was not a name of the Nation’s choosing. Their enemies, the Chippewa, referred to them as naduwessi, meaning “enemies” or “snakes”; French traders mispronounced the term and abbreviated it to “Sioux.” This book is primarily concerned with one of the seven Nations that comprise the Oceti Sakowin, the Lakota, of which there are another seven sub-bands. The Lakota refer to themselves by the name of their dialect, which translates as “council of friends.” In an effort not to repeat mistranslations of the past, I have chosen to use that name outside legal or historical references to the Sioux. For the most part, I’ve followed the advice of Gregory Younging’s Elements of Indigenous Style: A Guide for Writing By and About Indigenous Peoples.

		Many terms used to identify Indigenous people are controversial. Over the course of more than twenty years of reporting on Indigenous communities in the United States, I’ve met people who call themselves Native, Indian, Indigenous, American Indian, Alaska Native, and Native American; some individuals use these terms interchangeably, depending on who they’re with and where they are. The writer David Treuer, who is of Ojibwe and Jewish descent, offers sensible advice: if you are concerned about what to call someone, simply ask them their preference. The terms used in this book are a reflection, whenever possible, of the quoted person’s choice.

	
		
			Prologue
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			Twenty-two years ago, while on a reporting trip to the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota, I found myself sitting shotgun in a truck with a man who would later become president of the Oglala Sioux Tribe. He was smoking weed. When he offered me some, I declined, hoping to indicate a level of professionalism that, as a reporter visiting an Indigenous community for the first time, I certainly couldn’t claim.

			We had driven off a dirt road and were parked at the top of a rise. Before us were green rolling hills and the flat plains beyond. It was gray outside. I later described the day this way: “thick clouds the color of ash hang low in the sky, and the damp and cold air sinks into my bones like a long depression.” A herd of buffalo, with their dark brown backs, dotted the landscape.

			Officially, I was there to write an article about how a group of Lakota were defying federal drug laws to grow industrial-grade hemp. More than an effort to build a foothold in a niche market, this was a way for them to wield their sovereignty. Treaties signed with the federal government more than a century earlier established the Lakota as an independent and equal Nation that was allowed certain authority within its borders. According to the hemp grower, this meant he and his family could create their own rules about what to grow on their land, even if those rules conflicted with United States law.

			It is likely that I was wearing jeans and a plain gray T-shirt; back then, this was more or less my uniform for reporting trips, as I believed that, by wearing clothes with limited personality, I could signal to sources that my identity didn’t matter. In my bag beside me were a camera, a DAT recorder, and my slim reporter’s notebook with the binding at the top. I had one great question prepared, which I had learned from a This American Life comic book about how to be a reporter. My boss had told me to write down every single thing that I saw and heard and smelled, but, nonetheless, I failed to record whether the man beside me in the truck smoked a pipe or rolled a joint, or if he seemed very high, or how I felt about any of it.

			Sitting there in the small cab, the dank cloud of smoke lacing the air between us, I was uncomfortable with the quiet. I had yet to learn how to follow a source’s lead; I had yet to learn so many things. In my nervousness, I decided to share something about myself.

			I told him that my family used to own land in South Dakota. That we’d had a ranch somewhere known as Jew Flats. I told him I had an uncle who everyone called Bronco Lou. I remember thinking this might make him see we had something in common, that this might endear me to him.

			He was polite, or maybe just stoned, and nodded. His smile was thin in a way I couldn’t read. It would take me years to realize what my words would immediately mean to any Lakota citizen.

			The 9/11 attacks had taken place the week before I visited Pine Ridge. One evening while I was there, over a paper plate of food that the hemp growers had shared with me at a family gathering, I said something banal about the horror of the recent events in New York. Sitting beside me, a former American Indian Movement (AIM) activist stared at me, her mouth a flat line, and said, “Now you know what it feels like to be attacked and invaded. It’s about time for Americans to understand how that feels.” The day before, an Oglala elder had told me, “When I saw those people running through the streets with terror, I was reminded of my ancestors running in fear at Wounded Knee.” Even then, I failed to connect certain dots, certain historic realities between her, the Lakota, and myself.

			All these years later, what stays with me from that reporting trip—what seems now to be the clear central narrative—appeared at the time to be only tangential to the article I was there to write.
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			In 2001, I knew only the major plot points of my family’s history in South Dakota. I knew that my great-great-grandparents had six children, three girls and three boys, and that they came to America as part of a wave of Jews who fled Russia and its antisemitism at the turn of the twentieth century. I knew that they, like many other immigrants at the time, received free land from the federal government: a cool 160 acres that was theirs to keep if they could turn the wild prairie into farmland. I knew their life was hard and strange. The stories that relatives had told me, well worn from years of retelling, underscored an unfailing tenacity, a specific toughness, as if it were a part of our DNA.

			One such story went like this: It was cold, because it was winter in South Dakota. My great-great-grandmother Faige Etke Sinykin sent her two youngest daughters, who were as young as ten and twelve years old, outside, armed with an axe or log to crack the ice-choked eddy of the creek behind the house. Once they succeeded, Faige Etke went to the creek, stripped, and dunked herself in the freezing water. This was her mikvah, a Jewish ritual bath that religious women take at the end of their menstrual cycle. That my great-aunt and several cousins referred to this story as cute, as in, Do you want to hear a cute story?, tells you something about the women in my family.

			Another selection from our greatest hits: when one of the six Sinykin children was old enough to pass for an adult, they would write “21” on a small piece of paper and stick it inside their shoe. Then, they would walk into the Land Office and ask to file a homestead claim on their very own 160-acre parcel. The land clerk would look them in the eye and ask if they were of age, and they would swear, without lying, Yes, sir, I’m over 21.

			That my family handed down these particular stories—selected from the slush pile of history, leaving other, more problematic plotlines behind—is instructive. Because, of course, both the stories we choose to tell and our decision not to tell others create the myth we pass to future generations.

			I grew up looking at mysterious, never-explained photographs of my relatives posing with Indigenous people in South Dakota. In one, my cousin Vivian is at a roadside stand, the Badlands behind her. She is wearing a breastplate, its beads made of bone, over her Peter Pan–collared blouse and pleated skirt. She and the man beside her are wearing matching eagle-feather war bonnets. In another sepia-toned photo, my great-great-uncle Jack, his gun holstered over his jacket, shakes hands with a man whose skin is a few shades darker than mine. The man wears full regalia and holds a beaded bag and pipe. This man was always identified—inaccurately, it would turn out—as Chief Red Cloud. That we were related to someone who knew a famous chief was a source of pride, but not of curiosity. There was no handed-down story about the Lakota and our relatives. We never talked about our family’s neighbors on the nearby reservations.

			I have spent almost my entire adult life reporting on the American West, attempting to write articles that expand our fixed ideas about the region, highlight inequities, and tell the stories of people and places often overlooked. When writing, for example, about the environmental and public-health effects of oil and gas development or the dangerous working conditions endured by farm workers, I have tried to deepen my reporting with historical context. Yet, when it has come to my own ancestors’ history on the South Dakota prairie, I maintained a blind spot. Only after years of reporting in Indigenous communities did it dawn on me that my family, that I myself, had benefited from the centuries of federal mistreatment of Indigenous people in the United States.
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					Louie Sinykin posing with Indigenous men near Sylvan Lake, South Dakota, early 1930s.

				
			
			It would take many other reporting trips to other reservations in the years after I first went to Pine Ridge for me to deepen my suspicion that my family’s singular focus on specific moments—she dunked herself in the freezing water—disconnected us from those who didn’t share our genetics. Our stories of the prairie clearly imparted the values of toughness and religious commitment, but they failed to convey nuance and complexity. I would begin to suspect that, in fact, our history and that of the Lakota intertwined like a double helix—invisible, and yet shaping everything.
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			In 2017, I found myself packing for another reporting trip. My two kids, ages two and five at the time, sat on the edge of the bed and watched me pack: into the roller bag went a favorite red shirt, pink scarf, my digital recorder, extra batteries, and two reporter’s notebooks.

			“Don’t go, Mama,” the littlest one said. “Why do you have to go?”

			I explained about being a reporter, about how interviewing people in the place where they live and work helps to tell a better story. But I looked into their serious brown eyes and thought: good question.

			The sludgy discomfort I was feeling in the face of an upcoming reporting trip wasn’t exactly new. By then, I’d been reporting for nineteen years, packing one roller bag or another to go on assignment for various national magazines, but this feeling had never gone away. Despite being a card-carrying extrovert, I almost always have a tentative feeling before setting out to talk to strangers. Will my questions be the right ones? Will I know enough to hear what isn’t said?

			The next morning, before the kids were awake, I caught a flight to San Francisco and then a cab to Noe Valley to meet Abby Abinanti, chief justice of the Yurok Tribal Court and a former judge for the California State Superior Court. I had been hired by an investigative-journalism nonprofit to write about Abinanti’s unique and compassionate approach, how her implementation of traditional Yurok religion and culture in her courtroom was becoming a model for state and federal judges nationwide. Her court is far more likely to ask defendants to devise ways to “make things right” than to send them to jail, which Abinanti considers a last resort. Nearly seventy years old then, she was well known in legal circles as a fierce trailblazer, someone who doesn’t take any crap.

			We met in a café, and the silence between us was deafening. Abinanti was shy. I felt so awkward that, when I went to the restroom, I stared at myself in the mirror and said, aloud, “Shit.” But once in the car, rescued from the need to make eye contact, with 333 miles to cover before we’d reach the Yurok Reservation in northern California, we fell into comfortable conversation. She told me to call her Abby, but, like many people, I would come to call her Judge. I put my notebook in my lap and let my digital recorder run.

			As I peppered her with questions, and she patiently answered, John Denver, Willie Nelson, and Hank Williams sang to us from her radio; at times, Judge hummed along. Outside, the dry California grasses flipped their long necks in the wind. We passed tawny hills and slips of river that were more sand than water. The September sky was a pale blue, a perfect day for a drive.

			I pushed away the question I longed to ask, the one that had much more to do with me than with her. Instead, I asked her an obvious one about what it was like to be the first Native female attorney in the state.

			Judge Abby grunted, and a sharp laugh fell from her mouth. “The first thing a judge ever said to me is, ‘You can’t be a lawyer, you’re an Indian.’ Other lawyers spit on me. I’d rather be shoved than spit on. It was a rugged start.”

			I shook my head, but not exactly in disbelief. Such racism, I had come to understand, was endemic to the experience of most Indigenous people in the United States. Still, I wondered aloud how she kept going.

			She turned her head to stare at me; her eyes narrowed. Are you dumb? she seemed to be asking me silently. Are you wasting my time? Then she turned back to watch the winding highway. “I don’t know,” she said, shrugging. “I guess it’s just what I do.” It was quiet between us for what felt like ten miles. I sighed internally. By then, I was used to being the uninformed white lady in the room. I knew how much I didn’t understand.

			She turned off the radio and put on an old CD of Yurok brush songs and dances. It sounded to me like a thumping heartbeat and the sound of walking through dry, thigh-high grass. Judge explained that, when she gets worried, she thinks of the traditional Yurok dances and they calm her. I began to notice how central worry is to her job description as fierce auntie and revered judge.

			Eventually, toward the end of our long drive north from San Francisco—when we were almost to the place where the Klamath River, which the Yurok consider the lifeline of their people, meets the ocean—I built myself up to be bigger than the question I wanted to ask. Staring out the window at the shade cast by redwoods, I told her about my dawning suspicions. I had, at last, begun to wonder about the role my homesteader ancestors might have played, directly or indirectly, in the story of their Lakota neighbors. How exactly had my family gotten their free land and at what cost?

			She was squinting, listening hard, as if trying to solve a puzzle. Then she told me that I had to seek out the truth, even though it likely wouldn’t be easy.

			“Every story is a strand inside that truth, and you have to go out and collect as many stories as you can. It’s kind of like interviewing eyewitnesses for a murder trial. If you interview ten people, you get ten different stories, and they were all there, they all saw it happen. But taken together, you find a summary, which adds up to an objective truth. Then you decide what to do about it.”

			What to do about the truth isn’t a question that journalists are trained to ask. Our job is to disrupt, to expose. To personally take part in any kind of solution isn’t typically part of the job. But this question was impossible to ignore. I lobbed the word reparation.

			“Reparation is a bank word. With reparations, everything has a price. I think the bigger concept is healing. Reparations can be part of that or not. People talk about truth and reconciliation. I’m not a big fan of reconciliation. I’m a fan of healing.”

			Then, she told me another thing that would change my life. She told me to study the culture and traditions of my own people to learn how to respond to a harm. She told me that, if I was lucky, eventually some Lakota might trust me enough to share their own cultural concepts of contrition, for how to make something right after you’ve done a wrong. “Every culture has experience with being wrong, with finding a way forward,” said Judge. “We’re all humans, and we all make mistakes.”

			I grew quiet in the car, thinking. The light died outside, and we drove over a mountain pass and through a herd of elk, their brown necks craning toward the thin strip of grass beside the highway. Again, I wondered about those old photographs of my family members and Lakota. Again, I wondered just what had happened one hundred years ago on that South Dakota prairie.

			Over the coming months and years, I would pack that roller bag again and again, traveling to the western prairie and beyond in search of answers about both the past and the future. In response to Judge Abby’s guidance, I would undergo several years of hevruta, a traditional Jewish form of paired study. Every other week, my rabbi and I would meet to read ancient Jewish texts that proscribe how to atone and reconcile after a harm has been committed, even and especially one that a person didn’t cause directly but did benefit from. We would find, in every layer of Jewish writing—from the pre-Israelites, who dealt with sin by killing heifers, to the famous Spanish rabbi Maimonides, all the way to the rabbis of today, who are writing about America’s amoral history of slavery and land theft—that, before you can fix anything, you must tell the truth, not just to God, but out loud to the entire community.

			This book is my effort to take this first step, to dig into the past and reveal the cost of that “free” land on the prairie, and then the next step, the grappling about what to do with such truth, even when the truth—what I thought I knew, what I’ve learned—remains as slippery as an eel in a basket.

			What follows here isn’t a complete history of either the Lakota or immigrant Jews but a narrative of the connective tissue between these groups. The ways their entangled histories pull and push against each other refute the idea that pieces of the past exist in isolation. At its most basic form, this is an American story. It belongs to us all.

		

	
		1
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		Beyond the Pale

		To understand how a Jewish community ended up settling on Lakota land, we must begin in Odesa in the spring of 1881, when my great-great-grandfather Harry Sinykin was around nineteen years old. It was unseasonably hot. In fields outside the city, crops were wilting. An economic downturn had left thousands of factory workers unemployed. People were hungry. A dry wind blew incessantly, raising dust and dirt that fell from the sky like ash.

		Months earlier, terrorists had assassinated the Russian tsar, Alexander II. Rumors boiled in the streets and the countryside, blaming Jews. Though unfounded, the accusations flourished: Jews had long been reviled as different, as Christ-killers. In early May, as out-of-work men spilled from taverns, they formed a mob and stormed the streets, looking for Jews. Some later reported hearing the chants from blocks away: “The Jews drink our blood!”

		Harry Sinykin, drawing on the survival instincts that would serve him well on the South Dakota prairie two decades later, dove under his bed as soon as he heard the angry rioters. If he was armed at all, it was, at best, with a kitchen knife, as it was illegal for Jews to own guns. Others would later recall having only rocks and slabs of wood with which to defend themselves.

		Harry heard men yelling. He heard the windows shattering. He heard the door crash to the ground. The mob smashed every mirror in the house, they broke all the furniture, and then Harry felt the heavy wooden bed frame crash onto his face. His nose broke. Blood was everywhere. The peasants or the soldiers, whoever they were, found him. They beat him. They broke every one of his ribs, set fire to the house, and left him for dead.

		The looting of Jewish shops and homes and the attacks on Jewish people continued in Odesa for six days. (Such violence toward Jews was so common, so systemic in Eastern Europe that it had a name, pogrom, which comes from a Russian word that means both “to destroy” and “to conquer.”) Somehow, Harry survived and escaped the burning house. For the rest of his life, he would suffer from the effects of the beating and smoke inhalation. Even so, he was lucky to be alive.

		This is an immigrant story. Like all immigrant stories of survival—of leaving the known world to flee to a new place—it begins with fear and relies on luck. My family’s stories about Harry have always followed a classic script: we highlight his pluck and how he overcame adversity on the road to opportunity. We fail to acknowledge the reverberations of our family’s good fortune, or the fact that it came at the expense of others.
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		On a cold September day in 2018, my great-aunt Etta, Harry’s granddaughter, sits across the table from me in her sitting room. Stacks of black-and-white photographs fan out between us. She tells me that Harry had twinkling brown eyes, and that he always kept his Prince Edward goatee perfectly trimmed.

		“I remember, I was a little girl, and my grandpa, Harry, pointed to a scar on his nose and said, ‘You see this here? This was from the pogrom in Russia.’ ”

		Then eighty-five, Etta is our family matriarch and expert on all things Sinykin. I have flown to Minnesota to learn how Harry and the rest of my ancestors managed to escape Russia and came to live on the South Dakota prairie, in a place that locals still call Jew Flats, on land that some say was stolen from the Lakota. I want to know what my ancestors thought about their Lakota neighbors. Had they ever considered the implications of their “free” American land? Answers will not come quickly. Etta’s short white hair is neatly curled. Her pink lipstick perfect. She wears a blue cotton zippered sweatshirt and matching pants. She might look like a fragile, adorable old lady, but she is the one in charge.

		Etta has lived in this two-story modern colonial, in a neighborhood of Minneapolis sometimes referred to as St. Jewish Park, for fifty-four years. It doubles as home and family museum. The chinoiserie wallpaper, which she chose before her daughter’s bat mitzvah in 1975, is covered with family photographs. A large silver samovar, brought over from Russia in the 1930s by relatives, is displayed like a sculpture in the corner of the dining room. The closet in her kitchen, where others might store coats or food, is filled with cardboard boxes of photographs and yellowing letters. On the nearby mantel is a clear plastic box containing my great-grandmother’s riding gloves, a doll, and a purse, all of them adorned with gorgeous beadwork. Etta refers to the style simply as “Indian.”

		Somewhere, Etta is sure of it, are the original homesteading documents, signed by President Woodrow Wilson himself. But there is no Dewey decimal system for this collection, and there is no directing this interview.

		I point to a photograph of my great-grandfather and his cousin standing beside a white horse and a pony; they’re wearing bandanas, cowboy hats, chaps, and boots that lace to the knee.

		“What was it like for them on the prairie?” I ask.

		She answers by telling me a story about her father’s education at a heder, a Jewish school in Russia.

		Again, I try to steer the conversation back to South Dakota. It doesn’t work.

		Etta tells me, firmly but not without kindness, “I have to tell this story from the beginning. Let me go back. Let me tell you the names of my grandparents’ parents.”

		I take a deep breath, surrendering. Etta takes a sip of Coca-Cola and smiles. It will take forty-three minutes before she gets to a story about South Dakota. Eventually, I will come to see the wisdom in her line of thinking: to fully understand a story, you must go back, back to the historical forces dictating its creation.
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		To be a Jew is to live life waiting for the other shoe to drop. Centuries of not knowing what danger lurks in the near future has left a legacy of anxiety, of unease with the unknown. Although I live a seemingly safe and privileged life in a liberal, accepting city, I have inherited it, too. I lay awake at night thinking of my Jewish kids and those who would hurt them. I gravitate toward newspaper accounts that meet my fears: stories of mass shootings in synagogues, of Jewish cemeteries desecrated by red swastikas spray-painted across the Hebrew names, of the fires set to Jewish-owned stores and organizations. Once, as a child, when leaving synagogue, my mother told me to tuck my Star of David necklace under my blouse. She never had to tell me again.

		From a historical perspective, this paranoia is practical, even adaptive.

		As early as the second century, and for hundreds of years to follow, Jews were routinely burned at the stake for practicing their religion. In the fourteenth century, Jews throughout Europe were accused of causing the bubonic plague, the devastating epidemic of its time, and in some places, such as Provence and Catalonia, more Jews died from the subsequent massacres than from the disease. The following century, all Jewish children in Portugal were forcibly taken from their parents and baptized under threat of death. For more than two millennia, there has been an unending pattern of forced conversions, massacres, and expulsions. Jews didn’t wander, they fled.

		By the 1300s, many Jews exiled from countries throughout western Europe had escaped to Poland, where King Casimir the Great welcomed them, betting that an influx of literate people, many of whom had financial know-how, would enrich small towns throughout his country. For several hundred years, Jews experienced relative peace there. They kept their own language, Yiddish, a mixture of medieval German and Hebrew with Slavic elements. They prayed and studied. Some were doctors and moneylenders, artisans and merchants; many lived in poverty. But when Russia annexed a chunk of Poland in 1772, Jews became ruled by long-standing antisemites who feared them for both their religious differences and the competition they posed to Russian businessmen. Empress Catherine the Great required Jews to live within a narrow slice of land that stretched from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea and today includes parts of Poland and Ukraine, plus all of Lithuania, Belarus, and Moldova. They didn’t call it a reservation, they called it the Pale of Settlement.

		Here, Jews were generally not allowed to own land. They were restricted to certain jobs. They resided primarily in shtetls, the Yiddish word for small towns, where most Jews lived in extreme poverty. Beginning in 1827, as part of a state-sanctioned effort of assimilation, the Russian government encouraged its army to take Jewish boys as young as twelve to be raised by members of the military, or in military facilities, until they turned eighteen, at which point they were required to serve twenty-five-year stints. There are stories of boys much younger than twelve being taken. According to family lore—that I have no way of verifying—the brother of my great-great-grandmother was stolen away at the age of six; he was converted and became a high bishop in the Russian Orthodox Church. In 1856, the new tsar abolished the practice of drafting Jewish children and shortened all military service to six-year terms, with soldiers selected by lottery. Even so, family stories convey there was still much to fear as Jewish soldiers were regularly put at the front lines and coerced to convert to Christianity.

		When Tsar Alexander II was assassinated in March 1881, life for Russian Jews went from hard to hideous. A handful of newspapers printed fictitious rumors that Jews, bent on revolution and clambering for more rights, had orchestrated the assassination. Though the reports were quickly reversed, the allegations were like tinder in a socioeconomic powder keg.

		For centuries, Russians had considered Jews both social pariahs and economic rivals. When Harry was a young man, Russian newspapers published reams of articles not only accusing Jews of using Christian blood in religious ceremonies but blaming them for causing widespread economic devastation.

		“They beat us with the ruble, sucking the juice from the inhabitants among whom they live,” wrote one article about Jews just weeks prior to the Odesa pogrom.

		Modernization of industry and agriculture over the previous decades had left many Russian peasants without work, a situation exacerbated by the severe drought, which caused crop failure and widespread famine. Whether the peasants would be allowed to retain the land rights granted to them by Alexander II wasn’t clear, and tensions were high. Land—who has it and who doesn’t—propels this narrative from the beginning.

		When rumors proliferated that the new tsar, Alexander III, wanted the Russian masses to avenge the murder of his father by attacking Jews and looting Jewish businesses, the powder keg exploded.

		Throughout the following year, there were pogroms in 259 Jewish communities throughout Russia. The looting and outright damage of Jewish homes and businesses totaled millions of rubles, possibly far more. No good data exists to determine the number of people injured, murdered, or raped in these attacks. In all, the pogroms were estimated to have harmed more than one hundred thousand Jewish families, of which twenty thousand became homeless.
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		It was during one of these pogroms that Russians attacked my great-great-grandfather Harry. He was so injured and traumatized that he left Odesa, never to return, traveling more than six hundred miles north to his mother’s house in Kapulye, a shtetl near Minsk. Today this is in Belarus. Then, it was just another village in the Pale. His father didn’t go with him; Harry’s parents had divorced when he was young, because his father wasn’t religious enough, and no one seems to know anything about what happened to him during or after the pogrom.

		At some point in the following year, after Harry’s bruises had faded, he visited a nearby village where, according to relatives who were born there, the women were so handy and religious they could “do three things at once: nurse a baby, make the babies, and pray.” Stopping by the town’s water well, Harry met a tall young woman with deep-set, sky-blue eyes. Enter Faige Etke, my aunt Etta Fay’s grandmother, for whom she is named.

		“He tells his mother, ‘I met this beautiful younger woman. Can you help me get to know her?’ ” Etta tells me, laughing, glad to tell a happy part of the story. We are sitting at her card table looking at the steady gaze of six generations of Sinykins frozen in family photographs crowding out the books on the nearby shelves. “So, she checks her out and, PS, they eventually get married.”
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				Faige Etke Sinykin, circa 1883; her hair had been ritually cut after her wedding.

			
		
		This PS, this abridged version, is unexpected in a family that loves a good story, lives for a tangent, and doesn’t throw anything away, be they details, tax returns, or nightgowns. It tells me that little is known about the beginning of this marriage, a union that, while fruitful in some ways, would be a disaster in others.

		They made a life for themselves, Harry and Faige Etke, or as much of a life as was possible in Kapulye in 1883. Jews at the time were not allowed to work with fancy metals like gold and silver, but tin and copper were deemed common enough for Jewish hands. Harry, having trained as a tinsmith in Odesa, opened a successful business with his wife. He and his twelve employees made utensils, pans, and graters, samovars, even the domed copper tops of the local cathedrals and synagogues. Faige Etke got pregnant with twins; they both died, one right away, one at age three. She got pregnant again, and this time the baby survived. In time, they had six children.
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				The five oldest Sinykin children, taken in Russia, circa 1896. From left to right, back row: Jack, Fanny, Ted. Front row: Ruth, Rose.

			
		
		They were relatively wealthy: they always had four or five first-rate horses, and they lived in a rented, two-level home with a basement, a porch, and separate bedrooms for the parents and children. Their son would later describe the house as “one of the nicest in all of Kapulye.”

		This isn’t necessarily high praise. In Jewish archives, letters, and oral histories, Kapulye, a town of around five thousand people set amid forested hills, is described as a “backwater.” There were no hospitals, no sewers, no running water, and no coal. Light was derived from the sun, a candle, or a kerosene lamp. Most of the wooden houses had straw roofs or shingles blanketed with moss. Faige Etke’s brother kept his cows inside his house during the cold days of winter. Most Jews were artisans, like Harry, or storekeepers, while most of the Christians worked in the thousands of acres of fields owned by a Russian aristocrat, who my family called the poritzer.

		The biggest event, aside from the upheaval of the pogroms, was the advent, in the late 1890s, of a town outhouse with different entrances for men and women. S. Y. Abramovitsh, one of the greatest Yiddish authors, based his fictionalized town of Kabtsansk (translated as “Paupersville”) on Kapulye, where he grew up in the mid-nineteenth century. In his Kabtsansk, Jews are miserable, naïve, idle, and helpless in the face of intractable poverty.

		There were two parallel roads that led into town: one led to the Jewish side, past the cemetery and toward the highest part of the hills, the other to the side streets behind the hills, where the Christians and a small population of Muslims lived. While Jews held a slight majority, and while one relative recalled that “most people were so poor they had little reason to be jealous of each other and mostly got along well,” the cohabitation was uneasy. The threat of a pogrom was always there.

		Actual danger persisted, too. The tsar’s soldiers would regularly come through town and, not having any barracks, stay for days at a time with shtetl families. As a matter of course, they would rape the women. A cousin, born and raised in a nearby shtetl, remembered of her family, “they were always scared.”

		The risk to Jewish boys of conscription into the Russian army was a central obsession. To avoid the draft, one of Harry’s younger brothers drank lye; he would avoid the army but die from lung disease in his sixties. Another relative poured hot oil in his ear. Another, also desperate to avoid the draft, either took identification papers off the body of a Dutch non-Jew killed in a pogrom or bought a dead man’s papers. Either way, he changed his last name and, free of his Jewish status, avoided conscription.

		That threat was compounded in May 1882, when Alexander III, following a year of pogroms, passed a series of laws ostensibly to “improve the relations between the Jews and the native population in the Pale of Settlement.” In truth, these “May Laws,” as they’re commonly called, were just the latest policy designed to repress Jews economically. Described by historians as “legislative pogroms,” they restricted where Jews could live within the Pale, and forbade Jews from working on Sundays and from owning land and mortgages. In response, hundreds of thousands of Russian Jews fled to America in search of a better life. Included among this initial throng was Harry’s younger brother Sam, who arrived by steamship into New York City in 1891.

		For his first six months in America, Sam stayed with a cousin, and seemingly every other Jew from Eastern Europe, in the overcrowded and chaotic Lower East Side. Most immigrants worked seventy hours a week alongside children in sweatshops where no one had ever heard of a weekend. The tenements were rife with tuberculosis. The neighborhood was “the eyesore of New York and perhaps the filthiest place on the western continent,” The New York Times wrote on July 30, 1893. “Cleanliness is an unknown quantity to these people.” Here in the Promised Land, antisemitism was alive and well.

		If Sam had opened a newspaper or magazine, he might have seen the ads for resorts reading: no dogs. no jews. no consumptives. Seeing cities flooded by these Yiddish speakers, Ivy League schools, posh hotels, and country clubs banned Jews. Real estate agents drafted both informal and coded neighborhood agreements to block Jews from buying homes. While none of this affected Sam directly—he, like most Jews from the Pale, was far too poor for such things—this growing wave of antisemitism greatly worried the more established, self-styled German Jews who’d been living in East Coast cities like New York, Philadelphia, and Baltimore for decades.

		As early as the 1830s, and throughout the mid-nineteenth century, antisemitic persecution and economic hardships in central Europe had prompted thousands of Jews from Germanic countries to emigrate. In America, they blended in the best way they knew how: by speaking English or German rather than Yiddish, prospering in business, and going to synagogue on Sundays. But these new Eastern European arrivals, including Sam, threatened their safety and ambition. Something, they decided, must be done.

		The answer cooked up by a group of Jewish philanthropists, who unfortunately called it “a solution to the Jewish problem,” was to send these embarrassing immigrants away from East Coast cities to the American West. For several decades already, Congress had been clearing the prairie of Indigenous peoples and buffalo to make way for white settlers, who, by farming the land, could assist the national effort of colonization. The Homestead Act of 1862 had made 10 percent of the nation’s land, nearly 300 million acres, available in 160-acre plots to anyone willing to make a go of it, even those who had yet to become citizens, even Jews.

		The idea of a Jewish farmer had deep roots. Thousands of years earlier, Jews in Israel and Babylon tilled the earth. The Jewish calendar reflects this heritage with rituals and holidays tied to an agrarian cycle of planting and harvest.

		As early as the 1880s, in the face of Russian pogroms, American and European Jewish machers (translated as both “successful businessmen” but also, generally, “those who get things done”) realized that the Homestead Act could be a ticket to Jewish freedom and began raising money to send Russian Jews to create utopian, secular farm colonies in the United States. This movement, dubbed Am Olam, meaning “eternal people,” preached that, by embracing the plow, Jews could attain “full manhood and citizenship.” Am Olam chapters spread throughout the Pale, financing and creating more than twenty-six settlements in America. The constitution of one based in South Dakota proclaimed it was there to “help the Jewish people in its emancipation from slavery . . . the colony shall demonstrate to the enemies of our people the world over that Jews are capable of farming.”

		These Jews were not, in fact, capable of farming. By the time Sam arrived in America, in 1891, almost all of the Am Olam colonies had failed, largely due to a lack of farming experience. But the East Coast businessmen, determined to get something done, doubled down on the plow. Though their efforts would come too late to help Sam, they would pave the way for tens of thousands of Jewish farmers. This was plugged as survival; they were, said one program booster, saving Jews from “a worse hell than was ever invented by the imagination of the most vindictive Jew-hater of Europe.”

		Beginning in 1901, the Jewish Agricultural Society’s Industrial Removal Office helped fresh arrivals from the Pale acquire free (or cheap) federal land, train tickets, loans for farming equipment, and a modicum of farming skill. Over the next two decades, the organization sent approximately seventy-five thousand Jewish immigrants out of crowded East Coast cities into less-populated places. Those places included the Catskills, but also (in what is most relevant to this book) nearly two thousand western communities, most of which were built on land that had until recently been reserved for Native Nations. The Galveston Movement, funded by a German-born macher and New Yorker, brought another eight thousand Jews from Eastern Europe directly into non–East Coast ports, settling them in states such as Nebraska, Texas, Colorado, Oklahoma, North Dakota, California, and Iowa. By the time such aid was on offer, however, Sam Sinykin, the first of my family to arrive in America, no longer needed the help.
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		Sam had spent his first six months in America working in a shoe factory, taking English classes at night, and hating New York City’s noise and crowds. He’d heard that a number of Jews from Kapulye had already established themselves at the end of the rail line in Sioux City, Iowa. A few were heads of department stores and meatpacking plants and able to help their landsmen find work. When Sam could afford a train ticket, he did what most immigrants do: go where they know someone. When he arrived in Sioux City in 1892, there were so many people from his former shtetl already living there that there was a synagogue named after it: the Anshe Kapulie. The Sioux City Jews were so uniformly from that general region of the Pale, speaking with the same Litvak accent, that a local history would remember that there were only two Jewish immigrants from Poland. They must have stuck out like soft pickles.

		(A brief public service announcement: Two thirds of all American Jews living today are Ashkenazi, meaning their ancestors lived in Central and Eastern Europe. They get the most airtime, but the American Jewish community is diverse, full of descendants from people whose customs and languages were forged in Spain, northern Africa, and the Middle East.)

		Sam’s letters from Sioux City back to Harry in Kapulye, describing America as a place where a man could get ahead, were like a gateway drug to an obsession with the New World. The work wasn’t glamorous. Like most Jewish immigrants in the West, Sam became a peddler, something akin to a traveling salesman. With a horse and a cart, or a backpack stuffed with a hundred pounds of dry goods, he traveled between farms throughout Iowa and into South Dakota selling everything from pans to dried beans. Every week, he put the little bit of money he had earned into a bank in Dell Rapids, South Dakota, a small town north of Sioux City. After a year, the banker and the mayor approached him; they had noticed his work ethic. The town needed a dry-goods store, and they offered him financial assistance to open one. By 1894, according to my aunt Etta, Sam wrote to Harry to come to America and help him. Faige Etke, pregnant with their fourth child and the primary caretaker of her aging parents, told her husband to go ahead and look over this “Promise Land.”

		Such independent thinking gives weight to my aunt Etta’s stories about Faige Etke, how she was “a ball of fire” and someone who could “do anything.” Educated by her brothers, she had a quick mind for math and took care of the business’s books. Trained by her own mother as a midwife, Faige Etke delivered many Kapulye babies, and the women of the shtetl regularly came to her for advice about marriage and childbirth. When Harry left, and even before he did, she handled the finances, and still managed to do all the baking and keep a kosher, religious home. “Undaunted and strong, she met every crisis,” Etta wrote.
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				The two oldest Sinykin children, Fanny and Ted, by the “hinterish,” or back house, in Kapulye around 1900, in a photograph likely sent to Harry in America.

			
		
		That Faige Etke was tough is undisputable. Remember the ice baths on the South Dakota prairie in the middle of winter. The balls she was juggling make my modern feminist challenges look easy. But it wasn’t so uncommon for Jewish women of the time to hold jobs while their husbands were off studying and praying at shul. And often in those years, husbands left Russia first and sent for their family later. Still, I wonder, was there another reason Faige Etke wasn’t opposed to putting thousands of miles and an ocean between herself and her husband?

		There are stories that we tell in my family that are told only in low tones, chin down, lower lip pulled to the side. No one is supposed to know these stories, and yet, somehow, everyone does. “I think Harry may have sustained some brain damage, not to mention emotional trauma, from the beating in that pogrom that could’ve affected his behavior,” says my mom, leaning on a family trait of creating empathy through medical diagnoses. “He really suffered. He really might have been challenging.”
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		Harry arrived in America in 1895; by August 1897, at the age of thirty-six (or thirty-eight, depending on the document), he became a citizen of the United States, renouncing forever his allegiance to the tsar of Russia. By then, his brother’s store had become, according to Sioux Falls’s Argus Leader, “a large mercantile establishment” with “an immense stock,” a one-hundred-foot-long storeroom, and two entrances.

		By 1903, Harry’s two oldest children, Ted and Fanny, and his brother, Sol (the one who drank lye to avoid the draft), had joined him. At some point, family lore has it, Harry invented a new tool for use in a Sioux City meatpacking plant. The money he made on the patent allowed him to travel back and forth to Kapulye at least twice. Each time, Faige Etke got pregnant. Meanwhile, the situation for Russian Jews was getting worse. There were more pogroms. There was less food.

		“Kids in Europe were afraid of two things: basements and attics. That’s where they killed [Jewish] kids,” Jack, the third Sinykin child, told my cousin Cathi in a taped interview in 1983. With Harry and the two oldest children in America, Jack became Faige Etke’s favorite, the one she relied on, if she relied on anyone. So, when Russian revolutionaries began to lure young boys to the forest outside town to roast kielbasa by a fire and talk philosophy, Faige Etke made Jack promise he’d never “run with that gang.”

		Like so many preteens, he blew off his promise. With scores of other boys (thousands throughout the nation), he listened eagerly as the men explained how they would overthrow the government. “They told us not to stay by our mother’s apron, to be a man, to take a stand,” Jack told Cathi.

		Faige Etke, connected as she was to everyone and everything in town, quickly learned what Jack had gotten up to, and she was terrified. Soldiers patrolled Kapulye’s dirt roads. If caught with the socialists, Jack would be forced into the tsar’s army or sent “straight to Siberia,” he later recalled. Faige Etke—remembering her younger brother, who was conscripted into the army at the age of six, remembering all the young Jewish boys who marched in front of revolutions and wars and never lived to have bar mitzvahs—immediately went to work finding permits and tickets to send Jack to the United States. She squeezed the business for the cash to send her boy away from harm. Within sixteen months, Jack had a cheap ticket on a German boat to America. At his departure, Faige Etke blessed her son and sent him off alone. He was twelve years old.
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		around the time that Jack was traveling to America, likely 1905, my family story first collides directly with the story of the Lakota. It was at this juncture that newspaper ads and posters, plastered in train stations and on the walls of buildings, proclaimed, as one such broadside did: you need a farm! here is one you can get by simply occupying it. In bold type, it announced that thirty million acres, or two million farms, of “fertile prairie” in western South Dakota were becoming free for the taking. Even non-citizen immigrants, those who’d simply declared their intention of becoming Americans, were eligible.

		Harry must have seen or heard about these ads, but I doubt that he knew much about the land itself. Other Jewish homesteaders described the Dakota prairie as a place “untouched by human toil since the beginning of time.” This, of course, wasn’t true. Indigenous peoples had been living in the Dakotas, hunting buffalo, gardening, collecting wild plants, and setting up tipis on this “fertile prairie” for millennia. Federal treaties between the United States and the Great Sioux Nation signed when Harry was a child, in 1851 and 1868, had reserved this land as permanently belonging to the Oceti Sakowin. But important details, such as how this land had been acquired or why it was free, weren’t mentioned in the ads.

		When Harry wrote to Faige Etke to tell her about the opportunity to homestead and to ask her what she thought about her husband becoming a farmer, she responded, according to a letter my aunt Etta once saw: You have poor health. It would be very healthy for you to live in the country. You should do it.

		It’s unclear whether Faige Etke knew the extent of Harry’s poor health, or what kind of father she was sending Jack to live with. Despite the family narrative that, in America, Harry worked with his brothers in the dry-goods shop, was getting land, and getting ahead, the digging I’ve done has revealed a darker story—a story that has everything to do, once again, with that pogrom in Odesa.

		When Jack arrived in South Dakota, his father was more than unwell. Harry was unhinged. The first night, and again the second and the third, Jack woke to see his father standing at the darkened window of his sod house in Dell Rapids, holding a loaded gun, and shouting at imaginary Cossacks in the street. “God dammit,” Harry yelled and fired. “Son of a bitch.”

		“His nerves were shot,” Jack told Cathi. “He was unhappy. This wasn’t the life for Harry Sinykin.” Dell Rapids was a small slip of a town with dirt streets and wooden boards for sidewalks. Unlike in Kapulye, Harry had no connections here, no respect. The legacy of the pogrom attack dogged him: he had a double hernia, he constantly coughed from his asthma. His physical pain was like an extra limb. Maybe this explains why Harry doesn’t appear in city directories as a co-owner of the Sinykin Store and why he was relegated to life as a peddler. His brothers worked together in their shop, but Harry was on his own, just another Hebe with a broken accent and a broken nose. For Jack, he told Cathi, that first year in America was awful.

		The news of Harry’s decline and the reality of life in America for her children reached Faige Etke. Bringing everyone back to Russia wasn’t a good bet. A new wave of deadly pogroms had swept across the Pale in 1905; Russians are estimated to have killed more than eight hundred Jews and injured thousands more in Odesa alone. The slogan of the Black Hundreds, a nationalist group, was “Beat the Yids and Save Russia!” Mobs led by priests chanting “Kill the Jews” stormed synagogues on the Sabbath, when religious Jews spend the day devoted to prayer and family. Rabbis told their congregants to chant prayers while Russian men beat them and trashed their holy temples.

		Faige Etke decided it was time. She packed up her piano, her silver candlesticks, her best linens, her dining room table, her writing desk, and her violin. Everything else, she sold. She said good-bye to her father, knowing she would never see him again. Nor would she run her own business. With all her remaining worldly goods, she and her three youngest children—Louie, who was four, Ruth, ten, and Rose, twelve—left Kapulye on a horse and buggy, like, Etta tells me, something out of Fiddler on the Roof.

		They caught a train from Minsk. For days, they traveled across Europe on hard wooden benches. Upon arrival in the Port of Antwerp, they joined crowds of other emigrants to wait in long lines for predeparture medical inspections. Rose was found to have an eye infection, and they were not allowed to board their ship. For months, Faige Etke and her three children waited in limbo. Undaunted as she apparently was, Faige Etke made the best of things. Rose told Etta how they traveled to London and saw Big Ben.

		Finally, on November 1, 1906, they boarded the SS Manitou, a 475-foot-long black steamship with a white band around the funnel and four masts. A sister vessel of the Titanic, the ship offered the Sinykin children a glimpse of unknown luxury.

		“They did not ride steerage,” Etta says, sitting at her kitchen table late at night, surrounded by stacks of photo albums and letters. Over the next few years, she will tell me this no less than six times. Several cousins repeat this fact. Unlike many immigrant Jews—including Jack, who slept in the hold where wooden bunks were crowded so closely together it was as if the passengers were livestock—“they had their own room,” Etta remembers. “Rose told me they ate in a beautiful dining room with very nice white tablecloths. She was very taken with the white tablecloths.”

		There seems to be a longing to underscore that we were special. Unlike so many Jews, we didn’t arrive in America penniless. This story is basically true, but it requires some critical revision. It wasn’t entirely the success of the Kapulye business or Harry’s peddling that paid for their voyage. It appears from family letters that Harry took out a $900 mortgage on his new free homestead on the South Dakota prairie—the first of many such loans—and it was that money that helped pay for Faige Etke and her three youngest children to escape Russia. Even before her arrival, Faige Etke’s life was entwined with Lakota land.
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		When the manitou landed in Boston after eleven days at sea, Faige Etke and her children joined the masses of fresh Jewish arrivals. Between 1881, the year of the pogrom in which Harry’s face was smashed, and 1924, an estimated 2.5 million Eastern European Jews, almost all of them from the Pale, came to America. Upon landing, they immediately had more status than they’d had in Europe, where, for centuries, the major class line was the division of Jew from non-Jew. Here, what mattered most was skin color. The Sinykins weren’t fully white—they were still on the Ku Klux Klan’s short list—but they weren’t as vilified or vulnerable as Blacks or Native Americans. That class distinction would propel them forward in more ways than they could imagine. They were the lucky ones.

		Only a few decades later, the Germans would efficiently complete the project that Russians had attempted in fits and starts for generations. In 1941, the Nazis came to Kapulye. They created a ghetto, sectioning off a slice of town with a wooden fence trimmed with barbed wire, and imprisoned approximately two thousand Jews inside. “Not a single day would pass without murder victims, without the pouring of blood and the terrible screams of pain,” wrote one survivor. The following year, storm troopers returned without warning and selected twelve hundred people, seemingly at random, to be locked in a synagogue. Over the next three days, in “a wild orgy,” everyone, except eleven young people who managed to escape, was shot. Several months later, a special branch of the German military came to the shtetl armed with cannons and automatic guns. The plan was to “liquidate” the remaining Jewish population. They were met by a surprise resistance, perhaps the same people who once fed Jack a sausage in the woods. A hailstorm of bullets flew at the Nazis from cellars, attics, and ditches, killing at least forty-eight Germans.

		But the Nazis were good at this. They brought in barrels of benzene and poured the volatile liquid over houses and roads. When they set it on fire, almost the entire ghetto was destroyed, more than five hundred homes. Some reports say that the remaining Jews who weren’t burned alive were marched at gunpoint to a riverbank near the edge of town, told to dig a pit, to strip, and then, in lines of maybe ten at a time, they were shot. Their bodies fell into the freshly dug holes. The Nazis had killed 2,965 Jews of Kapulye and the surrounding shtetls. In another shtetl miles away, Nazi gunmen efficiently murdered Harry’s cousins, who had stayed in Europe too long. They were the unlucky ones.

		Thanks in part to their new free land on the South Dakota prairie, Faige Etke and her children avoided this fate. In the early days of 1907, they boarded a westbound train in New York City, leaving behind her sister and her nieces and nephews, and headed toward the American Plains.

		Faige Etke may have been uneasy, worried that, in this new land, her children would lose their religion and their culture. As they sat on the train, watching New York slip away outside the window, the English clanged around her. She didn’t understand a word. A piece of paper pinned to her coat was her only tether to this new place. It stated that she must get off in Sioux City and that a Harry Sinykin would meet her there. But who was this man? She hadn’t lived with him regularly for more than a decade. How would her three oldest children have grown and changed in this new country? She believed she was headed to land that was, by all accounts, “uninhabited.” She believed the homesteads would be something like dachas, the cozy countryside vacation homes of wealthy Russians. She had no idea what she was getting herself into.

	
		2
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		The Holocaust at Home

		Let me make clear something that Faige Etke may not have understood: In the aftermath of the Civil War, the United States was bent on seeding the northern Plains with white people who would support, just by being there, a transcontinental railroad linking the new state of California, and its raft of natural resources, to the rest of the country. Standing in the way of this vision were millions of buffalo and tens of thousands of Native Americans. Inconveniently, earlier in the century, the United States had determined that the Great Plains were useless for both agriculture and industry, so Congress had made legal agreements with sovereign Nations like the Lakota reserving Indigenous rights to the land. So, promises made became promises broken.
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		In the winter of 1880, just one year before Harry hid under the bed during that pogrom in Odesa, Joseph White Bull went hunting for buffalo. He was only around thirty-one years old, but it would be one of his last hunts. White Bull’s world, like Harry’s, was churning, agitated by distant forces.

		The snow that day was wasma (Lakota for very deep). The winter had been harsh, even by South Dakota standards; White Bull and his five fellow hunters had run out of tobacco and nearly all their food. The Plains were mostly void of trees and offered little shelter. The hunters needed to find the herd, or for the herd to find them.

		White Bull was broad shouldered, taller than six feet, his dark black hair a curtain at his back. His left arm bore the scars of three bullet wounds incurred in battles with the United States Army. On that winter day, due to the legacy of those broken promises, he was required to carry a permit issued by a white man that allowed him to travel. His gun was likely borrowed, as he was no longer allowed to own one.

		White Bull is often noted for being the nephew of Sitting Bull, one of the most famous men of his time and widely lauded today as one of the greatest chiefs from that era. But White Bull himself, known for bravery and charisma, was no slouch. As an old man, he would describe his younger self as a “he-man” (he was married, Lakota-style, around eighteen times). Respected and beloved by his people, his list of titles reflects the dynamic era in which he lived: accomplished warrior—he was in more than twenty-six battles with both the United States and other Native Nations; chief of the Mnicoujou Lakota; Tribal judge; sergeant at arms; church leader; and Tribal Chairman of the Cheyenne River Reservation.

		What mattered in this particular moment was that he was one of the “outstanding buffalo hunters of his day,” according to an article that ran fifty-six years later in the Rapid City Journal. The story credits that statement to White Bull himself. Though he wasn’t known for humility, he was nothing if not honest; his famous uncle and his father had taught him that lying was a sign of weakness, and as foreign to the Lakota as smallpox.

		On four different occasions, by his own account, White Bull shot his arrow so straight and strong that it pierced a buffalo’s tough hide and came out the other side. This was impossibly hard—even bullets couldn’t pass through a bison—making him something like the Michael Jordan of buffalo hunting.

		On that snowy day in 1880, White Bull heard the buffalo from a distance, their hooves like the sound of thunder. The thousands of animals massed together appeared like a single moving body. It was possible in those days to travel for forty miles without losing sight of a herd.

		As the buffalo smelled humans and began to stampede, gasping for breath, White Bull and his fellow hunters charged. White Bull reached the herd first and shot eleven tatanka, Lakota for buffalo. “By the time we had skinned and dressed our meat it was already dark, about 9 p.m.,” he said years later. The next day, they again went hunting, and again he was the first to reach the herd. That time, he killed seven of the thousand-pound animals. “The meat made a heavy load for my pony.”
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				Joseph White Bull (Pte San Hunka) as a young warrior.

			
		
		Within a few years, the American bison would be decimated. Within twenty-five years, the trail White Bull most likely took to travel from his home to these hunting grounds would become a road joining thousands of claim shacks and ranches, including land that would belong to my great-grandparents. This was entirely by design of the United States government.
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		I first meet Joseph White Bull’s grandson, Doug White Bull, in June 2019. At seventy-five years old, he tells me, he’s the oldest living descendant of the man he calls “Grandpa Joe.” I’ve come to visit him at his house on the Standing Rock Reservation, led here by an old photo from the Sinykin archives. In the picture, Harry’s son Jack is shaking hands with an older man in Lakota regalia. On an earlier visit to the Dakotas, Lakota historians had determined that the older man was Joseph White Bull (rather than Red Cloud, as my family had always believed), and so I find myself looking for answers in Doug’s low-slung, thin-walled house that he shares with his grandson, who was then thirteen.

		Doug is short and a little stooped; he walks with a shuffle and a walking stick decorated with turquoise stone. We sit and chat at his small wooden kitchen table. Behind him hangs a large traditional Lakota star quilt in green, yellow, and white, the colors of his beloved Green Bay Packers. On the wall above him are a collage of framed photographs of his family, of Kamala Harris, who he’s hoping will become president, and a painting of Jesus. Nearby hang braided timpsila, prairie turnip, a food he’s been digging and eating his
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