Mary Alice Haug
On The Badlands Loop Road
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A bobcat creeps through a patch of caramel and cranberry-tinted grasses, ignoring the
two kittens tagging along behind her as she ignores me sitting in the car some twenty yards
away. Head erect, ears perked, yellow eyes focused ahead, she prowls toward a smoky-gray
formation of clay and volcanic ash that rises from the earth like a jagged-edged pyramid. The
morning sun casts the formation in soft light and shadows and tinges the fossilized soils running
in horizontal bands through its surface, creating rose-colored stripes like those on marble
columns in old cathedrals.
I am parked on the side of the Badlands Loop Road, shivering in the cool October
morning and wishing I had worn a jacket over my hooded sweatshirt. I fumble for the cup in the
holder and sip hot coffee; steam dampens my face. For several minutes, I watch the cats through
the open window which frames a landscape of three harmonious elements--the mother, her
kittens, and the prairie.
The poster in the Ben Reifel Visitor Center says sightings of bobcats are rare in the park.
I momentarily curse myself for not having my camera, but as the cats glide through the tall grass,
I realize that I have come to this moment without the need to fiddle with lenses and dials to
capture the perfect image. Having none of technology’s limitations, I am free to imagine the
cat’s soft, sensitive nose sniffing the air and the muscles under her tawny, black-streaked fur
rippling with each slow, powerful, yet delicate, step. The sight of the cats is an unexpected gift,
and I try to burn the moment into my brain so that in years to come their image will emerge from
the darkroom of memory to comfort me as it somehow comforts me now.

1

Mary Alice Haug
Finally, the cat slinks down a deep wash, crouches in the grass, and moves her head side
to side looking for prey, or perhaps predators. Behind her, the kittens hunker down and watch
for a few seconds before pouncing and tumbling over one other. Soon, the mother unfolds
herself, stands up, and moves toward the pyramid, her cubs trotting to catch up. I watch until
they round a corner to a place beyond roads.
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“. . . women who had fathers for only a short time never give up the search. . . we look
for some trace of the lost father. . . . sometimes even in the forward tilt of a tall man’s head.”
Without Reservations, Alice Steinbach

I am an artist in residence for the Badlands National Park in Interior, South Dakota. I
have come to this rugged landscape to write, but more truthfully, to search out my father. Like
Steinbach, I lost my father too soon, and I have been seeking him ever since his painful dying 40
years ago. Whenever I see a combine moving through a ripened wheat field, I strain to see if a
tall man stands behind the steering wheel. When I drive by a pasture where red Herefords graze,
I look for a blue-eyed man in a rusted-out pickup. When I drive the Badlands road, I stop the car
to watch a solitary man walking through the grasses.
During my residency, I live in a quadrangle of efficiency apartments at the base of Cedar
Pass Road which drops through narrow draws dense with cedar trees, tenacious survivors in a
land often called “The Great American Desert.” From my back stoop, I can see Cedar Pass
Lodge and several little cabins clustered around an oval track. Ben Millard built the lodge as a
dance hall during the Roaring Twenties, attracting people from hundreds of miles to dance to
groups like Lawrence Welk and his Hotsy Totsy Boys band. Later, Millard added a dining room,
a curio shop, the cabins, and nightly lectures on the park’s geology for guests.
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Today, the Lodge is operated by the Oglala Lakotas. The tribe serves meals, rents the
cabins, and sells groceries and souvenirs, many locally made. At dusk, tourists walk down the
path to the amphitheater for star gazing shows offered by the park service
Although we came to the park every year when I was young, I don’t remember my family
ever stopping at Cedar Pass Lodge, and I’m not sure why that might be. My father was not
adverse to spending money at restaurants when we traveled, and an accordion player himself, he
would have appreciated Lawrence Welk playing his squeezebox in the desert. Perhaps he was
too eager to get to the rugged sections of the park--Rainbow Pass with its yellow and red
striations intersecting the buttes, the Pinnacles, stacked and bundled like massive wheat shocks
against walls of soft rock, and Ancient Hunters’ overlook, where Indian hunters once drove
buffalo over the ridge and butchered them at the base, leaving behind bones, arrowheads, and
bits of rusty knives.
Although I don’t recall his badgering Mother about her shopping sprees in what he called
“tourist traps,” maybe he was trying to keep Mother out the Cedar Pass gift shop. My mother
was a nervous traveler who spent most of her time sitting in the car or snooping around souvenir
shops looking for salt and pepper shakers to add to the collection she displayed in our corner
curio cabinet, the archive of her travels --Idaho potatoes with smiling faces and golden crowns
on their pointy heads, tiny white sailboats from Seattle, a cowboy shaker mounted on a Palomino
shaker from Wyoming, and little boys and girls in yellow hats, slickers, and boots from Niagara
Falls. After every trip, Mother would rearrange the shakers, pushing the older ones to the back of
the cupboard and placing the new ones in the front as she reminisced with us about the places we
visited. My mother could at last enjoy the journey in the safety of home and in the retelling of
our travels,
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Many evenings during my residency, I sit on my front stoop sipping tea and watch two
little girls, children of park employees, jumping on a trampoline in their back yard. Behind them,
the Badlands Wall rises from the grasses of the open prairie. A stream of cars and campers drops
down from the wall through Cedar Pass, reminding me of the many trips my family made to this
park. At least once a year, my father loaded us into our green Nash Rambler and drove away
from the farm near Reliance to head west on old Highway 16 to the Badlands. We were four
sleepy children, arms and legs tangled as we pushed and shoved in the back seat while my baby
brother slept on my mother’s lap in the front. Not far down the road, we would be lulled back to
sleep by my father singing, “See them tumbling down, pledging their love to the ground,” the
most mournful melody I know.
We always left the farm at dawn so we could stop just east of Kadoka for breakfast at a
white, wood-sided cafe with a slanted tarpaper roof. When I crawled out of the car to follow my
parents over the gravel lot into the restaurant, I could smell the familiar odor of truck stops-coffee and fried bacon mingling with the smell of diesel fuel coming from semis idling nearby.
To the left was the souvenir shop, its shelves crammed with plastic horses and cowboys
in chaps and boots, pine jewelry boxes painted with images of Mount Rushmore, Indian dolls
wearing paper-thin plastic dresses or vests and leggings, fringed on the edges and splotched with
dots of green, red, and blue paint; beaded moccasins; t-shirts with dinosaurs, and thick ceramic
coffee mugs stamped with pictures of the Petrified Gardens. On the right side of the building was
a long counter with metal stools where men puffed on cigarettes, the smoke rising in spirals
toward the ceiling. In the middle of the room were several Formica tables, their tops sticky with
thin splotches of syrup and jelly, and matching chairs with red plastic cushions.
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In large families, children struggle to find their niche in their parents’ affections. I chose
to be my father’s kindred spirit, the child who shared his wanderlust and taste for the exotic. So I
always ordered my father’s breakfast, buckwheat flapjacks in pools of maple syrup and runny
butter, sausage patties, and milk, and I eyed with disdain the pale buttermilk pancakes or toast
and jelly my siblings ate and the over-easy eggs my mother preferred. As we bit into the nuttyflavored cakes, my mother would say, “Isshh, how can you eat that?” Her “isshh” cemented my
solidarity with my father.
After breakfast, Mother would sneak into the gift shop, while our father led us outside
and up the steps to the slanting roof, a makeshift observation deck for café customers. We would
lean forward, feet apart to keep our balance, and follow his long arm pointing to the pinnacles
and buttes of the Badlands. My father’s world was rich with stories, true and imagined, and as
we stood on the roof, he told tales of massive inland seas and prehistoric water creatures, of a
world in chaos that gashed the earth and lifted small hills from the sea’s bottom, of strange
mammoths wandering the land eons ago.
Today, I can stroll along a boardwalk on the Fossil Trail past Plexiglas domes that house
replicas of the fossilized bones of prehistoric pigs, deer, horses, and birds, and the shells of
clams, snails, and turtles. The fossil beds in this park contain 75 million years of clues that will
help archaeologists solve the puzzle that is the Badlands. I prefer my father’s yarns of roiling
land and oceans, of dinosaurs shedding toenails and teeth as they lumbered over the earth.
When we heard Mother calling from the car, we would race down the steps to jockey for
position in the back seat for the drive to the park, where a ranger in a brown hat and khaki shirt
stood in a small wooden booth collecting entrance fees. In those days, there were few parking
lots in the Badlands, so my father would pull over to the side of the road, shut off the car, and to
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appease my mother who worried that the car could roll down the incline, no matter how slight,
he set the emergency brake.
If my father understood his universe through story, he also understood it by forging
ahead. In the days before boardwalks lined with interpretive signs led tourists to scenic
overlooks, he walked as sure -footed as a cat through a narrow path cut in the deep grass by other
feet that had walked this landscape before him. I always think of him wearing gray work pants, a
long-sleeved, gray shirt that stretched between his broad shoulders and buttoned at his wrists,
and brown work boots laced to his thin ankles. A white hat line left by the shade of the widebrimmed straw hat he wore in the fields circled his forehead above his ruddy, leathered cheeks.
When we traveled, he wore no hat, and by the time we returned home, his forehead and scalp
where his hair was thinning would be pink and peeling.
My older siblings and I would stumble over the rutted path trying to catch up and hoping
to get beyond range of Mother’s voice calling, “You kids get back here right now. You’ll fall off
the edge of that cliff and we’ll never find you.” I wondered why Mother worried about finding
our mangled bodies. Dead was dead, I figured. Maybe she fretted that without the ritual of the
funeral mass, our souls would remain in Purgatory forever. Maybe, like the pioneer women who
traveled this land before her, she couldn’t bear to think that her children might be buried and
deserted in such “godforsaken land.”
Whatever her reason, when we heard her voice, we would turn around and trudge back to
the car, while our father, either unaware, or perhaps relieved that we no longer trailed him
continued to walk toward his destination. We would sit on the hood, still warm from the morning
drive, and pout as we watched our father’s gray-clad figure blend into the sandy-colored grasses
and soils. Behind us, our mother, who would agree with the Lakota who called this landscape
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Mako Sica, or “land bad,” would grumble, “Your father doesn’t have the sense he was born with,
dragging children off into dangerous country.”
When it seemed as if he had reached the end of the world, my father would stand at the
cliff’s ledge overlooking a deep, saw-toothed gorge. To the east, the grasslands extended across
the horizon before him, to his back lay needle-like pinnacles and grass-topped mesas, and above
him stretched a cloudless sky of shifting colors—virgin blue, cornflower blue, and a blue as pale
as the eyes of a Siamese cat. If I squinted, I could make the land beneath him disappear until he
seemed suspended in midair. In the eyes of his little girl, this powerful man could transcend time
and space, and I could not have imagined a day when his body would be pulled down into the
earth.
3
As the Artist in Residence, I spend time at the tiny elementary school in Interior, a
community of about 300 people located three miles south of the park entrance. This little school
is surrounded by the largest, best preserved mixed grass prairie in the United States, and even the
smallest children can identify the prairie plants. Sitting cross-legged on the floor wearing
sweatpants and t-shirts or jeans and silver-studded cowboy shirts were children from nearby
ranches, Indian reservations, Interior, and some who live in park housing near my apartment.
They spoke of blue grama, buffalo grass, prairie cordgrass, and needle grass, as well as
wildflowers like phlox, Missouri pincushion, prickly pear, and blazing star. They told stories of
following parents and grandparents around and listening as they talked about root systems and
top soils. They told stories of a childhood spent wandering through witchgrass and pepperweed,
of watching puffy clouds sweep across the blue sky.
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When I pointed to an antelope in a book and called it a deer, a little boy corrected me.
“No, that’s a pronghorn.” After that, to preserve my dignity, I asked them to identify other
animals pictured in the book. But they wanted to tell me about the wildlife that inhabits this land
with them- the pronghorns and mule deer, big horn sheep and prairie dogs, bobcats and wolves,
eagles and mountain bluebirds, and rattlesnakes and bull snakes. I was a teacher being taught by
the tiniest of tutors.
The children also learn about this place from Julie Johndreau, the park’s education
coordinator. Several days a week, yellow school busses loop through the park, and “Ranger
Julie” stands in the deep grass of an open prairie, holding a stalk of bluestem or milkweed, the
children clustered around her. Other days she leads the students over to the Door Trail where
they kneel on the boardwalk while she talks about the mud balls, clastic dikes, geodes and
toadstools. These children seem as anchored to this land as the grasses held firmly by their roots
beneath the sod. Yet, I knew that time and circumstance could wear away their connection to this
place as wind and water erode the formations around them.
One evening, as I walked back to my apartment under a starry night sky, I spotted a small
girl dribbling a basketball under the light of a single bulb at the end of an asphalt court.
Suddenly, she dropped the ball and began to dance, flinging her arms, kicking her legs, swiveling
her hips to music only she could hear. She did not see me standing in the shadows watching her,
or if she did, she didn’t care. What a gift to come of age in such silent land where a little girl
might dance to the music in her head. How could she know that a single event could tear her
away from this place that inspires such joy?
As I watched the little girl dance, I remembered nights that I stood under a yard light in
our farmyard singing into my father’s hammer, “See them tumbling down, pledging their love to
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the ground,” and dreaming of drifting like a tumbleweed down the dirt lane away from the farm.
How could I have understood that too soon the death of a farmer would send me lost and
confused down that dirt lane away from the land I knew best. Today, the farmyard is buried in
thistle, and the single bulb in the yard light is shattered. One day, I stood in the midst of deep
grasses, in the remnants of our home, and remembered children playing Monopoly on the
linoleum floor or curling up on the sofa reading The Hardy Boys or Nancy Drew. I remembered a
mother kneading bread dough on a kitchen counter and a farmer washing the dirt off his hands in
the front porch. I remembered a place abundant with life until the morning I awoke to find, as
Dylan Thomas wrote, “the farm forever fled from the childless land.”
4
At the top of Cedar Pass is Cliff Shelf Trail where I walk at dusk down a path through
draws thick with cedar trees and dense grasses and shrubs. I hike up a small hill, climb steep
stairs to an overlook, and sit on a bench watching the setting sun cast the Badlands in a bright
orange flame that fades to coral to soft pink and then to blue shadows. One night as I came back
down the hill through the ravine, I heard a thunderous whoosh and jumped back just as a buck
thrashed out of the deep grasses and ran across the path in front of me. I stood in the darkening
night gasping for breath, terrified and yet exhilarated, and feeling that the buck had given me a
sign.
That night, I had a dream about my father. I saw him striding through tall grass up a small
hill over the Door Trail, a path I have often hiked. The trail leads to an open spot carved like a
window out of gray clay and sandstone, its curtains the sapphire sky behind it, its backyard a
steep ravine that cuts through the earth below. In my dream, my father stood in the window, his
back to me, head lifted, shoulders straight. He planted his lanky legs in the sod, and he leaned
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against the shale wall, the soft rocks crumbling under his long, slender fingers. I started down the
path toward him, but something drew me back. Suddenly, the wind rose and the loose dirt
swirled from the ground like a small tornado retreating into the sky. After the gust died down,
my father turned, waved at me, and stepped through the window.
My heart pounding, I struggled through that space between sleep and waking, that time
warp when I forget my father has died and the old grief of remembering. As I lay in the dark, I
felt the familiar tug of my childhood, the pull of a mother who wrapped her children in a cocoon
of caution and the push of a father who urged us to peel away the layers of fear. For most of my
life, even after their deaths, I have danced their waltz of advance and retreat.
Just before dawn, I heard leaves quivering in the morning breeze and the soft grunting of
a doe grazing beneath the cottonwood tree outside my apartment. I got out of bed and crept to the
window. The doe was unaware, or perhaps unafraid, of my shadow in the glass, and nibbled on
small twigs. To the north, I could see in the twilight, the silhouette of Cliff Shelf Trail. I
watched until the cedars in the ravine emerged from the night, then I threw on my sweats, got in
my car, and drove west through morning mist rising from the pavement.
When I reached a patch of prairie, somewhere near the trail where I first saw the bobcats,
I got out of the car and followed a worn path through grass and sagebrush down a gulley and
around a bend until the trail disappeared into a sandstone wall. I stood still for several minutes
remembering how the kittens had tumbled over one another trotting to catch up to the mother as
she disappeared around the bend toward the unknown. What lessons was she teaching them?
Where to hunt? How to know their place in the world? Why a woman in a car does not threaten
them?
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As I stood in deep grass, in the fragrance of sage and crisp autumn air, I heard a magpie
chattering from a cottonwood tree nearby. Overhead, a hawk dipped and rose in the updraft.
These were gifts enough for this day. I turned around, headed back to the car, and drove home
through the soft light of sunrise shimmering off the Badlands Loop Road.
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