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A  N O T E  F R O M  P H Y L L I S

Beneath the Same Stars was published by One Sky Press in August, 2018

(paperback and ebook formats). Based on the life of Sarah Wakefield,

it presents the story of a white woman, big as a man, who gets

embroiled in the Dakota Uprising of 1862, forbidden love and the

largest mass execution in U.S. history.

In this excerpt Sarah recalls her memorable first encounter with

Ćaske, the Dakota man who will take her and her children captive on

the second day of the Uprising. The relationship that develops

between them during the war will forever alter their lives. As back-
ground for your reading of this passage, I’ve included portions of the

novel’s preface.

iii





CONTENTS

To the Reader vii

Excerpt 1





T O  T H E  R E A D E R

Beneath the Eyes of Old Stars is based on the life of Sarah Wakefield
(1829-1899). Sarah was a survivor with her two young children of the
Dakota (or Sioux) Uprising of 1862, a six-week conflict in southwestern
Minnesota obscured in national memory by the concurrent Civil War.
One of my primary resources for the novel was Sarah’s Six Weeks in the

Sioux Tepees, first published in 1863. In her book she recounted her
captivity among the Dakota people during that brief but pivotal war
and also sought to justify both her actions and those of her Indian
friends.

The Uprising resulted in the simultaneous hanging of thirty-eight
Dakota warriors on December 26, 1862, the largest mass execution in
American history. It further led to the forced expulsion of the Dakota
oyate (nation) from Minnesota. The removal from their homeland in
the spring of 1863, together with the flight of many after the final
battle of the war, transformed the Dakotas into a diaspora oyate. To
my knowledge, Dakota communities are today found in five American
states and two Canadian provinces.

Though I was faithful to the broad contours of the main characters’
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life stories insofar as I was able to discern them, this book isn’t history
or biography but a work of moral imagination, an act of earnest inven-
tion. I wrote it, first of all, because I was fascinated by the people on
whose lives it is based and their shared history. I wanted to bear
witness to them, create empathy for them, and facilitate greater under-
standing of the complex world they inhabited. But I also wrote
because I’m troubled by how the uglier dynamics of their nineteenth-
century world are still with us today, contributing to much suffering in
and beyond Indian Country. I wanted to shine a light on those dynam-
ics, spark discussion of them, and help to promote wise changes in the
status quo.

Stories can be good medicine for what ails us. That’s why we
bother to tell them. They delve beneath jockeying facts and opinions
to help us fathom each other, and ourselves. They can nudge us toward
the difficult reparation of wrongs, long recovery from woundedness
and trauma, and the prevention of additional injury.

I offer this story with a good heart for the healing of the peoples.
In the hard work of repair, there is much yet to be done.

NOTES ON LANGUAGE

Nomenclature for tribal peoples in this novel conforms to nineteenth-
century parlance. Euro-American characters refer to the … Dakotas as
“Sioux.” Native characters, all of them eastern (i.e., Santee, or Isaŋti)
Dakota, identify themselves by their aboriginal name, “Dakota,” which
means “friends” or “allies.” The exonym “Sioux” was assigned by a
traditional enemy, the Anishinaabeg, and appears to derive from
“Nadouëssioux,” or “little snakes”.…

When rendering Dakota words I relied heavily on the Grammar and

Dictionary of the Dakota Language (1852), compiled by Stephen Riggs, a
Presbyterian missionary whom Sarah Wakefield knew and whose book
she owned. His Dakota orthography was the only one in use during the
middle nineteenth century….

TO THE READER
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Every Dakota person of Sarah’s acquaintance would have been
known by multiple names. For example, her protector Ćaske, Firstborn
Son, was also Wićaŋȟpi Waśtedaŋpi, He Who Is Liked By The Stars.
In writing the novel I generally chose to privilege the names Sarah
used for individual Indians (though not always her spellings of them)….

TO THE READER
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E X C E R P T

AT THE SIGHT OF HIM PEERING IN HER PARLOR WINDOW, AT HOME IN

Shakopee, she’d set down her teacup. She tracked him window to
window as he circled the house, shadowed by his woman. In the
kitchen she hurried to open the back door before he walked right in, as
Sioux were wont to do.

“Hello,” she said through the screen. His bangs were cut low over
his almond-gray eyes. Short plaits of hair hung at each side of his head.

“Haŋ, Peźihuta Wićaśa Tawiću.” Calling her Doctor Wife, as did all
Śakpe’s people. “Ćante waśte nape ćiyuza pi do.” A traditional greeting,
something about a good heart. She didn’t try to repeat it.

He held up a string of walleyes. “Books see?”
His use of English took her aback. She looked at his big, gleaming

fish—half a dozen, at least. He seemed to be proposing a trade, his
catch in exchange for a peek at her bookshelves; a generous swap, even
if John wasn’t fond of freshwater fish.

She wagged her finger at his gun. “No mazawakaŋ in tipi.”
With obvious reluctance he propped his gun against the house. She
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opened the door to admit him and showed him a hook above the sink
for his fishline.

She escorted him to the large walnut bookcase in the parlor. As he
stepped toward his reflection in its glass doors, she studied him from
behind. The striped trade blanket folded over his shoulders. The long
braid hanging down his back, decorated with ribbons. The blue calico
shirt. The typical buckskin leggings and breechcloth. The filthy
bare feet.

He flattened his palms against the glass pane, squinting through
the door to her little library. “Book house.”

She smiled at his unwitting poetry. “No, not book house.
Bookcase.” She could see him watching her mouth in the glass.
“Book case.”

“Book … case.”
“Very good! Waśte! You read?” She pointed at him and made the

sign of a book.
“Learn. Wasiću wakaŋ Pond.”
“Reverend Pond taught you?”
“Haŋ.” It is so.
He understood English better than he spoke, like she did Dakota.

“Books are good,” she said. “Books waśte.”
“Haŋ, waśte. Books wakaŋ?”
His question stole her breath. Wakaŋ was a word she knew well,

embedded as it was in so many others. Holy, it meant, or sacred; perhaps
anything powerful that couldn’t be understood. Wakaŋtaŋka—the
Great Mystery, God of the Sioux. Wakaŋ iźa—children. Śuŋka wakaŋ
—horse. Mazawakaŋ—gun. Wakaŋhdi—lightning. Wasiću wakaŋ—a
white minister, like Samuel Pond. Why, wakaŋ was even at the heart of
this Indian’s band of Dakotas, the Mdewakaŋtuŋwaŋ—People Of The
Sacred Lake.

“Books wakaŋ?” he repeated.
She unlocked the bookcase doors and retrieved the Wakefield

Family Bible from the bottom shelf. “This book is wakaŋ.”
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“Book. Woyapi.”
“Yes, woyapi. This woyapi is wakaŋ.” She pointed to the words

gilded on the ancient leather cover. “Ho-ly Bi-ble.” Tapping each
syllable as she read.

“Haŋ,” he said without interest, or perhaps he hadn’t understood.
Suddenly he stretched out his arms, as if to embrace the bookcase.
“Books wakaŋ!”

Fire spilled down her spine. She was the one who hadn’t under-
stood. The Indian wasn’t asking. He was declaring. Books are sacred.

“Haŋ, koda,” she said, calling him !iend. “Woyapi are wakaŋ!”
His name, he told her that day, was Ćaske. “Chahz-KEH,” she said

after him, easily enough, and met with his approval. For him, “SAIR-
uh” proved difficult, his alphabet having no equivalent for R. She
applauded his best attempt.

After he left, she looked up his name in her Dakota dictionary.
“The name of a first-born child,” it said, “if a son.”
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