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  North Dakota, 2026

a novelette
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      Part One: The Long Green (2000–2007)

    

  1. Florida, and Other Faraway Places
The night the election went to the courts, June Rost fell asleep on the couch in the farmhouse near Ellendale with the television still on, and her daughter Maren — eighteen years old, home from her first semester at North Dakota State — sat up alone to watch a man in Palm Beach County, Florida, hold a punched card up to a camera light and turn it slowly, like something you’d find in a field.

“Hanging chad,” the anchor said.

Maren wrote the phrase on the back of a feed-store receipt. She liked the sound of it. It sounded like something you’d find stuck in a combine.

Out on the home place, four thousand acres of spring wheat and sunflowers lay under the first real snow, and the Rost family’s year was already arithmetic: what the durum contracted for, what the fuel cost, what the bank in Ellendale would say about the operating note. North Dakota in November 2000 was a place the national cameras came to only for weather. Six hundred forty-two thousand people in a state bigger than half the country east of the Mississippi, and most of them lived within an hour of Fargo, Grand Forks, Bismarck, or Minot, and the rest lived where the wind lived — which was everywhere.

The recount ran thirty-six days. Maren watched all of it, or near all of it, the way some people watch a flood river: not because they can affect it, but because it is the largest thing happening. Her mother kept leaving the room. “It’s Florida,” June said. “It has nothing to do with us.” But on the night of December 12, when the television showed the Supreme Court and the nine black robes and the 5–4 that would have stopped the counting forever, the ruling came down the other way. The Florida Supreme Court’s recount — dimples included in Palm Beach, the county where the butterfly ballot had sent thousands of elderly Democrats to Pat Buchanan by accident — was allowed to finish. On December 13 the canvassing board certified Al Gore the winner of Florida by three hundred thirteen votes. Governor George W. Bush of Texas conceded by telephone that evening, gracious and stiff, and the Republic, having stared over the edge, stepped back.

June Rost’s assessment, delivered over lutefisk at the Ellendale Lutheran church supper the following week, was measured: “He’ll be good for the farm bill, anyway. He’s a farm-state man’s son.”

Arlen Rost, her husband, said nothing. He was reading the Ellendale Courier with his glasses pushed up on his forehead, and what he was reading was the price of propane.

They were wrong in opposite directions. The new president would be good for the farm, but not by way of the farm bill.
2. The Trust
Al Gore was inaugurated in January 2001 with his hand on his father’s Bible and a mandate he had won by half a million votes nationwide while sealing it by three hundred thirteen votes in one state, and he governed like a man who knew he was living on borrowed margin. He did not attempt the grand gesture first. There was no carbon tax, no grand treaty. What came first, in the spring of 2001, was something modest and agricultural-sounding, something with a name designed for a C-SPAN audience at 2 a.m.: the National Energy Security and Environment Trust Fund.

The Trust was the thing he had campaigned on — two billion dollars to spur private investment in new energy technologies, a billion in tax incentives for alternative power, the rest in conservation and transit — and it moved through Congress with a strange, unhurried bipartisanship, because the farm states wanted the tax incentives and the defense hawks wanted anything that smelled like independence. Senator Kent Conrad of North Dakota voted for it. Senator Byron Dorgan of North Dakota voted for it and claimed, correctly, partial authorship of the renewable title.

Then came September 11th.

Maren was in a soils lab at NDSU when the towers fell, and she remembered, for the rest of her life, the specific quality of the silence afterward in Fargo — the jets grounded, no contrails over the Red River Valley for the first time in her life, and the sky so quiet you could hear the grain elevators running.

In Washington, the response reframed everything around energy dependence. In the timeline everyone knew — the one where the other man won — the reflex would have been to drill. In this one, the president who had written Earth in the Balance stood in front of flags and said that the way to honor the dead was to stop sending a billion dollars a week out of the country, and the strange thing was how many people believed him, because the argument had stopped being about climate and become about blood and money.

The Energy Security Act of 2004 was the hinge. It passed eleven months after the August 2003 blackout — the cascading failure that had darkened New York, Detroit, Toronto, fifty million people, and spared North Dakota entirely, which the state’s papers noted with editorial pride — and it was, in the end, a farm bill wearing an energy bill’s clothes. The production tax credit, the fickle subsidy that had lapsed and been reinstated so many times since 1999 that the wind industry had whiplash damage, was made permanent. Not extended — permanent. A wind developer could finally build a fifteen-year business model on federal paper. There was money for grid reliability — the blackout had seen to that — and money for biomass and for the land-grant universities, and there was a transmission title that nobody in Washington thought would matter much.

It mattered.

Here is what the act did not do, because Congress would not let it: it did not put a price on carbon. The administration tried, in 2005, and the Senate buried it, the same as the Senate in any other timeline buried Waxman–Markey four years later. Democrats from coal states looked at it the way farmers look at hail on the horizon. So the Gore administration did the thing it could do: it made the tax credits permanent, it poured money into research, it bought efficient appliances and hybrid vehicles for the federal fleet by the tens of thousands, and it let the arithmetic of falling costs do the slow work. Twenty years later, a different administration would pass a different act with three hundred sixty-nine billion dollars in it and call it historic; the people in Bismarck who had lived through the 2004 act would shrug. They’d had the original, in pilot scale, in their twenties.
3. Solar Sharing
Maren Rost found her life’s work, as these things happen, by accident, in a bound volume of Japanese agricultural engineering journals in the NDSU library annex, in the spring of her junior year.

The word she found — she copied the English abstract onto the same kind of feed-store receipt her mother kept in the junk drawer — was solar sharing. It described the work of Akira Nagashima, a retired agricultural-machinery engineer, who had reasoned that most crop plants’ photosynthesis saturates well below full sunlight. A plant can only use so much sun in a day. The rest is heat, is evaporation, is waste. So Nagashima had proposed putting solar panels on tall stilted racks above the crops, spaced and tilted to share the light — some for the plants, some for the grid — and the first farms had gone in at Chiba Prefecture in 2004.

The word agrivoltaics did not exist yet. It would be coined in Europe in the next decade, when the French formalized the field. In 2004, in Fargo, it was just one retired engineer’s idea in a journal almost nobody in the hemisphere read.

Maren took it to her adviser, a small- grains breeder named Dr. Kozel, who looked at the abstract, looked at her, and said the thing that would define the next twenty years of her life:

“Spring wheat is a long-day plant. We bred it to use every hour of light this latitude gives us. You put a roof over it, you’ll lose yield — the Germans will prove that eventually. But barley’s the same way. The question isn’t crops. It’s everything else.”

Everything else was pasture. Everything else was hay ground, and the shadow side of a panel where the soil stayed moist, and the fact that North Dakota’s signature crops were exactly the wrong crops, which meant the opportunity was wide open for whoever asked the right question instead.

She wrote to Japan. Nagashima’s institute wrote back. In the fall of 2005, on a grant cobbled together from the Trust’s new university title and the Agricultural Products Utilization Commission — a real state agency, then and now, that existed to find new uses for what North Dakota grew — Maren Rost flew to Chiba Prefecture and spent a year under the stilted racks, learning how much light a head of lettuce actually needs, and how you space a rack so a tractor can still pass under it, and why the cattle question, which everyone asked her the moment she mentioned the idea at home, was going to be the expensive one. Sheep could graze under standard arrays, three feet of clearance. Cattle needed seven, on racking heavy enough to survive a North Dakota hailstorm, and nobody had built that at scale, anywhere, and she wrote in her journal: maybe that’s the thing I do.
4. Turbines
Arlen Rost signed the wind lease in the summer of 2005, and it nearly broke the family, and then it made them.

The developer was a Minneapolis firm hunting sites in Dickey County, where the wind blew hard and steady from the northwest and the land was flat enough to build on without moving much dirt. The deal was standard for the era: a few thousand dollars a year per turbine, easement payments for the collection lines, a promise of escalation. The problem was the family. Eric, twenty-seven, who had been running the west quarter since their father’s knees went, was against it on principle that he couldn’t articulate and therefore defended loudly. “It’s a fad,” he said. “Enron was wind, you know. It’s a tax dodge with towers on it.”

But Arlen had sat through the co-op meeting at the Ellendale gym, where a man from the Bank of North Dakota had stood up and explained something that Arlen copied into his day planner, because it was the first sentence he had ever heard about the energy business that sounded like it was written by someone who understood farmers: the state bank, the one the Nonpartisan League had founded in 1919, the only state-owned bank in the country, was prepared to take participation in turbine construction loans through local banks, so that the loans — and the interest, and the judgment calls — stayed in North Dakota.

“It’s the elevator, Eric,” Arlen said, quietly, at the kitchen table. “That’s all it is. It’s the co-op elevator, a hundred years ago. Somebody said then, why do the Minneapolis grain companies get the margin? Why not us? And everybody thought they were radicals, and now it’s just the elevator.”

The turbines went up in the fall of 2007 — five of them, on the rise north of the buildings, white giants that turned all winter, their nacelle lights blinking in a rhythm that took some getting used to and then took over everything, so that within a year the Rosts could no longer remember what the skyline had looked like without them, the way you can’t remember the shape of a room you grew up in.

The first royalty check came in January 2008. June Rost pinned it to the corkboard by the phone and left it there for a month before cashing it, because — she admitted this to Maren finally, laughing — she was afraid the bank would call and admit a mistake.

The wind didn’t blow, some January days. That was the part nobody had fully explained in the co-op meetings: the fleet sat still in the deepest cold. In late January 2008, during a stretch when the windchill hit fifty below, the five turbines on the Rost rise stood motionless for three days, and Eric, passing by on the county road with a load of sunflowers, rolled his window down into the murderous cold and shouted something at them that Maren declined to repeat. But the check was still good. That was the thing about the deal: the check didn’t care if the wind blew. The check only knew if the wind had blown, over the year, enough.

And over the year, it always had. This was the discovery that North Dakota had been sitting on for a century, underneath the wheat, underneath the lignite, underneath everyone’s assumptions about itself: the state had the greatest wind energy potential of any state in the union. A Department of Energy fact sheet had said so in 2000, in a sentence so plain it sounded like a dare. The turbines on the Rost rise operated at a capacity factor the Minnesotans, with their gentler breezes, could only dream about — above forty percent, year after year. The problem had never been the wind. The problem had been that the wind blew hardest in a place where almost nobody was looking, and that the transmission to carry it away did not exist, and that the tax credits kept expiring like a bad crop rotation.

Two of those three problems, by 2008, had been fixed.

The third one — the wire — was about to get its turn.

    
      Part Two: The Wire and the Boom (2008–2015)

    

  5. The Crash and the Current
The financial system broke in the fall of 2008 — a global event, indifferent to who lived at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue — and North Dakota felt it the way it felt everything: late, sideways, and through the grain price. What mattered for the story of this state was what came after, because the new stimulus, in this timeline as in the other one, contained a grid.

The Recovery Act of February 2009 put tens of billions into clean energy nationally, and four and a half billion specifically into transmission and smart-grid work, and for the first time in the state’s history, the wire was a federal project class. The line that had been the bottleneck — the one that finally opened in real life in 2015, Fargo to central Minnesota, after years of waiting — was accelerated, and joined by a second, and by the first HVDC study, funded and shelved and then funded again, connecting the Missouri Slope to the eastern load centers.

Here is where the state’s strange institutional inheritance carried the ball. North Dakota owned a bank. It was the only state that did. And in 2009 the Bank of North Dakota, under a president named Hove — no relation to the governor, though everyone assumed otherwise — quietly created a program the Bismarck Tribune named in a headline: “HARVEST WIND.” It did what the bank had done for a century: bought participation in loans made by local banks, de-risked the farmer and the co-op and the rural electric cooperative alike, and kept the interest inside the state’s borders. The legislature, meeting in its 80-day biennial burst in 2009, extended it. The old guard Republicans loved it for the same reason the Nonpartisan League had founded the thing in 1919: it was the elevator. It was the principle that the margin belonged to the people who did the work. Nobody in the Statehouse in 2009 understood yet that they had built the financial engine of a political transformation. They thought they were doing what North Dakota had always done.

Peter Strand arrived in Bismarck that same year, twenty-nine years old, a planner out of NDSU by way of a fellowship in Washington, hired by the Department of Commerce into a division that had been invented in the 2009 session and named, without anyone intending irony, the Office of Renewable Development. His first assignment was a map. Not a metaphor — an actual map, a GIS layer, of every parcel in North Dakota with a Class 4 wind resource or better, overlaid with transmission, overlaid with — he insisted on this, and his boss thought he was being clever — the existing farm programs, the CRP ground, the irrigated sections, the towns. He wanted to see, on one screen, the whole board.

The board, when he got it up on the wall of his office, was ridiculous. Twenty-nine thousand megawatts of technical potential — the conservative estimate — against three thousand installed. Capacity factors above forty percent. Manitoba sitting to the north with sixteen hydro stations and reservoirs that could act like a battery the size of a province, already selling into the same market, MISO, that North Dakota’s utilities lived in. Peter stood in front of the map for a long time. Then he went to lunch at the counter of the Kroll’s by the Capitol and wrote in his notebook a sentence that would get quoted at him for the rest of his career:

“The state is a power plant with a farm on it.”
6. Center
Ray Kuntz grew up in Center, North Dakota, population six hundred, in Oliver County, which is lignite country, the kind of place where the power plant and the mine and the school share the same Booster Club. His father worked at the Coyote Station for thirty-one years and retired with a pension and a boat, and the plan for Ray was the same plan as for every boy in Center, which was the plant.

The plan did not survive contact with the twenty-first century.

Under the Gore-era rules, the old coal fleet lived longer than anyone expected — no carbon price, remember — but the economics moved anyway, slow and then not slow, the way ice goes out of the Missouri. Ray did his part: he got his journeyman card, he kept the unit running, he believed, the way his father believed, in the virtue of keeping the lights on. He was good at it. It was honest work with a union wage in a state that had spent decades exporting its children.

But the money in the region had changed its address. The Bakken was roaring — this was 2012, and Williston was the fastest-growing boomtown in America, men sleeping in trucks, the Walmart parking lot a city of campers — and the wind farms were rising on every mesa and rise from Oliver County west, and the turbine technicians who serviced them made more than Ray made, and worked outside, and there were more of them every year. The state had put a wind technician program at Bismarck State College, two years, and the ads ran during the Bison football games.

Ray was thirty-four when the plant announced the first derating — a unit held back, then two — and he did the math everyone in Center was doing and didn’t want to do. He wasn’t a coward. He proved it the way you prove anything in North Dakota: he retrained. Two years of night classes at BSC while he worked days, learning hydraulics and blade composites and the cold-weather package — the heated gearbox, the yaw motors, the blade de-icing, everything that let a machine stand on a frozen plain in January and keep turning.

In the spring of 2014 he took a job with a service company out of a hangar in Dickinson and became one of them, a wind tech, a hundred and twelve hours a pay period climbing on the wind. His mother in Center told the church it was a phase. His father, the last time they spoke about it, at the kitchen table, with the plant’s retirement notice sitting on the counter between them like a diagnosis, said: “Same work, Ray. Same work, different fuel.” Ray thought about that sentence for twenty years, and eventually had it read aloud at his father’s funeral, because it was true, and true things in that family were rare enough to be memorialized.
7. Boom Towns of Two Kinds
To understand what happened to North Dakota in the 2010s, you have to hold two boom towns in your head at once, because the state ran them in parallel, and the second one learned from the first.

Boom town one was Williston, in the Bakken: the real thing, oil, fracking, the Parshall field discovered in 2006 and the whole basin coming on. More than eighty thousand people poured into the state for the shale economy. Williston in 2012 had rent higher than Manhattan in places, man camps on the prairie, a McDonald’s paying sign-on bonuses. Eric Rost went out there in the fall of 2011, finally, having spent three years watching the wind royalty checks arrive and refusing to like them on principle — the oil patch paid a man in cash money, which he could respect. He drove truck, then ran a crew, then sent money home and didn’t come home himself for fourteen months, and June stopped asking.

Boom town two was being built slower, and it was being built on purpose.

The wind boom had a texture the oil boom lacked, and the difference was planning, and the difference in planning had a name, and the name was Peter Strand. The Office of Renewable Development’s map — the wall map, now printed on vinyl and hung in the Capitol’s memorial hall where the schoolkids filed past it on field trips — became the spine of the state’s approach: site the big projects along existing transmission, not ahead of it; co-locate the manufacturing where the boom towns already were, not where the land was cheap; and, the rule Peter refused to let the legislature dilute, no project without a housing plan. The counties hated it. The counties signed anyway, because the state bank made the housing money cheap and the alternative was Williston — the other model, the one with the trailers and the man camps and the elementary school with a waiting list.

Maren Rost came home for good in 2010, four growing seasons split between Chiba and the home place by then, with a doctorate’s worth of Japanese field experience and no doctorate — she’d turned down the Ph.D. offer twice, once from Davis and once from Wageningen, to the lasting bafflement of both — and started the thing she’d written in her journal in Chiba: cattle-height agrivoltaics.

The first array went up on the home place in 2011, on the hay ground north of the turbines: eight rows of panels on racks with seven feet of clearance, engineered heavier than anything in the prefecture of Chiba because the hail in Dickey County was a different species of weather. The cattle — thirty Charolais crosses — refused to go under them for the first week, standing at the fence line bellowing at the arrays like the arrays were trespassers, and Eric, home for Christmas, said it was the first sensible thing the cattle had done in years.

But cattle are cattle, which is to say curious and lazy, and by spring they had learned that the shade under the panels was the best shade on the place, and that the forage under there stayed green two weeks longer in August because the shade cut the evaporation. The NREL people would formalize all of this later — the microclimate, the cooler days and warmer nights, the soil moisture — and Maren’s little hay field became a stop on every tour the state ran. The honest results, which she published in the ag experiment station’s circular and never let anyone oversell: the forage under the panels yielded somewhat less per acre than open hay, but the electricity on the same acre was worth four times the hay, and the land-use efficiency of the combined system ran around one hundred sixty percent of separate production, which was the German number, the Fraunhofer number, now standing in a pasture in Dickey County in a hail-rated rack that Maren had helped redesign eleven times.

The wheat failed, of course. She knew it would. The spring wheat under a trial array in 2012 came in at eighty-six percent of the check strip, and she published that too, first, in big type, before the industry could: not wheat. The durum stayed in the open. The state’s signature crops stayed in the open. The panels went over the hay ground, the pasture, and the vegetables — the irrigated acres in the James and Red River valleys, where a farmer could grow lettuce or potatoes or the shade-tolerant things under a rack and get paid twice. “We are not the state that farms under a roof,” Maren said at the Williston chamber of commerce, to a room of oil men who had come to heckle and stayed to invest. “We are the state that farms in the gaps.”
8. The Water
You cannot write honestly about this decade without the flood.

In June 2011 the Souris River came out of its banks at Minot after a spring of record rains upstream, and the city that calls itself the Magic City — because it appeared, in the railroad era, as if by magic on the flat, and had been fighting water ever since — took the worst flood in its recorded history. More than four thousand homes went under. Eleven thousand people evacuated, in June, in a boom year, with every motel within two hundred miles full of oil workers, which meant the evacuees slept in armories and church basements and the Minot State gym while the river ran through their kitchens.

The national press came, filmed, left. The state did not leave. And what happened next became, in the way of these things, a template — though nobody in the armories understood that yet — because the response to the flood and the response to the energy boom were run out of the same building in Bismarck by overlapping staffs, and Peter Strand was a hundred and thirty miles away in his office with the wall map, and the thing he noticed was infrastructure: the flood didn’t just damage houses, it damaged the assumption that Minot would shrink back. The oil boom was peaking that very summer. The city was going to rebuild whether it planned to or not. The only question was whether it would be the third boomtown built by panic or the first built on purpose.

It took the 2011 special session, the federal disaster money, and three years of trench warfare with the Army Corps and the county and the church basements, but Minot came back with the levees moved and the buyout belt along the river turned into greenway, and the first neighborhoods in North Dakota ever built with a housing plan attached — which was to say, with Peter Strand’s fingerprints on them. When the planners later talked about New Watford, they called the method “the Minot lesson”: never rebuild a town the way it flooded; never build a town without knowing who’s coming. The evacuees of 2011, moving into the new neighborhoods in 2014, didn’t know they were beta-testing a model the whole state would live in a decade later. They just knew the new houses didn’t flood, and that the streetlights worked, and that their kids’ school was built before the kids arrived, which in Minot’s history was miraculous, and in the new North Dakota was becoming merely standard.
9. The Legacy
In 2010, in the timeline everyone knows, the voters of North Dakota created the Legacy Fund — thirty percent of the oil and gas tax revenue, banked for the future. That happened in this timeline too, because the oil was just as real; the fund passed with 55 percent and sat there, filling.

But in this timeline, two senators and a governor and a planner named Strand had spent the 2009 legislative session drafting what they called, without a trace of shame, a second fund. The wind royalty fund — the papers called it Legacy II, and then, in a fit of constitutional dignity, it became the Permanent Energy Trust — took a slice of the lease and royalty income flowing into the state’s accounts, and a slice of the sales tax on the boomtowns’ growth, and put it somewhere it couldn’t be spent in an 80-day session.

The politics of it were the era’s politics: John Hoeven, the Republican governor, a banker by trade, signed it, because bankers like trust funds; Dorgan and Conrad, the Democrats, claimed it; the legislature passed it with the same bipartisan shrug that had characterized North Dakota energy policy for a century, because in this state the energy consensus had always been about the money and the arguments had always been downstream of it.

By 2014, the numbers had a shape that got Peter Strand invited to testify in Washington, which he did, badly, wearing a bolo tie out of a misguided sense of occasion, and the shape was this: North Dakota had eleven thousand megawatts of wind on the ground, three times the real timeline’s number; the first utility-scale solar — not agrivoltaic, just solar, on retired CRP ground near Center, of all places — was under construction; and the state was selling power east into MISO and north into Manitoba in a trade that made both parties richer, the wind blowing on the Dakota slopes by day and the Manitoba reservoirs catching and firming it like a checking account for electrons. Manitoba Hydro’s exports were, in the honest accounting of the era, increasingly two-way: power flowed south when the Dakota wind blew, and north when it didn’t, and the two grids leaned on each other like neighbors on a harvest crew.

And the population, for the first time in ninety years, was growing like a sunflower state instead of a rust state. The 2010 census would count 713,000; the estimates for 2015 already ran past 800,000. The state had not beaten its 1930 peak until the 2010 count, and now it was beating it by a hundred thousand and climbing. The school districts along the I-94 corridor were hiring teachers from the Philippines, which the Fargo Forum covered with a front-page photo and an editorial board meeting that, according to Peter Strand’s diary, “ended with everyone crying.”

The wind had started as a farm program. It was becoming a country.

    
      Part Three: The Bust That Wasn't, the Cold That Was (2015–2022)

    

  10. The Bust That Wasn't
The oil price broke in late 2014, and the rig count in the Bakken fell eighty-two percent in seventeen months, and in the timeline everyone knows this was the state’s near-death experience — the man camps emptying, the subdivisions going dark, Williston becoming a byword for boom-and-bust so complete that the national magazines wrote its obituary twice.

In this timeline, Williston’s obituary got written too, and then the city sent it back for revisions.

What saved the place was the thing nobody had planned for — which is to say, the thing Peter Strand had spent five years planning for. The wind manufacturing corridor was real by then: nacelle assembly in Dickinson, blade plants on the Williston flats, tower fabrication in the old pipe yards, because the state had spent the boom years bribing — incentivizing was the word in the annual reports — the supply chain to build where the workers already were. When the oil crews went home to Texas and Oklahoma and Louisiana, a third of them found their way onto the turbine crews and into the plants within two years. Not all of them. Not painlessly. The trailer parks still emptied. The school district still had to shed a hundred and forty seats. There is no version of this story where the bust didn’t hurt; the honest version is that it hurt like a broken arm instead of like a collapse, and that Ray Kuntz, who ran a service crew out of the Dickinson hangar by then, spent the winter of 2015–16 teaching former roughnecks the cold-weather package on simulators at BSC, and the state’s retraining fund — the one seeded by the Permanent Energy Trust — paid their mortgages while they learned.

Eric Rost came home in the spring of 2016, on a Thursday, in a truck with Texas plates, and stood in the farmyard for a long minute before he went in, because the place had changed in a way he had to take in slowly: the five turbines of 2007 had become nineteen, and between the north hay field’s rows of cattle-height racks the Charolais moved like fish through shade, and his little sister was standing at the door of the shop with a hard hat under her arm, forty pounds lighter than the last time he’d seen her and radiating the specific contentment of a person whose life and work are the same shape.

“Hey,” Eric said. “The wheat’s out.”

“Hi, Eric. The wheat’s been out for four years. We talked about this.”

“I’m just saying. There’s wheat out.”

“There’s wheat in the open. There’s power in the gaps. Get in here, Mama made kuchen.”

That was the year Maren’s array designs — the seven-foot cattle clearance, the hail-rated racking, the wide-spaced rows you could drive a swather between — went into the state building code as a model standard, drafted by a committee she’d chaired and the legislature adopted in its 2017 session with an efficiency that surprised everyone including the legislature. North Dakota, which had never led the nation in anything but wind potential and wheat and the per-capita consumption of bar food, now led it in a category with a name: agrivoltaic deployment, acres co-farmed. There were, by the 2017 count, thirty thousand sheep grazing under North Dakota solar arrays — the state had gone from zero to one of the largest solar-sheep operations in the hemisphere in four years, mostly in the western counties where the rangeland was, and the sheep operators had organized into something called the Prairie Solar Grazing Cooperative that shared dogs, shearing crews, and a standing deal with a lamb processor in Sioux Falls.

The old guard had mostly made peace with it. Senator Hoeven — the former governor, now in Washington — cut ribbons. The lignite counties fought a rearguard action for a decade, and lost it slowly, and won, in the end, something better than they’d asked for: the conversion. Coyote Station got a life extension running on natural gas with the mine winding down on a schedule the workers could plan around, and the wind and solar buildout in Oliver County became, in the state’s internal slang, “the Center deal” — the template for transition, negotiated by the utility, the union, and the county commission with the Bank of North Dakota standing behind the paper. Ray Kuntz sat in the gallery the day the county commission approved it, next to his father, who had come out of retirement to sit next to him, and neither of them said anything, and that was the whole eulogy for the lignite era and it was enough.
11. Cold
Then came January 2019, and the honest chapter.

The cold came down from the Arctic like a lid, the coldest stretch since the mid-nineties, thirty below and then forty below with windchills past sixty, and across the northern plains the wind fleet did what it was designed to do in those conditions: it shut down. Not failed — shut down, deliberately, the cold-weather packages having limits, minus thirty Celsius being the design floor for most of the installed fleet. On the twenty-ninth the windmills stood still on the Rost rise and on every rise from the Missouri west, and the Bismarck Tribune — in the timeline everyone knows and in this one — ran a story with the sentence that every climate fight since has had to absorb: in extreme cold, the windmills stand still.

Peter Strand had spent eight years planning for exactly this week, and the plan held, and the holding was unglamorous. The grid operators had kept firm capacity — the gas units at Coyote, the peakers, and, 350 miles north, Manitoba. The reservoirs in the north had been drawing heavy exports all December in anticipation, banking hydro behind the dams against the cold, and for three days Manitoba sent power south while the Dakota turbines stood still, and the lights stayed on, and nobody but the operators and a handful of legislators understood what had been dodged. Peter’s after-action memo to the interim Legislative Council ran forty pages and had one recommendation, repeated in bold on the first page: firm capacity is a moral commitment, not a line item. The legislature, meeting in its 80-day session that winter, funded cold-weather retrofit kits for the whole fleet and wrote the firm-capacity reserve into statute. The line item was big. Nobody campaigned against it. This is what it looked like, in practice, when a state learned its lessons in an 80-day burst instead of over a decade of lawsuits.

Maren spent the cold snap in the shop with a space heater and the array telemetry, because cold does something else to a solar farm: it makes it, briefly, magnificent. Cold clear air, high sun angle off snow albedo, and the panels running above their rated efficiency — the arrays on the north hay field, buried to the racks in drift, were putting out one hundred twelve percent of nameplate into a grid desperate for everything it could get. Eric, who had come around on a lot of things but not yet on the poetry, stood in the yard and watched the panels glow on the snow and said, “Huh,” which in that family constituted a concession speech.
12. The Bug
The pandemic arrived in March 2020, as it arrived everywhere, and North Dakota’s experience of it was the smaller sibling of the Texas lesson a year later: a stress test taken ahead of the final exam.

The state locked down late and thin — it was still, politically, half the old state — but it had two things other states lacked. The first was capacity: the new clinic network and the telemedicine grid that Dakota Care’s precursors had built through the 2010s meant that when the hospitals in Fargo and Bismarck filled, the load could actually move. The second was a habit of mind, imported from the grid: firm capacity is a moral commitment. The emergency planners had run pandemic simulations alongside grid-failure simulations since 2019, in the same building, with the same whiteboards, and when the wave came they behaved like grid operators — they built surge capacity ahead of the peak, they told the truth about the numbers, and when the ventilator count ran short they flew patients north to Winnipeg under the health-services annex of the pooled-system agreement, which was the first time that particular clause had ever been used and everyone involved hoped it would be the last.

The economy of it was stranger. Oil demand collapsed; the Bakken went quiet for a season. But electricity demand, in a state that had electrified its economy deliberately, barely dipped — and the state used the pause the way a farmer uses fallow: the transmission crews and the turbine crews and the solar crews, all of whom could work outside, at distance, in the open air, ran the largest single construction season in the state’s history through the summer of 2020 behind plastic barriers and testing regimes, and when the country emerged blinking in 2021, North Dakota’s buildout was a year ahead of schedule and its workforce had grown by twenty thousand people who had decided, during the quiet year, that they’d rather ride out a plague in a state that had health care.

The legislature met in 2021 with a pandemic behind it, a Texas failure on every channel, and a Trust balance that had never been higher, and passed Dakota Care.
13. Uri
The Texas storm came a year later, in February 2021, and it is the event the state’s historians mark as the moment the rest of the country’s story about North Dakota changed.

Winter Storm Uri killed more than two hundred Texans by the official count — the researchers said the real number was far higher — and the failure had a shape everyone came to know: an isolated grid, winterization skipped as an economy, generation dropping offline in the cold while demand hit records, and then load-shedding, families in the dark in freezing houses for days. It was the worst energy-infrastructure failure in the country’s history, eighty to a hundred and thirty billion dollars in damage.

And North Dakota — the state the national media had spent a decade treating as the punchline of renewable energy, the cold place with the windmills — was, that same week, exporting power. Not to Texas; the grids didn’t touch, then. But the footage that ran everywhere was a Fargo Forum photo of a North Dakota lineworker crew loading bucket trucks onto flatbeds for the drive south with the state flag on the door, and under it the numbers: the Dakota fleet had winterized early, the firm capacity had held, the Manitoba interties had carried the peak, and the coldest state in the union had kept its lights on in a polar vortex with a majority-renewable grid while the Sunbelt froze in the dark.

Peter Strand’s phone did not stop ringing for eleven days. He gave one interview, to the Tribune, and the quote followed him to the end of his career, mostly because it wasn’t a sound bite; it was a sentence from a man who had done the math too many times to be brief. “Winterization is a solvable engineering problem,” he said. “We proved it here in 2019, at forty below. Texas didn’t fail because of the wind or against the wind. Texas failed because of a decision made in a boardroom about a budget line. The weather was the weapon, but the decision was the wound.”

The crews came home to a parade, which embarrassed them, and then to something quieter and larger: the legislative session of 2021, where the firm-capacity statute was held up on the floor as the model for the nation, and where the state’s congressional delegation — now including a Democrat, the former energy attorney Astrid Lindholm, who had taken Hoeven’s old seat in 2016 as the state’s politics completed their slow half-turn — introduced a federal cold-weather reliability act with North Dakota’s statute as the template. It passed. It was the first time in living memory that a North Dakota energy law had been the model instead of the exception, and the state, unaccustomed to being cited, got a little unbearable about it, and nobody could blame them.
14. The Vote
The political shift, when the historians write it up, will not have a single hinge. It was a half-turn that took twenty years, and it was driven by arithmetic.

The arithmetic was this: by 2020, the Permanent Energy Trust held eleven billion dollars — it had passed the oil fund’s size in 2018 — and the wind royalties and the sales taxes and the bank income and the manufacturing payroll were adding to it faster than any fund in the country’s history, and the state’s population was past nine hundred thousand, and the question that had defined North Dakota politics for a century — how do we keep the children from leaving? — had inverted into its opposite: how do we build places for the people arriving?

The old guard’s answer was the tax cut. The new answer — and this is where the era’s politics turned, in the 2021 session, in the Statehouse under the capitol dome that people had finally stopped comparing to a grain silo — was the investment. Governor Sonia Belisle, the Dem-NPL mayor of West Fargo who won in 2020 in a landslide nobody predicted except Peter Strand’s precinct maps, ran on it plainly: the state was rich, the state had always been rich, the state had finally caught itself keeping the money, and the money should buy the things the state had spent a century importing its citizens in search of.

Dakota Care — comprehensive health coverage for every resident of North Dakota, funded from the Trust and the wind revenue, administered through the same provider networks the state already had, with the Bank of North Dakota floating the cash-flow — was the first fruit of it, and the floor debate in the House ran past midnight, and the vote was 71–23, and when it passed a Republican from Bowman — a rancher named Halvorsen who had voted against every version for four sessions — stood and said, “My county’s kids don’t leave for the Mayo anymore. I’m voting for my county,” and that sentence, more than the bill itself, was the era.

The Homestead Dividend came next, in 2023 — a basic income, resident-based, funded off the Trust’s income rather than its principal, the payout scaled down gently for high earners so nobody could call it welfare and everybody could call it a dividend, which is what it was: the state’s citizens as shareholders of the wind. And housing, the last piece, the hardest: the state infrastructure bank — Peter Strand’s final office, the one he retired from — building on the model the counties had learned in the boom years, housing plans attached to growth, the state bank behind the bonds, new towns platted along the new transmission like beads on a string.

The population crossed a million in 2023. The planners had modeled a million for 2035. The schools in Fargo and Bismarck and Williston and Watford City ran year-round construction, and the legislature, which met in 80-day bursts and had learned to legislate like a harvest crew, kept up, mostly.

    
      Part Four: The Nations, the Deluge, and the Harvest (2016–2026)

    

  15. The Nations
No honest history of this transformation can be told without the tribal nations at its center, because they were at its center, exercising the sovereignty they had never surrendered.

The MHA Nation — the Mandan, Hidatsa and Arikara, on the Fort Berthold Reservation above Lake Sakakawea — had watched the Bakken come and go across their land and had governed it, as Chairman Mark Fox put it in a speech the statehouse framed, “with our own laws, for our own people, on our own terms.” The real 2015 oil-tax revenue-sharing compact between the state and the MHA Nation became, in this timeline, the template for everything that followed: when the wind era’s transmission crossed treaty-adjacent lands, when the solar arrays and the new HVDC terminals were sited, the state sat down with the tribal governments as governments — not as stakeholders, not as scenery — and the compacts that came out of those negotiations carried the state’s prosperity across lines that a century of federal policy had tried to make permanent.

The biggest of the compacts was wind. The MHA Nation built its own utility — organized under tribal law, capitalized through the Bank of North Dakota and the Permanent Energy Trust’s tribal title — and became, by the middle 2020s, one of the largest tribal energy producers in the hemisphere, with turbines on the Missouri breaks sending power into MISO and revenue into schools and clinics and a new hospital at New Town that the older generation on the reservation still referred to, quietly, as “the thing the wind paid for.” Alyce Standing Elk, who had negotiated the first interconnection agreement as a young attorney for the tribe and chaired the utility by 2020, served two terms in the state senate — the first MHA Nation member to do so — and wrote the state-tribal consultation statute that required genuine consent, in writing, with funding attached, before any project crossed reservation land or treaty-protected water.

At Standing Rock, the story the nation remembered was 2016 — the pipeline, the dogs, the water protectors on the bridge — and the state of this timeline never got to rewrite it. The Missouri crossing was moved; the consultation law came in part from that fight, and the state’s leaders, Belisle foremost, said so on the record. When the big storage buildout of the 2020s came to the Missouri system, it came with a Standing Rock seat at the table and Standing Rock’s own stake in the grid, and the tribe’s water rights — the senior rights on the river, the ones their lawyers had been litigating for a century — were settled in a compact that treated the water as what it was: the first wealth, older than the oil and the wind both.

And at Turtle Mountain, near the Canadian border at Belcourt, Jason Deschamps came home from Bismarck State with his journeyman card and spent twenty years as a line tech and then line superintendent, running crews up the intertie into Manitoba in every weather the border country had, and when the Turtle Mountain Band’s own wind project went in — smaller, older than the MHA utility, one of the first tribal-owned wind farms in the United States — Jason’s crews built and maintained it, and the band’s general assembly meetings opened with the meter readings, because the numbers were good and everyone wanted to hear them.

The lesson the state finally absorbed — it took until roughly 2020, and the historians credit Alyce Standing Elk for the phrasing — was that North Dakota had never been a place with reservations on it. It was a place of nations that had hosted a territory. The wind didn’t change that. The wind just paid the back rent.
16. The Deluge
The people came the way the water comes in spring — first the scouts, then the creeks, then the river.

They came from the coal towns of Appalachia and the closing refinery towns of the Gulf, from the drowned counties of the coasts and the drying ones of the interior, from Lagos and Lagos by way of Toronto and from Guatemala by way of Grand Forks, and they came because the word had gotten out, and the word was true: there was work in North Dakota, the work was building the future, and the state had health care, and the winters were survivable, and the state would help you with a place to live in a way that no place in America had ever helped anyone with a place to live.

The deluge broke every model Peter Strand had ever built. His office had planned for a million people by 2035 and the census counters were finding them by 2025; the growth plan — the one the 2021 session had funded, the one with the beads-on-a-string towns along the transmission corridors — was amended eleven times in four years, and the eleventh amendment was the one that mattered, because it stopped pretending the growth was temporary. New Watford — a real city, built on the benchland above the old boomtown — was the model the planners pointed to: forty thousand people by 2026, in a place that had held six thousand at the peak of the oil era, with the housing built ahead of demand, the schools built ahead of the kids, the medical clinic opened before the first snow because Belisle had signed the order in August with the line “We do not do man camps.”

The state’s population in the 2025 estimate was 1,090,000 — nearly double the turn of the century, the second-fastest growth rate in the nation over the decade, and unlike the coastal states, the growth was paid for: no pension crisis, no infrastructure debt, the Permanent Energy Trust and the wind revenue covering the expansion as it came, the state bank leveraging it, the construction running at a scale the state had last seen in the oil boom but this time with the buildings finished and the streets paved and the water rights settled before the families arrived.

The economics, by 2026, had a shape that got used in textbooks: a thirty-five-gigawatt wind fleet, the largest single-state wind capacity in the country; six gigawatts of solar, most of it grazing sheep or shading cattle or growing potatoes under racks in the irrigated river valleys; capacity factors above forty percent on the wind, winterized, firmed by Manitoba’s reservoirs and the biggest battery fleet between the coasts; and the state’s GDP per person, which had been ninety-six thousand dollars in the old timeline’s 2024, was in this one well past the second-highest in the union — not the second-largest economy, which the state’s boosters had learned to stop claiming, but second-richest per person, behind only Massachusetts and closing, on a base of a million people who could all see a doctor.

The power went everywhere. South and east into MISO, where the Dakota wind set the marginal price on good afternoons; north into Manitoba, in a two-way trade that the two governments had stopped calling an export relationship and started calling, in the formal language of the 2024 intertie expansion, “the pooled system.” The electricity the state sold paid for the state’s social programs, and the state’s social programs kept the workers coming, and the workers built more wind. It was a flywheel, and by 2026 the flywheel was the largest thing in the state’s sky except the weather.
17. Harvest, 2026
October, 2026, and the light is coming in lower and yellower over the James River valley, and on the Rost place the last of the sunflowers is coming off the open ground — the east sections, the good dirt, the ground that has grown wheat and sunflowers and, before that, for a hundred and forty years, corn and flax and buffalo and glaciers — and the combines are running in the gaps between the arrays, where the panels stand in long rows over the winter wheat stubble like a strange new crop of blue-black glass, and the sheep are on the west pasture under the older racks, and the cattle are lying in the shade they like because the shade is still the best shade on the place in October, and the nineteen turbines on the rise are turning — a steady fifteen-mile-an-hour northwest wind, the kind of day the wind fleet lives for — and the whole valley smells like dust and cut sunflower and, faintly, from the direction of the buildings, like krumkake.

June Rost is ninety-one and lives in the new addition Arlen built onto the farmhouse in 2018 — he went quietly, the winter before last, and the addition is the shape of a life’s arithmetic: the royalty checks, the bank in Ellendale, the wind, the wheat. She comes out to the yard in a chair Jason Deschamps’s daughter-in-law carries for her, because it’s the anniversary and the whole county comes, and the festival — it has a name now, the Harvest of Light, the third Saturday in October, and it draws eleven thousand people to Ellendale, which had six thousand not long ago — opens every year with a drive down the farm’s section line road under the turbines, and everyone in the cars knows the story of the five towers of 2007 and the check pinned to the corkboard, and they honk when they pass the shop because the shop is where it started, Maren’s shop, the one with the rack prototypes still bolted to the test pads out back.

Maren Rost is forty-four. The Rost Agrivoltaic Research Farm — her own hay field wearing a sign, named for her by the experiment station in 2023, the same year a citation called her the mother of American agrivoltaics, which she endured with a face like her mother’s — runs its test pads out back of the shop, and she is in the yard today in a Bison sweatshirt, arguing cheerfully with her brother about the winter wheat trial, because some arguments are load-bearing and you do not retire them.

Eric Rost is forty-eight and runs the cattle and has, in the fullness of time, come around on everything, though he maintains to this day that the wheat was right to keep out of the shade. His son is a line tech in Belcourt, Jason Deschamps’s last apprentice, and Maren’s daughter is at NDSU studying what Maren studied, in a department that didn’t exist in 2000.

Ray Kuntz is forty-eight and drove in from Center this morning with his crew, because Coyote Station’s last unit converted in 2024 and the plant — the plant his father gave thirty-one years to — now runs the town’s new load: the data centers and the electrolyzer and the district heat, with the mine seeded over in native grass and solar on the old spoil piles that the engineers swore would never grow anything and now grow switchgrass and kilowatt-hours. Ray is on the festival board. He is the one who ordered the turbines-shaped cake toppers, and he will defend their accuracy against all comers, because he has climbed every turbine he has ever seen a topper of and most of them were not accurate.

Peter Strand is forty-six and lives in New Watford, which he helped design, in a house within sight of a substation, because that was how he wanted it, and he comes to Ellendale every year and stands at the edge of the crowd during the opening drive, taking attendance the way he always did — counting kids, counting crews, counting the lights on the towers — and this year his daughter is with him, four years old, born in Watford City in 2022, in a state where the birth was free, and she asks him why the windmills stop sometimes in the winter, and he crouches down in the stubble and gives her the whole forty pages, the firm capacity and the Manitoba reservoirs and the moral commitment, and she says “Why?” again, which he reports, delighted, to everyone, as her first act of political independence.

Alyce Standing Elk is there, and speaks, because the MHA Nation’s utility is a partner in the festival’s power — the arrays and the turbines of the valley feed the fairgrounds through a microgrid the tribe’s engineers built — and her speech is four sentences long, which is a festival record. Jason Deschamps is there with Turtle Mountain’s flag beside the others on the pole. The flag of the United States flies above all of them, and under it, this year, a new one: the North Dakota centennial of the wind, which is not a real anniversary by any calendar but the festival’s, and nobody minds.

At dusk the lights come on — the fairgrounds, the arrays’ row lights, the nacelle lights on the rise, blinking their slow red rhythm — and the whole valley does the thing it has done every year since the first festival: it goes quiet at once, eleven thousand people in a state of six hundred forty-two thousand once upon a time, listening to the wind.

The wind is always there. That was the discovery. It was there in 1889 and in 1930 and in the dust of the thirties and in the kitchen in November 2000, blowing over a state that thought of itself as a place things passed through on the way to somewhere else. It blew through the chads and the courts and the trust fund and the boom and the bust and the cold and the deluge of people who needed what the state had finally learned to keep.

And on the third Saturday of October 2026, North Dakota — the second-richest state in the union per person, the power plant with a farm on it, the place the children stopped leaving — stood in its own wind and harvested the light.



    
      Author's Note
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