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Black Hills Gold


 


Since the signing of the Laramie Treaty six years earlier, the tribes of the Plains have followed their nomadic lifestyle within the boundaries of the lands set aside for their use. The dwindling herds of buffalo and deer, which provide the staple requirements of their existence, are a growing source of discontent, but as long as the Americans, the wasicun, stay out of the tribal lands the tenuous peace is maintained.


One word, however, uttered at a riverside meeting with ‘Yellowstone’ Kelly, raises Wes Gray’s concern that that peace might soon be broken, that white men might breach the borders of the Great Sioux Reservation and bring with them the turmoil of war. And the object of their trespass: to gain that for which men will risk all: gold.
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CHAPTER ONE


 


The foraging grizzly was going about its business less than thirty yards downhill, searching the undergrowth for marmot or tree-squirrel or any other creature that would feed its appetite. Fortunately for the buckskin-clad man, the slight breeze was coming up from the river, and the nervous snicker of his pack horse had prevented him from blundering into range of the grizzly’s vision. Now he stood behind a large tree with his hands over the muzzle of both of his animals, keeping them calm and quiet.


The sight of the bear so early in the year surprised Wes Gray. Females would be in hibernation with their cubs for at least another month, but even males were rarely seen this early in spring. If this one’s winter sleep had been disturbed then it was likely to be easily angered, so Wes remained hidden while the bear continued to hunt for food. They were unpredictable creatures at the best of times, and even though their gait seemed ponderous when moving slowly, it belied the speed and power they could generate when launching an attack. Although the one he was watching didn’t have the bulk it would attain later in the year, Wes wasn’t anxious to tackle it. He figured it still weighed over four hundred pounds, and if it caught the scent of the horses, was capable of swiping him aside before killing one of them for a meal that would be more satisfying than a dozen small vermin could provide.


Wes Gray’s life had been littered with such moments of sudden, imminent danger, and like the bear and every other wild creature, he’d come to depend upon his innate instincts. They had preserved his life on many occasions.


From youth, with neither place to call home nor folks to call family, Weston Gray had travelled the uncharted country west of the Missouri, living the arduous life of a trapper and earning a paltry living from the pelts he sold – but by the time he was twenty-five, due to his association with the last of the mountain men and the tribes-people through whose land he wandered, he had gained a knowledge of the country that few others possessed. He had crossed prairie land, climbed mountains, dwelt in forests and navigated rivers that few white men even knew existed.


Often he had made a temporary home with a tribe of Sioux or Arapaho people, joining in their summer hunt or sharing their winter deprivations, and learning that their primitive lifestyle required an understanding of their role in the natural world, how they affected and were affected by their surroundings and the changes wrought by the seasons. Wes had been a quick learner, soon able to predict changes in the weather as easily as he could identify the best types of rock for making arrow-heads, tools and weapons. The tribesmen taught him their language, both their spoken tongue and the sign language that was common to all the tribes that wandered the Plains. In addition, he soon came to recognize the habits of other creatures and how to interpret the message in any abnormal behaviour, and he became aware of those plants and trees that bore fruit he could eat, or had seeds, leaves, roots or sap that he could crush and pulverize for medicinal purposes.


He fought the enemies of those among whom he chose to live, danced at their ceremonies and told tales around their fires until he became accepted by the elders and was allowed to speak as an equal at their village council. The Sioux called him Wiyaka Wakan, which is Medicine Feather, and on more than one occasion he had spoken on their behalf at treaty meetings with the American military. Among the nomadic tribes of the Plains, ‘Medicine Feather’ became a name as much feared as it was honoured, while that of ‘Wes Gray’ aroused similar emotions among the white Americans.


After the War Between the States, Wes’s knowledge of the land west of the Missouri prompted his friend, Major Caleb Dodge, to hire him as chief scout for the wagon train he was leading to California. Such a journey appealed to Wes, and each year after that he and Caleb had led settlers west, either to California or Oregon.


An annual routine had been established, one that was almost as fixed as a grizzly’s need for winter sleep, or the springtime return of the grey goose to the valleys along the upper Missouri. The journey west extended from late spring to late autumn, and when it was completed he’d make his way to the Wind River country, to the Arapaho village that was the winter home of his wife, Little Feather – and there he’d spend the cold months trapping beaver, whose pelts he would sell when he returned east.


In spring, when the days warmed and the tribe moved towards the buffalo trails, Wes went with them, the first stage in returning to the towns of his own people where the next wagon train would be assembling. Usually, when the summer village was established, he would pack his pelts into a canoe and continue his journey alone, following the tributaries that led him to the great Missouri and onward to Council Bluffs. With the rivers in full flood he was able to complete the journey in less than half the time it would take on horseback – but this year it was different. Buffalo had been sighted while the Arapaho were still well west of their regular haunt, and the headmen had had no hesitation in establishing a village in the first suitable location.


Even though it was early for a herd to be so far north, it was essential to hunt them while they were within close proximity – there was no guarantee that the scouts would discover another herd before they returned to their winter home in the Wind river country. Those vast herds that had previously roamed the prairies had been reduced to a scattering. A fashion for buffalo coats, and a slaughter policy ordained by those railroad magnates determined to get top dollar when they sold their trackside holdings to settlers, had wreaked unimaginable destruction upon the herds, and their disappearance added to the plight of all the tribes of the Plains. The buffalo were their staple of life, providing food, clothing, tools, weapons and ornaments. So the sighting of a herd couldn’t be ignored.


In order to provide for Little Feather and her parents while he was away from the village, Wes had joined the hunt alongside the other warriors. Much of the meat would be dried and taken back to the Wind River country to supplement their winter diet, and some of it would be mixed with fat and berries, then pounded into cakes of pemmican, some of which Wes had brought with him to sustain him on his journey.


Because the Arapaho had erected their tepees along the Powder River, Wes had forsaken his usual route to Council Bluffs. The Powder flowed north into the Yellowstone before joining the Missouri at the Fort Union Trading Post. Instead he’d loaded his packs on a pony, which trailed behind him as he followed an easterly route through the Black Hills. He expected to find a Sioux village along the Cheyenne or White river, which flowed directly into the Missouri many miles downstream from Fort Union.


Suddenly the bear halted, lifted its head and looked around as though alerted by some in-bred alarm, a primeval notion that a threat to the dominion of its territory was close at hand. For a full minute it remained still, then, rising on its hind legs, slowly turned its head to allow its gaze to sweep the heavily timbered downhill slope for the presence of danger. Its ears flicked to catch unexpected sounds, and its nose twitched in search of olfactory messages. Unable to detect any proof for its concern, it dropped back on to its front paws with surprising delicacy. Before recommencing the search for food, however, it turned its attention uphill, studying the upper slope with intensity. Satisfied, it emitted a throaty grunt then headed down towards the stream below.


Among the ponderosa pines, Wes Gray watched the big animal as it lumbered away, its great bulk swaying from side to side with every stride. He remounted and set a course that would take him well away from the grizzly’s route.


Rarely did he venture into these Black Hills, the sacred Paha Sapa that was the heart of the territory defined as the Great Sioux Reservation by the Laramie Treaty of 1868. This vast range of hills and prairie had been set aside to enable the tribes-people to pursue their traditional lifestyle, because Washington deemed it wild and uninhabitable land. Most Americans, wasicun, were forbidden to enter the Reservation, but Wiyaka Wakan was one of the few tolerated. Not only had he spoken on their behalf at meetings, but he had also taken a Sioux wife. Apo Hopa lived in his cabin on a V-shaped chunk of land where the Mildwater Creek met the South Platte, and as with Little Feather of the Arapaho, his marriage had a deeper purpose than an expression of their feelings for each other. In the West there were no rules that guaranteed survival. Strangers were regarded with suspicion by white and red men alike. Actions that threatened a society’s accepted behaviour were usually punished with pain and death. To be accepted into a strange community meant adopting their ways, recognizing their laws, observing their religion. Taking a wife was a symbol to the entire village that his relationship with them was permanent: their needs were his needs, their enemies his enemies, their struggles his struggles.


Even so, the Black Hills were the Sioux Holy Ground, and Wes was careful not to risk causing offence. The majority of Sioux warriors accepted him as a friend, but there were those who were less affable, and he wasn’t prepared to antagonize them unnecessarily.


But it was an abundant land, teeming with game that supported the life pattern of the nomadic hunter tribes. The low mounds of the foothills were green, lush with vegetation where white-tailed and mule deer, pronghorn and Bighorn sheep grazed. For Wes, who had travelled the continent east to west and north to south, it was a place without equal. Assailed by the pleasant scent that arose from the numerous stands of mountain mahogany and blossoming juniper, Wes experienced a moment of contentment, a warmth unrelated to the morning sun, and a hope that this Eden would last forever.


His horse lifted its head and snuffled in the way it had when it smelled water. As he reached the crest of a hill he found himself above a valley through which a rising river flowed swiftly with spring thaw. Its course twisted in spectacular fashion, disappearing eventually behind the high, distant tree-lined hills. Although the heights were raggedly rocky, the river’s banks were wide, green and flat, dotted here and there with shade-spreading alder and willow trees.


To his left, Wes espied a collection of high tepees, but the sound of drums had alerted him to the presence of the village before breasting the rise. He rode along the ridge, getting closer to the village before riding down to the valley. In addition to the sound of drums, the high, reedy sound of primitive flutes could be heard, an indication that the villagers were gathered together for a ceremony or celebration. For a moment, Wes was reluctant to ride into the village: butting into their festivity might be the wrong thing to do. He didn’t want to offend these people, as he was hoping to trade his horses with them for a canoe. He reined to a halt and counted more than fifty tepees; most were the homes of Minneconjou families, the remainder were daubed with the markings of Hunkpapa people.


The centre of the village was a scene of great activity. A wide ring had been formed by people moving rhythmically to the beat of the drums. A procession consisting of a dozen men and women in various costumes and disguises paraded within the circle. Their leader was a young man, barely more than a youth, who carried a folded length of deerskin that he showed to the bystanders. Wes recognized the skin – he had seen such artefacts among other tribes, the characters drawn on them depicting the history of the village. The importance of the ceremony was marked by the inclusion of this relic, a fact acknowledged by the women in the assembly who gave voice to their tremolo song when it passed by.


Four maidens followed the leader. The first carried a bow, the sign of war; the next bore a pipe, the sign of peace; the third carried the white eagle feather of wisdom; and the last held a flowering branch which signified a bountiful and healthy tribe.


Four warriors walked behind the maidens, each painted head to toe a different colour – white, red, yellow and black – and leading a matching horse – white, sorrel, buckskin and black. They represented the four portions of the world – north, east, south and west – and only a leader whose medicine was powerful would invoke those spirits in a ceremony.


At the end of the parade were warriors covered with buffalo skins or wearing antlers or the pelts of other creatures, an acknowledgement of the Lakota belief that every living thing was important to maintain their own existence. The hoop of their world, the circle of life, could not be maintained without them.


Clearly for the village it was an important occasion that had been planned in advance. As he had time enough to reach Council Bluffs before the wagons rolled west, Wes tactfully chose to set aside any notion of riding into the village until the ceremony was completed. He was preparing to dismount when a movement on the river bank almost directly below caught his eye. A man was inspecting a canoe, getting ready to put it in the water, but he had ceased his labour at the appearance of Wes on the hillside. Like Wes, he was a white man, a wasicun, and he kept his eyes on Wes as the scout rode down through the trees.


He was tall, with long dark hair that was as unkempt as that of any Sioux brave. Crossing from the man’s right shoulder to disappear behind his left hip was a well-filled cartridge belt, ammunition for the rifle he was holding in readiness. His dark eyes had a piercing quality to them, as though he was accustomed to fixing his gaze on one location for a long time. When he recognized the new arrival he placed his rifle in the canoe, then in thoughtful manner, like a scholar or man of learning giving study to a troublesome problem, rubbed the back of his hand over his long moustaches.


Wes knew this to be nothing more than a mannerism, an unconscious act with no more significance to the thoughts in the other’s head than spitting in camp-fire embers to watch them splutter – but like every move that the man made, it was performed with slow deliberation, nothing hurried or sudden that might startle any creature in the vicinity.


‘Wes,’ he called, greeting the oncoming rider.


‘Luther.’ Wes stepped down and joined the other at the waterside.


It had been more than two years since the men had last met, each with a pack of pelts for sale, haggling prices in an Omaha trading post. Luther Kelly was a handsome man and half a dozen years younger than Wes. Since leaving the army in 1868 he had gained a reputation as a trapper, Indian fighter, army scout and explorer, surviving, often alone, in the northern territories, earning for himself the soubriquet ‘Yellowstone’ because he knew the land around that river better than any other white man alive. ‘Yellowstone’ Kelly had learned much about the habits of the nomadic tribes-people and had developed some sympathy for them, but Wes knew that Luther Kelly’s sympathies rested with the army.


The lack of pelts and goods in Luther’s canoe surprised Wes. It seemed to be too early in the year for the young trapper to have sold his haul downriver and already to be heading back to his cabin in the hills, but nonetheless he commented on the fact.


‘That’s a light load in your canoe,’ he said. ‘Have you traded your pelts here, with the Sioux?’


‘No,’ Luther told him, ‘They’re holding one of their medicine ceremonies from which wasicun are banished. Seems we might interfere with their mystic messages.’


‘You were told to leave?’ Wes asked.


‘Didn’t even get into the village. Their headman, Black Buffalo, came here to talk to me. Seems they’ve been preparing for the ceremony for some days and didn’t want my presence to spoil the purification rituals that had already been performed.’


Luther Kelly tried to keep the cynicism out of his voice, but Wes knew the importance of a holy dance to the participants, and that the smallest deviation from the requirements for its enactment could lessen, even destroy, the power of its revelations. Wes had known many Sioux who had experienced medicine dreams – holy men, wise men, warriors and women – and had never had cause to doubt that any one of them had experienced the revelation they described. Some had claimed to have flown with eagles or run with deer, had spoken with buffalo or sat with the Great Spirit, but they all had one thing in common, and their dream had nothing to do with personal gain: its interpretation was always concerned with the effect on the village, the tribe or the entire Sioux nation.


Although Luther seemed irritated by his exclusion from the village, Wes had no such concerns. Like every other society they had their ways, the mores that governed their lives. Wes was content to respect their wishes and stay out of the village until the ceremony was ended. He turned his attention to Luther and his empty canoe, wanting to know if he’d already been downriver to sell his pelts.


‘I’m here as a messenger for the army,’ Kelly told him. ‘I’ve been all over these hills to let the tribes know that a Washington delegation is coming up the Missouri to talk to them.’


‘Talk about what? I haven’t heard of any trouble.’


‘Terms of the treaty.’ Luther Kelly examined his canoe for damage in preparation for putting it back in the water.


‘As far as I know the terms haven’t been broken. The warriors might have roamed beyond the reservation boundary, but only when hunting. They don’t trouble travellers on the trails or do damage to the railroad.’


‘Didn’t say they did,’ Luther answered, lifting his head and fixing the other with a look of such frankness that Wes was gripped immediately with a sense of foreboding.


‘There must be some reason.’


‘Guess so,’ Luther said, holding Wes’s gaze as though the reason was too obvious to need putting into words.


‘So what is it?’


‘Washington doesn’t inform me of their plans and purposes, Wes. I’ve just been sent to pass around word that a delegation wants to meet representatives of all the tribes at Five Squaws Meadow.’


‘That’s all you’ve told the village chiefs?’


‘That, and the fact that it’s important that they attend. There will be gifts for them.’


A snort from Wes expressed his disapproval, knowing that the gifts would be more useless glass beads and mirrors. ‘Come on, Luther, tell me what it’s all about.’


Yellowstone eyed the other with a certain amount of cynicism, as though it wasn’t possible that the other could be in the dark about the government’s plans, but he also knew that Wes Gray was a plain-talking man who wouldn’t waste time denying something he knew. ‘You haven’t heard the rumours?’ he asked.


‘What rumours?’


‘Gold.’


Wes repeated the word. ‘A new gold strike?’ Kelly nodded, and pushed the canoe into the water. ‘Where?’ Wes asked.


‘The Black Hills, Wes. They say there’s gold in the Black Hills.’


For a moment, Wes was too stunned to speak. The Sioux would never surrender the sacred Black Hills. If the government were hoping to take it from the tribes-people it wouldn’t be achieved with glass beads, blankets or even dollar bills: blood would be the price. ‘How do they know there’s gold there? Who’s been there to take samples?’


‘Like I say, Wes, rumours, but there must be some foundation to them if the government are prepared to negotiate for them.’


‘It’ll mean war if they try to move the Sioux out of this region.’


‘That’s what I told Senator Goodwin.’


‘Who is he?’


‘The leader of the delegation. One-time soldier but now a politician from Colorado.’


‘I knew a Colonel Goodwin during the war,’ Wes mused aloud. ‘Jeremiah Goodwin.’


‘Same man,’ said Luther Kelly. ‘He’s down river on board the Far West with the rest of the delegation. I’m on my way to join them. I’m to act as interpreter at the meeting.’


‘When will it take place?’ Wes wanted to know.


‘Five days,’ Luther told him as he pushed away from the shore. He pointed to the east, along the course of the river, and shouted, ‘Five Squaws Meadow!’ then was caught up in a rush of water and swiftly carried downstream.
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