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To the Host of Angels who bless me with their presence. I cherish the time with each and every one of you.
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And thank you, Joan, for your continued love and support.
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​Chapter 1 – Buffalo Gals Won’t You Come Out Tonight?​
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Plum Creek, Nebraska Territory, June 1857

Gritting her teeth, Cornelia Rose Entwhistle Wright clamped her mouth shut and refused to vomit her morning’s breakfast as it surged up her throat. She leaned on the oxen’s yoke, exhausted by the effort, but kept walking.

Nellie wasn’t so lucky with the next wave of nausea, and the two oxen lolled their great heads to peer reproachfully at her.

Still ambulating, she glanced back at her two daughters absorbed in play on the wagon’s front bench. Mercifully they focus their attention on their cornhusk dolls, she thought. My wretched retching sounds blend in with the general noise of the trail.

Nellie plodded silently along next to their custom-made Conestoga-style spring wagon, observing the beauty of the prairie. The Wright family and their wagon train hugged the bank of the mighty North Platte River in Nebraska Territory on the Overland Trail. The Great Plains, bisected by the elevated river, presented a wide vista of open land.

Mercy, this scenery not only captures my breath, but it squeezes my heart full of elation! she thought. Nature presents to my view hill, valley, and mountains in every direction, changing my expectations of splendid landscape entirely from the countryside I loved in the Hudson Valley of New York. Here, I witness a more beautiful sight than I have ever beheld.

Truly, my anticipation of grandeur increases every step I take closer toward the famed Rocky Mountains.

She drew in a long breath, exhausted but in good spirits. Since she’d rejoined the company, they had crossed and re-crossed the North Platte many times.

She shook her head, releasing a cloud of dust from her hair that cast a cloud on her good mood. She scratched her wrist, feeling a raised lump. Tarnation! I hope that bite comes from a mosquito and not a chigger! ’Tis nigh impossible to revel in ‘nature’s beauty’ when her thorns and boulders test our mettle. She squinted at the sun. Three times today crossing this river before the sun even reaches its midday position. My wet boots shan’t have opportunity to remember dryness.

Properly shaded by her wide brim straw hat, she watched the drovers drive the livestock through the low flowing Platte River again. Mercy, I can see teams and cattle for four or five miles. Today, all the world is a cattle show, she thought as she plunged her feet into the calf-deep water, once again switching back to the north side.

Little spurts of water squished from her boots as she scrambled up the short bank on the other side. Nellie giggled. Shoes of a clown! I always hoped to be a comedic performer.

The vast prairie unfurled before them. The land undulated with knolls, buffalo wallows, and prairie dog villages. The wild prairie grasses grow taller almost before my eyes, she thought. And the determined shoots of wildflowers predict the arrival of their springtime blossoms. This panorama contains splendor I have heretofore not witnessed. Its exquisiteness defies description.

Nine miles into their journey this morning, Nellie surveyed the broad trail ahead, bustling with prairie schooners, hugging the river again before continuing along a flat country where water stood in ponds. She scanned the sky and thought, Mercifully, no sign of storm or showers. I’ll wager this entire area transforms into bog with one sudden cloudburst.

A dull rumble reached her ears.

Tarnation! Is that distant thunder?

Obadiah, her husband, reined his horse one hundred and eighty degrees and cantered toward her, shouting, “The Captain’s orders—circle the wagons, secure the livestock against stampede, and batten down the hatches.”

Nellie tugged at the yoke, and the oxen obediently turned off the path.

Storms often brewed quickly over the vast prairie, but not without warning. Since the pioneers could see for miles, cumulus clouds transformed into thunderheads before their eyes.

Nellie observed the company’s mad scramble. A merry colony of ants. Or are they busy as a bike of bees, circling the wagons, reducing our surface exposed to the tempest, and buzzing about watching thunderclouds approach?

I am quite certain, Nellie thought as she glanced backward down the trail, searching for storm clouds, the dark mirage on the horizon is not a thunderstorm, but ’tis New Fort Kearney, still visible on the south side of the Platte.

Mayhap that one huge cloud gathering on the distant horizon accompanies the faint rumble of thunder? ’Tis rather peculiar.

Adept now at preparing for ferocious thunderstorms, the association corralled livestock, chained oxen to wagons, and braced provisions and themselves for the violent winds that often followed the cloudbursts. The pioneers stood at the ready, waiting for the squall.

Mister Wright’s predictions of the nearness of these frightful storms have become quite accurate.

“Mister Wright, have you seen lightning yet?” Nellie asked over the din of the livestock, lowing in the center of the wagon circle.

“Nary a bolt,” answered Obadiah.

“Yet the rumble of thunder remains constant and sounds ever closer,” said Nellie.

Five-year-old Emma stuck her head out of the Conestoga cover. “The thunder shakes the wagon so. Our tea cups rattle!”

Three-year-old Elizabeth’s head popped out next to her sister’s. “Dollie thpilled her tea,” she lisped, shaking her head.

“Don’t be frightened, my sweet pumpkins, we shall weather this thunderstorm together,” Nellie reassured.

“Emma, hand me my spyglass,” said Obadiah, leaping atop the wagon bench.

Obadiah scanned the sky. The vast valley of the North Platte River stretched out beyond their vision, devoid of timber or undergrowth of any kind except along the riverbanks.

“I see the huge storm cloud,” said Nellie, pointing across the river toward the southeast.

Emma asked, “When will the lightning start?”

Both girls anxiously scanned the sky.

Not tearing his eyes away from the telescope, Obadiah said, “No! The disturbance is too low on the horizon. As it approaches, it comes into greater focus....’Tis a dust cloud!” The ever-increasing rumble of thunder almost drowned out his voice.

“Now the ground shakes!” screamed Emma.

The two little girls started crying. Nellie pulled them out of the wagon and held them against her skirt.

“Yes, the rumbling noise never ceases and constantly increases in volume. Mercy.” Nellie tilted her head to the side and tugged at a stray lock of hair hanging over her forehead. “Thunder usually presents in intermittent, ever shortening bursts. But what else could create such thunderous noise?”

“If I were a betting man, I would venture a gang of buffalo. Here in the open prairie, the mighty bison alone command a size massive enough to make such a ruckus.”

“Surely a colossal herd spawns such an enormous dust cloud,” shouted Nellie over the rumble. “Mercy, it heads right toward us!”

“Are they going to stampede us?” screamed Emma.

“No, no!” Nellie lifted her daughters into her arms. “From our vantage point here on the opposite side of the river, perched atop a bluff, we shan’t be in harm’s way.” Please Lord, I pray this be true....

Nellie tried to calm her girls as they wriggled in her arms.

“’Tis an obstinacy of buffalo in multiple senses, for certain,” Obadiah predicted. He pulled the telescope from his eye and smiled at his family.

“Look!” Nellie shouted. “The cloud is now following a course parallel to the North Platte. Praise be to the Lord! The beasts do not attempt to ford the river.”

Everyone in the group stood staring at the massive cloud as it came nearer.

Obadiah once again lifted the telescope to his eye. “This troop is upwards of five miles long and an unknowable width. They follow the high, rolling tableland on the south side.”

As I plainly ascertain with the naked eye. Nellie smiled to herself.

Within a few more minutes, the head of the dust cloud surged directly opposite the company.

A gust of wind from the river lifted the cloud.

The entire gathering gasped.

“It’s an immense herd o’ buffalo,” Captain Hines shouted.

“A compact black mass, extending far beyond our field of vision, coming in unbroken masses from the rear,” announced Wilburforce Wells to his fellow travelers. “The quaking of the earth and the rumble of the rushing torrent fills our ears and our eyes with awe for the majesty of the bison, king of the prairie.”

Obadiah lowered the spyglass slightly, “Why use one word when a plethora would be redundant?” He grinned at Nellie and then resumed exploring with the telescope. “Huge animals,” he muttered. “Thousands and thousands of immense thundering mammals.”

The group stood for a long time, observing the colossal column of buffalo stampede past them.

“Never seen anything like it in all my trips on this trail,” said Captain Hines. “Usually we encounter small gangs of bulls or one or two solitary individuals.”

“Let’s take some shots and see if we can’t get us some fresh meat for dinner,” shouted Virgil Ralston, a brash young man who worked as a drover for the association.

Mrs. Ralston, his mother, cuffed him on the ear.

Captain Hines and several of the more experienced men quickly excoriated the idea, detailing its foolishness.

The captain shook his head. “I guess we’d best stay circled here for the night.”

Obadiah approached Hines. Nellie saw the men exchange some words. Would that the din from the buffalo abated so that we might democratically discuss our forward progress, she thought. Then she shook her head. Most likely none of these men would entertain a women’s counsel.

Obadiah veered away and sauntered toward their wagon.

Captain Hines shouted, “We shall proceed onward. The buffalo traffic, safely on the other side of the river and heading the opposite way, shan’t deter us.”

Nellie contemplated her husband with love and wonder in her eyes as he giddyupped the oxen, and she fell into step beside him. He grinned down at her. She knew his military school training had once again expedited the train’s return to forward motion. Thank you, God Almighty, for the talents and skills of my beloved husband, she thought, her heart swelling with adoration.

“The captain and I think we should make at least ten more miles before settling in for the night,” Obadiah said with a wink. “Once the buffalo disperse and we cross the North Platte again, I venture an easy trail awaits us on the south side. We might even attempt an additional six miles hence.”

“Fifteen additional miles,” Nellie said to Obadiah as she prepared breakfast the next morning. “We journeyed fifteen miles closer to our destination on the strength of your persuasive reasoning alone.”

Dropping the oxen’s yoke and the lariat he carried, Obadiah swept Nellie into his arms and covered her face with kisses.

“Mercy, husband, you’ve loosened the rein on your passion until it suggests quite an unbridled, uncivilized disposition.” Nellie blushed and scanned her traveling companions for a reaction.

All the waggoneers scurried about their own business.

“Each man takes his own row to hoe, none need be concerned with mine,” he said with a nonchalant wave of his hand. Whistling happily, he picked up his equipment, fastened on his goggles to shield his eyes against the sandy wind, and got back to work.

She smiled at the sight of her husband in his strange attire. Rather similar to a large but earnest praying mantis, she thought. Nellie rubbed her aching neck and resumed her labor.

When shall I ever master the skill of cooking breakfast on the open prairie and avoid this grueling marathon? she thought. Her back bent nearly to the breaking point, Nellie tried to keep her Dutch oven cooking while dousing some of the fire’s peripheral flames. The protective walls of my freshly dug trench do little to prevent the wild prairie wind from fanning these flames.

Nellie’s heart sprang into her throat each time a gust whooshed through camp, and new flames soared into the air. A huge surge of air caused a corresponding dangerous surge of fire, and she jerked her buffalo lard off the spider in a reflex reaction. Tarnation! That was inches away from igniting my cooking kindling into a conflagration! I must craft some sort of a shield. The risk of a bonfire of wagons leaps higher every time the wind blows.

Nellie lifted the lid of her wrought-iron kettle with her poker and peered inside. With all the airborne sand and dirt, some shall indubitably seek shelter in my pot. Mercy, it mixes with the mush and milk more thoroughly than a spice. She shrugged. ’Tis a blessing all our heads contain a healthy set of teeth.

Not willing to expend any more of their precious rations on recooking the meal, Nellie compensated for the grittier nature of the grits by lavishing a dollop of precious honey in each of the four bowls.

Obadiah rushed to their campfire and took a huge scoop of mush, still standing and wearing his goggles.

The girls giggled. Nellie glanced at him and grinned. My darling husband cuts a rather comical figure eating whilst wearing his false eyes. Handsome still... yet rather like a protagonist in a farce.

“Papa you look like a giant praying mantis,” announced Emma.

My thoughts precisely!

Obadiah obliged them by squatting low and then, crouching with elbows tucked into his body and hands hanging down, mincing his steps around the campfire. The girls chortled and clapped.

“Yum, yum,” said Elizabeth after she took a bite of her porridge and rubbed her stomach.

She devours her mush, Nellie thought. The honey certainly compensated adequately for the unwanted ingredients in little Elizabeth’s eyes.

Nellie smiled into her own bowl of sand as her youngest daughter hungrily consumed the rest of her porridge and smacked her lips at the sweetness of the extra honey.

“She that eats the most breakfast eats the most sand,” announced older sister Emma.

Nellie caught her husband Obadiah’s eye and then quickly glanced away. One second longer and they would both be in stiches, with Obadiah slapping his knee.

God ordains wisdom out of the mouths of babes and sucklings, Nellie thought, shoulders shaking from repressing her mirth. The Lord is kind and merciful and rains joy down upon me!

A giggle escaped from Nellie’s lips in spite of their tight closure against the dust swirling around them. She stared into her bowl of porridge.

Suddenly morning sickness kicked her in the gut and the sight of the sandy, dirty grits threatened to upend what little she had already eaten. She forced herself to inhale slowly. Her aching tummy lurched and churned.

Releasing a quiet, polite burp behind her hand expelled some pressure without liberating any stomach contents. Alleluia, decorum maintained before my impressionable little ladies.

“I, too, chose to focus on the honey,” she said and scraped every bit of porridge out of her tin bowl and into her roiling stomach. She let the tin bowl clatter onto the log bench.

A formidable gust of wind surged through the campground, picking that precise moment to upend and scatter their empty bowls and utensils.

“Jumpin’ Jehoshaphat!” shouted Obadiah as their tent pulled on its stakes and its gutta-percha cover took flight.

“Look,” Emma pointed.

Ebenezer Wilton’s farm wagon lay on its side; easy prey due to its unbalanced heavy load, it toppled over in the wind. In another dramatic squall, the wagon’s contents spurted from the openings and scattered in the air currents. Ebenezer, his wife, and his oldest boy, Willie, scrambled to right it. The rest of the children retrieved the family belongings, the two smallest chasing feathers from a pillowcase.

Obadiah leapt from his seat around their cooking fire so suddenly that the fire flared and the kettle whistled.

“Methinks The Almighty proclaims it is high time to giddyup,” he joked to the startled little girls.

That dissolved their group into fits of merriment at the comedy all around them.

“All’s right with the world, albeit our tent twisted topsy-turvy, when we hear Papa’s hearty laugh,” said Nellie, gathering her two daughters into her arms for a hug.

“Look.” Emma pointed again.

Nellie spun in alarm to regard their own wagon. With a gust of relief, she said, “Yes, Emma, our brave prairie schooner, although made with lighter wood than the original Conestogas, sways in this fierce wind but staunchly stands its ground. We are blessed.

“Other than an abrupt end to our breakfast, we are no worse for the wear. Go help our neighbors gather their belongings.”

Mrs. Wilton called “mighty obliged” when Nellie’s daughters handed the woman a shoe, several dish towels, and an apron they retrieved from a cluster of cottonwood fringing Plum Creek.

Obadiah giddyupped the oxen team back into motion and jogged to the wagon seat to address their daughters. “Now that we are once again on the trail, we must gather fuel for tonight’s camp.”

The trail today hugged a section of the North Platte River sporting thickets of willow clustering close to the river’s edge alongside the grass. Scattered long distances apart, little cottonwood trees stood. Although the punishing winds from the plains stunted their growth, the moisture from the river nurtured the mini trees into a determined shade along its banks.

Nellie glanced around for some suitable pieces of wood to collect for her cooking fire, but her vigilant eye detected none. The preceding wagon trains left nary a stick.

“Firewood is scarce, even here along the riverbank,” Obadiah advised. “A scrutiny of the guidebook and my map indicates the trail will twist away from the river shortly. Your usual job gathering every scrap of wood we find on the trail is suspended for the time being. Here, for want of firewood, we shall commence collecting buffalo chips for fuel.”

“Buffalo chips!” Nellie recoiled in horror. “I shan’t permit them to touch my hands.”

“Buffalo broken?” asked Elizabeth.

“What are chips of buffalo?” asked Emma.

“Prairie fuel,” said Obadiah simultaneously with Nellie saying, “Buffalo manure!”

“EWWWW!” both girls screeched, and Emma pinched her nostrils together.

“Have you seen an Arapahoe Indian?” joshed Obadiah.

Emma twittered. “Papa, I do think it strange that seizing the nose with the thumb and forefinger is the Indians’ sign language for the Arapahoe.”

“My sweet daughter, the Arapahoe Tribe is known as ‘Smellers’. What sign could be more suitable?”

“Perhaps you merely jest and you tease me into believing that holding my nose truly communicates something?” asked Nellie.

“Whilst we banter and make light during this arduous voyage, learning the ways of the West and employing them to survive this journey is a serious matter.” Obadiah softened his speech with his warm smile of affection.

“As we have recently witnessed, the mighty bison presides over the prairie, leaving us gifts of fuel in its wake. Now, daughters and fair wife, anticipating your squeamishness, I am delighted to advise it is not necessary for your fingers to touch the chips.”

The little girls clapped, but Nellie wondered, how might that feat be accomplished?

Obadiah continued, “I seem to recall all you ladies have at least one pair of gloves that can be dedicated to this new and very necessary exercise in survival.” Obadiah’s whole face erupted into a smile. “I suggest you don your most wretched pair, which shall henceforth be known as ‘buffalo gloves’, and begin your task of gathering fuel.”

He bent down. “Eureka! Here is the first fine specimen for our collection.” Obadiah picked up a big, round, almost flat lump that sat on his hand like a dried piece of rippled mud.

All the ladies now said “eeeuuuwww.” Even Nellie. She could not prevent her nose from wrinkling in disgust.

Both daughters held their noses.

Nellie shook her head merrily as Obadiah tried to give her the chip. “No! First, I must retrieve my gloves. You promised!” She held her nose too.

“Here. Perchance it happens I have a pair of your old gloves ‘handy’ for the task.” Obadiah proffered the hand protection with a flourish.

Nellie took them. She drew them on, tsk tsked, and ripped them right off. She shook her head in the negative and folded the pair into her apron pocket. “My half-handers shall never do! Protect the palms of my hands whilst exposing my fingers to the malodorous ‘chip’? I think not! Besides – you promised no finger would touch a chip.”

Obadiah threw back his head and laughed. “I shall allow you one peccadillo, my fine, hardy pioneer woman. But you must admit, this ‘fuel’ so thoroughly dehydrates here in the scorching sun that it emits no stench.”

“I’ll confess naught but that I do not wish to be close enough to ‘the specimen’ to verify your statement.” Nellie retreated, wagging her finger at Obadiah.

But with a jolly air, Nellie came a tiny bit closer. “I prithee Lord, may Mister Wright’s words contain veracity. If they be true, the repugnance of this task shall be far diminished.”

Dramatically, Nellie paused and held her nose. Her daughters gazed in wide-eyed delight. Scraping the ground like a bull charging, Nellie rushed toward Obadiah, bent at the waist, removed her hand from pinching her nose, took one giant sniff, and ran behind her daughters.

“Ugggggggg,” Nellie shouted, loudly releasing her breath.

“Was the stench horrible Mama?” asked Emma, as Elizabeth screeched, “Stinky?”

“Not in the least.” Nellie chortled. “Your father is correct, there is no discernable odor.”

She caught each of the girls’ hands, and they paused to let their Conestoga go by—and then scrambled into the back to retrieve their gloves and a basket, giggling all the while.

I must focus on the task at hand, repressing all fear of the multitude of dangers that lurk on this trail. Lord shield us from stampedes, protect us from pestilence, clear us of cholera, safeguard us from small pox, rid us of rattlesnakes. Tarnation! I shall not entertain thoughts of the many disasters that may befall us on our passage. I shall focus on the pleasure of collecting buffalo chips....
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​Chapter 2 – River of My Dreams​
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Along the Platte River, June 1857

Nellie paused, needle suspended over the split seam of Obadiah’s best pair of pants, squinting at the bright sun sparkling on the slews of the Platte River. How fortunate am I, mending clothes in the midst of the most splendid scenery I have ever witnessed! She held up the pants and examined the rip. Mercy, the day conspires to provide ease all around. These britches are almost mended. The buckskin reinforcing just wants reattaching. I shall be ready to tackle the harness repair in no time.

Praise the Lord, our elected captain of the company honors the Sabbath. ’Tis a heavenly relief to eschew our daily hustle into the saddle. I feel quite the lady of leisure, laying over, awaiting the pleasure of fine preaching.

At this notion, Nellie paused, then emitted a rueful chuckle. Verily, we rest from travel, but the success of our journey depends upon readying our supplies whilst we ‘rest’. Lord, forgive my labor on the Sabbath, she prayed. Her eye caught the white of her sheets spread over a bush, drying. One more load of soiled clothes almost ready for a final rinse, with plenty of sunshine left in the day.

The antics of her two daughters, gathering buffalo chips just a stone’s throw away, renewed her vigor. More washing in the making, she thought with cheerfulness, noticing mud smeared on Elizabeth’s apron. But first I must change the horse’s picket and knead the bread so it can join the seed cakes and berry cobbler in my Dutch oven.

She heard Obadiah’s merry whistle and saw him emerge from a clump of cottonwoods growing near the river, holding a pole packed with fish. “Dinner!” he announced to his two daughters as they skipped around him.

“Such a feast,” said Nellie. “Mercy, we cannot consume all that fish in one day!”

“I designed to catch but three. However, these fish just flung themselves on my line.” Their daughters clapped in delight as Obadiah continued. “They begged to be caught! You might smoke the rest as you bake to tide us over when the pickings at the campground are slim,” Obadiah said.

Obadiah put the fishing pole, dangling fish and all, into Nellie’s hands. “Mind, I shall wrassle with that harness repair whilst you clean and gut the fish.”

Fish guts? Nellie felt bile rise in her throat as her stomach threatened to revolt.

Obadiah did not notice. “Captain Hines confides his lovely wife records the details and her impressions of our journey in her journal. Did I detect you penning similar observations?”

“Indeed, I scribble notes in a rather spotty fashion. I am afraid my endeavors are not particularly methodical,” said Nellie, taking the fish and resisting the urge to hold her nose.

How does Celinda Hines find time to keep a proper diary? At the end of a hard day’s journey, the endless chores begin. I fear I am so enmeshed in the ceaseless activity of the trail I have little leisure to pen my reflections. I rather think Missus Hines writes about her hair curl and the state of her complexion rather than anything of general interest. Would her time not be better spent acquiring and honing skills necessary for survival, like shooting prairie dogs and cow milking?

Nellie made a neat slice from mouth to tail along the underbelly of each fish. The innards of the fish slid neatly out of the opening into the refuse pit Nellie dug a few feet away from their cooking fire trench.

Nellie shook her head, as if scolding herself for her catty judgments. I mustn’t be uncharitable. Still, I can scarce afford a moment to keep abreast of world events, much less an interval to compose a chronicle. Of course, with no newspapers in this God-forsaken vastness, and no mail since New Fort Kearney, mayhap my energies would be better spent composing my thoughts and impressions rather than reading my Bible. Mercy, ‘twas a bitter disappointment to find no mail for us at the Plum Creek station.

She opened each fish wide into two neat fillets, chopped off the heads and tails, and pulled out the skeletons. As she sliced the last fish, Nellie made the mistake of peeking into the refuse pit she had dug. Flies already buzzed around the foul, bloody fish guts.

The sight and stench hit Nellie like a punch in the stomach, and she puked into the pit.

Eyes averted and holding her breath, she dumped the insides of the last fish on top of the vomit and spun around to her baking cakes. Holding her temple, she inhaled deeply, trying to smell their fragrant cinnamon aroma.

“Mama, more buffalo chips,” shouted Elizabeth, throwing her bucket of fuel on the ground and spilling some in her haste. She started to peel off her gloves. “Gloves off like Ernestine?”

Nellie tore her eyes from the bread she had hurriedly started kneading after plunging her hands into her suds-filled cleaning bucket. She sniffed the air one more time for a reassuring whiff of cinnamon, monitoring the seedcakes baking in the Dutch oven. When their cinnamon spicy scent reached her nose at her kneading station, she knew the cakes were ready.

Smiling at her daughter but still focusing on the cakes, Nellie asked, “Ernestine Wells wears no gloves? That surely could not be her mother’s wishes.”

Emma had her own questions. “How can Elizabeth even think of copying Ernestine? Goodness, Mama, I shall never become accustomed to touching those odious chips. Even with my hands fully gloved! Whilst I realize the scarcity of trees and I do desire a fire for warmth and cooking our delicious food, is there no other substitute for wood?”

Hands suspended over her bread, Nellie tried to prevent a giggle from escaping her lips. She thought about correcting her daughter, but of course there was no need. Emma proceeded to self-correct, as only Emma could.

“Mercy, would that I were more humble and grateful! The Lord has given us this fuel when we have no other. Moreover, today it was not made soggy or smelly by rain. I am sorry I grumbled, Mama. Here are the paltry chips I did gather.” Emma dumped her bucket on top of Elizabeth’s pile and threw her arms around her mother’s neck.

“My dear sweet girl, you needn’t chastise yourself so harshly—your cantankerous thoughts kept you not from adequate performance of your chore. I must confess, at the very moment you came upon me, my mind fumed with resentment at the repugnant, endless work generated by this journey. We should never punish ourselves for our contemplations! Our thoughts are permitted to be free as the birds in the sky, even if they be not elevating ones. What we strive to attain is heartening and positive speech, so we cheer our fellow man.”

“We only want men happy?” asked Elizabeth.

Nellie again repressed a smile. “Our language favors the men, little pumpkin, but we must employ benevolence and compassion for everyone.”

Nellie saw that Elizabeth and now even Emma looked puzzled. She said, “When we say ‘men’ or ‘menfolk’ or ‘mankind,’ we mean all people—women and children included.”

“I say ‘peeples’,” Elizabeth chimed in, “when I mean all people.”

Now giggling aloud at Elizabeth’s proclamation, Nellie could not help but agree. “Perhaps one day you shall set the menfolk straight on that score!”

“’Tis good to hear the gaiety of my womenfolk when adversity tests the mettle of men,” said Obadiah.

“You must say ‘peeples’,” advised Elizabeth.

Nellie expected a jocular expression on her husband’s face, but when his scowl did not relax into a grin, she caught Elizabeth in a hug and whispered, “Perhaps ’tis not yet time to set the record straight.”

To Obadiah, Nellie said, “What troubles thee, Mister Wright?”

“Tomorrow’s journey shall bring us to the South Fork of the Platte. Our duly elected Captain Josiah Hines decrees we must cross the South Platte at that juncture.”

“The very juncture of the split of the Platte into the North and South Rivers our guidebook informs has both a rapid current and a quicksand bottom?” Nellie shuddered.

“The very same.” Obadiah nodded. “With the added appeal of its other salient features—its span of 600 yards and water raised well above the medium stage, according to our scout.”

“Mercy, why must we cross there? Would not prudence demand we wait for a safer passage? Is there no bridge or ferry, such as we found earlier in our travels?” Nellie’s questions came one after another.

“Aye, well you should inquire.” Obadiah plopped down on a log in front of the cooking fire. “Those are the very same reasonable inquiries, sprung from an apprehension of the difficulty of the fording, I posed to the captain myself. Has he a guidebook, I wonder? Does he base all his decisions on arrogant assumption and a false bravado?” Obadiah fumed.

“The rest of the men are uncertain as to how to proceed—nary a one with a guidebook and all with an ignorance of the territory. The exceptions being Wells and Clayton, both smart men with some sense between their ears. Wilburforce Wells, albeit a gregarious fellow, acknowledged our dilemma—the South Platte leads in a southwesterly direction from here, the trace winding among the highest peaks of the Rocky Mountains. It is far more desirable to follow the trail along the North Fork of the Platte, and from there, up its main branch, the Sweetwater, to the South Pass of the Rockies. A bit too flowery in his speech for my liking, Wilburforce concluded with what he termed ‘the proof of the pudding is in the eating’ statement that ‘this northern path has been successfully followed by emigrants for years.’”

Nellie nodded in silence, tugging at a stray lock of hair and listening.

Obadiah continued, “At this point, all the men nodded their accord with the sagacity of the northern route. But that still left the dilemma of the treacherous crossing. The heretofore silent Mister Clayton proposed we send a scout further down the river to find a more suitable place for fording. His direct, economical speech, quite the contrast to Wilburforce, I might add, won the crowd over with its simple delivery and common sense.”

Obadiah shook his head. “However, when Clayton proposed his logical and reasonable alternative to traversing in the quicksand, the captain refused to allocate the necessary resources.

“Sometimes unfettered democracy errs in its choice of leaders.” Obadiah gloomily stirred the fire in its trench.

A horse and rider galloped toward them. The Wrights gawked in surprise.

Virgil Ralston, the young drover, sprang from his snorting horse.

With a grand dramatic gesture, he swept off his hat and bowed to Nellie. “May I present you with some violets, lovely lady?”

Nellie, confused, glanced at Obadiah. Obadiah glared at her.

“This is most irregular, Master Ralston,” Nellie’s voice faltered.

Ralston crowed. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I’m afraid my cohorts threw down the gauntlet and challenged me to approach you with these. I never refuse a test of my daring.”

“You’ll soon realize the error of your ways, son, and reexamine that braggadocio you mistake for bravery,” said Obadiah through clenched teeth as he rose to his full height.

Not fazed in the least, Ralston regarded Obadiah with one raised eyebrow. “You, sir, are the one confounded.”

“Virgil! Virrr-gillll,” a voice called.

Ralston’s face flushed beet red.

“Virgil Ulysses Ralston, return to this wagon at once,” the female voice called.

“Yes, Mama,” Ralston shouted. All bravado lost, he ducked his head without making eye contact with either of them, thrust the flowers into Nellie’s hands, and tugged his horse toward his campsite, scurrying away.

Nellie nodded her head to the flustered boy.

As Ralston hightailed it over to his mother, they could hear Mrs. Ralston still scolding. “Honestly, Virgil. Your upbringing requires more daily tongue-lashings than little Edor. And he is only two years old.”

She and Obadiah burst out laughing.

Poor Mrs. Ralston’s harried voice faded away.

“That pack of silly boys,” said Nellie. “Yet, thus far, they prove good livestock handlers. Let us pray their continued competence provides adequate compensation for their high spirits and tomfoolery.”

“But when mama calls, all bravery vanishes.” Obadiah could barely form the words through his guffaws.

Elizabeth tugged Nellie’s skirt.

The three-year-old asked through a nose held by her pinchers, “What smells burning?”

“Oh no! The cakes!”

Nellie suddenly remembered the sweet cakes. She grabbed her poker and pulled the Dutch oven from the hot fire pit.

With difficulty she pried the lid open with the metal hook and let it drop on the ground. It singed her skirt and landed less than an inch from her foot. She felt the hotness permeate her shoe and realized her narrow escape from injury.

The heat rushed from the pot, scorching her face. The smoke steamed upwards, stinging her eyes. Flushed and tearing, she exclaimed, “Thank heavens the cake is hardly charred.”

Obadiah grinned at her. “The same might be said for your reputation with the drovers,” he teased.

Nellie’s already pink face flushed a deeper fuchsia. Entertaining that rash youth’s attention surely equates to playing with fire.
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​Chapter 3 – If I Had a Boat​
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O’Fallon’s Bluff, Fork of North and South Platte River, June 1857

The next morning, only a few miles of traveling from their camp brought their group to the fork of the North and South Platte Rivers, a short distance from the junction where they were to cross.

The majesty of the beautiful timbered islands dotting the Platte sings the praise of the Lord’s handiwork. So do the orioles warbling in the cottonwood. I must allow this gift of the Lord to wash over me and refresh my soul.

Enraptured by the scenery, Nellie did not notice anything but its beauty until their train stopped.

She stared in amazement at the mass of humanity swarming over the riverbanks. A great throng of emigrants congregated there. Company upon company squeezed wagons and tents, one on top of the other occupying every inch of grass. They prepared for fording the river in a myriad of ways; pioneers bustled about cooking meals, mending schooner wheels, waterproofing supplies by encasing them in gutta-percha tarps, and unloading and reloading wagons.

Nellie relished visiting the different companies and engaging the women in conversation. From such diverse heritage, yet all seek adventure and the promise of a bright new future, she thought. She joined forces with two women from her own association, Lucena Parsons, a new bride, and Sarah Davis, a young mother like herself. The three of them strolled from camp to camp, chatting with various women.

Sophia Goodridge, the youngest daughter of a Mormon family, and Hannah King, a recent Mormon convert from one company, argued with Harriet Booth Griswold and her daughter Carrie from Ashtabula, Ohio. Nellie and her group joined the conversation.

“The men decided we ford at this juncture,” declared Mrs. King, the authority of her voice enhanced by her proper British accent. “This crossing seems no more turbulent than the passage at Bullard’s Ferry, way back in Iowa.”

“But Missus King, surely you navigated in the ferry? Pulled along via the rope surely mitigates some of the river’s danger,” said Carrie Griswold and glanced at her mother for support.

“Claptrap!” snorted Hannah Keziah Clapp, a schoolteacher wearing a ‘freedom costume’. She pulled her revolver out of those bloomers to emphasize her conviction of the safety of crossing the river in this location. “I’m not listening to any man tell me where to pass, but this here intersection is safe enough for stalwart, strong individuals who know how to get around in the territory and ain’t afraid of a piddling of water.” She waved her gun in the air and pointed around at the circle of women. “Any yellow-bellied little ladies who faint at the sight of adversity need turn around now and run back home to their hoop skirts.”

Mercy, their customs and cultures conflict as utterly as their opinions on river crossing safety. The variable conditions of this wide river foster a great indecision. Aloud Nellie said, “The reports of the circumstances of the river and the opinions as to the best traversing route directly contradict each other.”

“We must listen to the menfolk,” stated Mrs. Griswold.

Sophia Goodridge, young eyes wide with trepidation, nodded in agreement.

“Balderdash,” said Hannah Keziah Clapp. “Listen to reason....”

Reason! ’Tis exactly what I seek, Nellie thought. She abandoned her efforts to be social, bid her adieus to the discussion, and returned to their wagon.

She found Obadiah tending the livestock.

“Verily the vast multitudes of emigrants remain ignorant as to the navigability of the trail. Let us proceed with caution, Missus Wright,” said Obadiah. They left the livestock grazing and their daughters playing while the two older Wilton girls, Wendolyn and Winifred, supervised. The Wrights sought a firsthand reconnaissance of the conditions at the riverbank.

Dread washed over Nellie, and she could not tear her eyes from the rushing water. “Mister Wright, this fearful stream strikes terror in my soul—roaring, roiling water, percolating with yellow mud, a mile wide, and of unknown depth!”

“Neglect not mention of its worst feature,” Obadiah said, drawing his eyebrows in a grim expression and tugging at his mustache. “The constitution of the riverbed is entirely quicksand—neither man nor beast can be sure of footing. The fording must be swifter than the river.”

Nellie could barely hear Obadiah’s words over the bedlam at the riverbank. Carts, drays, low-loaders, wagons, people and livestock streamed down the banks and plunged into the river, one after another and almost on top of each other. Mule teams, horses, oxen, men on horseback, men wading—the continuous stream of mankind and livestock all floundered, struggling against the quicksand and currents. Some had long poles in their hands, poking and prodding the riverbed, trying to feel their way across.

Nellie noticed a group of men and horses forge forward, shallow water churning around their knees. Just as she thought to identify them to Obadiah and suggest they follow this group’s footsteps, the knot of men and horses dropped down into water. Only the tops of their heads visible, the men sputtered and gasped for breath. One man’s hat flipped off and raced away.

All at once, one unlucky fellow disappeared under the water, his hat joining the one already floating rapidly downstream. The entire throng held its breath as one while they waited for the man to reappear.

A waggoneer shouted, “Take a gander!” He pointed up the river. A hand followed by an arm reached out of the water.

A cry went through the assemblage. They cheered as the man crawled out of the water and sprawled on the bank at the other side, vomiting.

Everyone hollered and shouted in relief.

Praise be to the Lord for reuniting this man with his fold, prayed Nellie with an involuntary shudder at the thought of his near demise. Mercy, the perils of this passage maltreat both body and spirit. ’Tis quite a strain on the sensibilities to even witness such a distressing spectacle.

Emma and Elizabeth, escorted by eight-year-old Willy Wilton, ran up to them. Nellie’s anxiety instantly vanished, replaced by relief at the sight of her two girls, safe and sound around her.

Willy transferred the hands of Nellie’s daughters directly into hers and gave Nellie a bashful grin. “Winnie said I gots to hold on to them until I can put them little hands into yourn.”

“I’m delighted to see how seriously you take your responsibility, son,” said Nellie with a warm smile.

Elizabeth pulled her hand back and covered her ears.

Emma shouted, “Mama, all this hallooing and the deafening noise hurts my head.”

As Nellie watched, several wagons all rushed into the river at once. The prairie schooners jammed together, halting forward progress. One wagon freed itself and charged ahead while the rest tried to untangle.

Suddenly, the travelers shouted, almost in unison.

A high-pitched wailing broadcast arose from one of the prairie schooners, “Quicksand! Lord-a-mercy! We’re sinking!”

The entire wagon, complete with oxen team, visibly sank into the quicksand. Within seconds, the schooner wheels disappeared, and the water lapped over the top of the low-loader’s box.

The girl driving panicked.

She screamed obscenities at the oxen, but although they lowed and brayed miserably, they could not pull forward. Inch by inch, they descended into the water, the crowd witnessing their underbellies disappear and the water rise on their flanks.

Nellie watched aghast, terror clutching her heart. “Please, Almighty God,” she whispered to herself. “Deliver these pioneers from this horrendous hazard.” Without taking her eyes off the drama playing before her, she grabbed Emma and Elizabeth’s hands and pulled them closer.

Men and extra oxen spilled into the water, forming a team to pull the oxen and lift the wagon wheels out of the mire.

The lead man slipped and splashed into the water headfirst, just as the wagon freed and the oxen started forward, across the river.

“Giddyup,” shouted the woman now driving the oxen from the wagon bed while the girl clutched her mother in wordless horror, scrutinizing the water for signs of the submerged man.

A pall fell over the whole scene while the pioneers waited for the man to reappear.

Nothing.

A ripple of dismay rolled through the clusters of emigrants.

One minute there and the next gone! Nellie put her hands over her mouth, holding her breath. Her little girls clung to her skirts, whimpering next to her.

Everyone continued to stare at the downstream banks.

But there was no sign of life.

The woman, still driving the freed wagon, realized her husband had disappeared and screamed.

Three quarters of the way across the dangerous river, the woman vaulted over the jockey box onto the tongue of her wagon, shouting, throwing up her hands, and then clutching her hair. The distracted oxen bucked and staggered.

Her daughter leaned out of the wagon bed and grasped at her mother’s skirts, trying to reel her in.

The woman’s agitation rocked the wagon. The oxen bayed and tugged the pitching low loader. Water sloshed over the box sides.

Aghast, Nellie watched one side of the prairie schooner dip under water then the other as the woman pointed and screamed. Nellie remained transfixed, as if viewing a horror show.

Suddenly, the woman lurched forward, and the entire wagon tipped over.

In the blink of an eye, she and her three children swept down the river, bobbing up and down, screaming.

Even the animals stood silent as every soul watched.

The three heads disappeared under the turbulent murky darkness.

No one reappeared.

Nellie couldn’t breathe.

Nothing was visible downstream.

The entire family vanished? Lord, have mercy on our souls!

Nellie pressed her daughters to her, and they buried their faces in her skirts. There, but for the grace of God, go we. Lost forever.

Obadiah and Nellie gaped at each other, horrorstricken.

“An entire family gone in a heartbeat!” Nellie cried. Eyes filling with tears, she looked down at her daughters’ upturned fearful faces and scooped the girls into her arms.

“What’s happened, Mama?” asked Elizabeth.

Chaos and bedlam resumed. Everyone talked and shouted at once. But no more wagons entered the water.

“Yee ha,” some company’s bushwhacker shouted and drove livestock into the water. Several men on horseback pursued and swam the cattle across.

When all the animals and the men reached the opposite bank safely, wagons plunged into the river, following their example.

Nellie stood, rooted to the ground, hugging her daughters, tears streaming down her cheeks, praying for the lost souls. The terror and now sadness of crossing this raging river shakes my very core. All my terrible nightmares of the burning of the steamship Henry Clay and the drowning of many passengers in the mighty Hudson River rush back and wash me anew in grief. A sane being would avoid rivers entirely for the rest of her born days, yet I shall be forced to ford them again and again in this journey. O Mother Mary, cast thy gracious eyes upon me, mourning and weeping in this valley of tears and grant unto me your mercy and strength for the journey ahead.

As Nellie regained her composure, several of the waggoneers in the Wright company sidled alongside them.

“We must send a scout to find a safer crossing,” Obadiah said. “All in favor?”

Clayton and Wells raised their hands, as did about a dozen other men. At this show of hands, Captain Hines flicked his switch on the rump of his ox and drove his team almost on top of the cluster of waggoneers.

“What treason is this? I determined we ford here,” he said. He dismounted and planted himself in front of Obadiah, folding his arms across his chest.

“By the Hornspoon! Are ye all possessed? We must rethink our decision in light of this mayhem and loss of human life!” Obadiah shouted.

“’Tis plumb reckless imprudence,” yelled Wilburforce Wells.

“Utterly foolhardy,” muttered Beauregard Clayton.

Ralston and the three other drovers pulled their horses around and joined the group.

“Of all the pigeon-livered cowardice! The majority of the wagons obtain their destination. There have been but a few casualties,” retorted Hines.

“I ain’t no coward! I can cross this river faster than green grass runs through a goose,” boasted Ralston.

“Virgil, your ever running tongue shall be the death of me,” Mrs. Ralston admonished, her voice stern and harsh, breathless from hurrying over to the group.

Nellie spun around and saw the distraught woman, a baby in one arm and a toddler gripped firmly in the other. She and Missus Wilton are two peas in a pod! More children than they can account for, with troubles, emotions, and possessions publically erupting and spilling all over the trail.

Nellie shook her head, considered chastising herself for pettiness in the face of the horror of the four drownings she just witnessed, and instead thought, ’Tis quite a diversion from our own discomforts. I must endeavor to be of aide to the living and provide charity to both these poor souls.

Ralston flushed a frightening shade of red. He hung his head and changed his language, but not his heart or intent. “I race faster than greased lighting,” he mumbled.

He lifted his head again and held it high. “This crossing is as easy as rolling off a log. The river shall not best us.”

Ralston twisted toward the other drovers. “Right, men?”

“Aye!”

“Son, I insist cooler heads must prevail,” said Obadiah.

Nellie’s heart melted at the crestfallen look in the boy’s face.

Obadiah noticed Ralston’s chagrin as well and said, “Howsoever, I applaud your vigor.”

Ralston gave a nod, bent at the middle, and leaned his elbow on his saddle, waiting for Obadiah to continue.

“A few lives lost are a few too many for my liking. Moreover, I refuse to be the next victim. The river’s sandy bed shifts continually. One moment the wagon progresses in safety, the oxen sure-footed, the next—everyone gone,” Obadiah’s voice conveyed a steely, grim authority.

“I alone hold the position of duly elected leader and captain,” roared Captain Hines. “The most important duty of the captain is to determine the route. I have determined that we must ford here to stay on the more desirable North Platte route to the South Pass.” He stepped in closer to Obadiah and planted his feet so close to Obadiah’s boots he kicked Obadiah toes. Glaring, Hines deliberately recrossed his arms and thrust his nose at Obadiah’s face.

“Then I say it is time for a new election!” Obadiah shouted right at the man’s large proboscis.

All those surrounding the two men bellowed ‘Aye!’ This uproar pulled the rest of the men of their company’s fifty wagons to the group around the Captain and Obadiah.

Nellie breathed a sigh of relief. A reprieve from this precarious trailblazer!

“I nominate Mister Obadiah Wright as new captain!” called a voice.

“AYE!” hollered everyone but Captain Hines.

Alleluia, Nellie thought. Again, in a heartbeat, our fortunes change. Praise the Lord, this time ’tis for the greater good.

“Truly, Wright is the most prepared.” Wilburforce Wells clapped Obadiah on the back. He announced to the group, “Mister Obadiah Wright makes his decisions only after engaging in deductive reasoning. His vast knowledge–grounded in consultation with the guidebooks and diverse other written sources—inures to our benefit. He has polled the scouts, he has discoursed with traders and even spoken to savages.”

“All in favor?” interrupted Clayton.

“Aye!” Again, everyone but Hines shouted.

Nellie extended her hand to Obadiah’s and gave it a quick squeeze. He glanced at her, and they exchanged a smile.

Obadiah cleared his throat and before Hines could speak, he said, “I shall be pleased to serve, but I insist on sharing the leadership. In difficult assessments such as these, we must have the agreement of two cogitating minds determining our course.”

“Then I remain the other captain,” Hines cried, glaring at Obadiah.

“Only if you agree to send a scouting party to determine a superior ingress for crossing,” called Wells.

Hines’s face darkened a deeper shade of purple.

Nellie whispered to Obadiah, “We should invest in investigation of a better trail.”

In a calm, reasonable voice, Obadiah announced, “We all agree a modicum of time invested in investigation could reveal an enhanced fording point.” He glared straight at Hines.

Hines seemed as if he would disagree but then thought the better of it. “I shall not dissent, not withstanding my view. The exercise is a waste of precious time, not to mention an unwarranted delay. I’ll wager twenty silver pieces—a day of scouting will only serve to confirm my perception that this is the only place to ford. More of an interval to dread the crossing shall be the only profit of this redundant exertion, with the ancillary benefit of jeopardizing our goal of attaining the Promised Land.” Hines again crossed his arms over his chest and stood immobile.

The rest of the company dismissed him and focused their gazes expectantly on Obadiah. Nellie saw Obadiah hide a grin under his mustache.

Without a word, Obadiah mounted his horse.

Their horses already saddled for crossing, Wilburforce Wells and the silent Beauregard Clayton joined Obadiah. They took off down along the riverbank, galloping south.

“What do now?” asked Elizabeth.

Everyone shifted, and a murmur fluttered through the crowd, the same question on everyone’s mind.

“Now we wait,” said Nellie, picking up each daughter’s hand. “And praise the Lord in gratitude for our continued welfare. ’Tis the only course available.”

She scanned the company, catching the eye of Rosalinda Wells, Wilburforce’s wife, who smiled encouragement. “But we shall not be idle! We must exploit this interlude to our advantage–repair our equipment and supplement our supplies.”

Mrs. Wilton piped up. “We can certainly use this occasion to get our wagons organized.”

It shall require a longer duration than a delay for a scouting report to organize that overflowing wagon. Nellie hardly finished the thought before she scolded herself for being uncharitable. The woman has so many children....

Nellie caught Rosalinda Wells’s laughing eyes again.

The same thought crosses Missus Wells’s mind!

“Just bidin’ my time ain’t to my liking,” said Ebenezer Wilton.

Methinks not everyone in the Wilton wagon prizes the necessity of organization.

Rosalinda and Nellie both clamped their lips together to suppress a smile.

“Pa, let’s go hunt buffalo,” cried Willie Wilton.

“Yes,” indorsed Gilbert Parsons, ordinarily a cautious, practical man. His young bride Lucena gave him a sideways glance but smiled.

“You can count me in,” said Randolph Davis.

“Me too,” approved David Peckingham.

The four men and the happy boy saddled up and galloped out. The rest of the company dispersed, some to resume chores, others cheerful at the thought of unanticipated leisure.

Lifting her head from her mending to catch Emma looking at her through the telescope, Nellie asked, “Emma, what are you doing with the spyglass?”

“First I saw Papa,” she said. “Now I see you.”

“Papa? Surely he’s progressed too far away for even a telescope to locate,” said Nellie, resuming her mending.

“No, he is coming this way,” said Emma.

“Me see,” said Elizabeth.

“No, me,” said Nellie, to the surprise of her daughters. She stood and reached for the precious instrument.

“Merciful heavens, a safe crossing must be closer than we thought,” said Nellie, viewing through the telescope. “For here canters your father.”

Obadiah’s horse quickened its pace as he approached.

“How quickly you have completed your task,” said Nellie.

“Not so. I returned for my hatchet, as Wilburforce’s literally flew off its handle!” Obadiah grinned but then shook his head. “I saw a puzzling sight on my way back.”

At Nellie’s quizzical expression, Obadiah stated, “Every man on horseback went flying off, half-cocked, in the direction of a small gang of buffalo. All reason was lost for joy of the chase. The fools transformed a placidly grazing herd into a stampeding obstinacy.”

Nellie winked. “Obstinately refusing to become our supper!”

Even in his state of consternation, Obadiah’s eyes crinkled at Nellie’s pun. “My clever Cornelia,” he murmured.

Nellie smiled. “I heard that low rumble, still pounding now in my ears, and this time knew it could not be thunder. I detected nary a cloud in the sky, not even one engendered by dust.” She tucked a strand of hair under her hat as she tilted its brim upwards and scanned the horizon to the right of the cottonwood clump. Beneath the cloudless sky, her range of vision across the plain seemed endless. She observed a vast undulating dark mass roving over the terrain. No mountains or trees to block her view, she clearly saw horses chasing a tight bunch of beasts, tiny specks galloping across the horizon. Even from this distance, the spectacle filled her with wonder and delight.

Not Obadiah.

His voice tinged with irritation, he said, “Gilbert and Randolph conduct a poor hunt indeed. They’ll surely chase the whole pack of buffalo clean back to Missouri on an unnecessarily fatiguing run for the saddle horses.

“We can’t spare the horseflesh! Tonight, around the campfire, I shall divulge the hunt wisdom revealed by a Pawnee at the trading post at New Fort Kearny. We must follow the lead of these Natives, for they alone command a remarkable knowledge of the nature and animals of these lands.”

Obadiah frowned and stroked his mustache. “Gilbert and Randolph shot at the beast when it stood upon a hill. They should have hidden here in the cottonwood and waited for a more favorable position. The buffalo, with their acute sense of smell, had advance warning of their approach. We must adopt a more logical methodology, devise a strategy—delay until the beast moves to more favorable ground.”

Obadiah shook his head in dismay at his comrades’ foolishness and rubbed his abdomen. “Yessir, my stomach demands we heed the informative Pawnee’s wisdom. It is the beast’s habit to wander when not grazing. Therefore, patience in the buffalo hunt would be rewarded within a short period of time. Certainly today, whilst they wait for us scouts, they had leisure to conduct a proper hunt! Using the undulations in the surface of the plains to hide their scent and sight, they should crawl, if necessary, to get within proper rifle range. The Pawnee assured me that hunters on the lee wind side can get several shots in before the small herd is disturbed enough to move away. With this strategy, they could have killed two or three at one time. We would have been assured a cornucopia for the entire train—a tasty feast of tongues and humps.”

He rubbed his nose. “I can almost smell the choicest part, marrow bones, roasting for breakfast.”

“By the Hornspoon! They must not kill any more than necessary to sate our hunger. Furthermore, surely there must be more edible parts on those great beasts than just the tongues and humps,” said Nellie.

“Have no fear, Cornelia, the speedy bison are well beyond the jackanapes’ reach by now.”

Nellie trained her eyes on the vast horizon. The troop of buffalo and its pursuing horses had vanished. Proof that the prairie does continue beyond my vision! Mercy, I wonder at the distance the hunters traveled, galloping helter-skelter behind the herd.

Obadiah hopped off his horse, popped his head into the wagon, and retrieved his hatchet. “If I gallop, I shall soon rejoin my scouts. I must resume my arbitration of the disagreement as to the efficacy of our approach to this task.”

Leaving that tantalizing conversation dangling along with a swirl of dust, Obadiah wheeled his horse around and galloped away.

“Elizabeth and I shall gather buffalo chips, Mama,” said Emma.

“What a blessing you are, my petite pumpkins,” said Nellie. “But first, mayhap you could indulge your dolls in a bit of adventure? I believe we have sufficient time for some enjoyment.

“Meanwhile, I’ll get my trusty shovel and make our supper trench. Tonight, we shan’t have to wait whilst our poor tummies rumble for our stew to bubble. We shall sing whilst we work,” said Nellie.

Suddenly more dust swirled around Nellie as she dug the trench. Coughing, she raised her eyes and encountered another rider.

Virgil Ralston dismounted and said, “Since my bid to join the scouting group failed, I can help you dig that trench, ma’am.”

Nellie caught the handsome boy’s jocular eyes. Quite a nuanced offer from this flirting, silly spaniel, she thought.

Before she found the words to phrase a polite dismissal, Mrs. Ralston appeared at Virgil’s elbow.

“What are you going on about now, Virgil?” Mrs. Ralston demanded, her Irish brogue all the more pronounced in her ire. “You’ve a trench of your own to dig, iffin’ you’ll be wanting your supper.”

Nellie smiled at Mrs. Ralston and extended a clean handkerchief. Mrs. Ralston gawked at the baby in her arms and wiped long drips of mucus and dried phlegm off the child’s face.
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