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Chapter 1 – Captain Sutter’s Sawmill

It was a small thing, that bright pebble in the millrace – but what an avalanche it set off, with what seemed like half the world! I was there at the very start of it all, because Pa was a carpenter. My name is Jonathan Mathew Kettering. I was eight years old when Pa went up to the hills to work on Mr. Sutter’s new sawmill early in the winter of 1847. Pa took me and our foster brother, Henry Steitler, to help him with that work. Henry’s real father died in an accident on the trail almost a year and a half previous, when his wagon and team rolled over on a steep hill, coming down to the banks of the Green River. Henry had been part of our family ever since. He was tall and fair-haired, like me. Folk commonly took us for blood kin at first glance, which saved on explaining. He was so much a part of the family that he called Pa ‘Pappi.’ That sounded a bit foreign but Henry had come to hold Pa in the same affection that Sally and I did. Henry loved to build new mechanical things, clockwork toys and such, and tinker with better ways to make old things work. He counted as a man, as things went in those days. At first Pa had only planned to take Henry with him to build the sawmill, as Henry turned sixteen that year and he was well-grown for that age.

It also turned out that I wasn’t interested in any kind of school that involved reading books, to Ma’s despair, which is why she agreed to let me go with Pa and Henry.

“Those Greenwood boys are the worst kind of influence on Jon!” Ma exclaimed, the evening that Pa came home from Sutter’s place and told us that he was considering taking me to work on the sawmill in the hills. “Indeed – take Johnnycakes with you, Elkanah, and teach him something useful!” (Johnnycakes was my nickname among the family.)

I should say here that my Ma, Susannah Kettering was a fine-appearing woman; slim and upright. She had light-colored hair, too, hair the color of beech leaves in the fall and snapping blue eyes. I looked like her, mostly – save for the disinclination for book-learning in my character, a situation which gave her much grief.

“May as well start him off, learning a good trade and earning his keep around here,” Pa agreed. So that was what happened. I didn’t mind much. I didn’t care anything for lessons in reading, writing and all that fooforaw. Looking at words on a page made my head ache something fierce after a while. For the past year or so before that day, I managed to escape Ma’s notion of lessons any way that I could most of the time, preferring to run wild in the woods and hills, or messing about in the riverside marshes with my best pals, Will and Jimmy Greenwood. They lived close to where we lived at the time. This was near Sutter’s compound at the center of his ranch grant, which lay on high ground in the middle of a loop of the Sacramento River. We had settled into a dilapidated log house that Pa and Henry had repaired. The log house sat east of Sutter’s establishment on the opposite side of a loop in American River where Captain Sutter had a landing for the boats that came up-river on a regular basis. They called that landing ‘the Embarcadero’, where the town of Sacramento City is now. Ma didn’t favor that house itself much at all. It was small, a single room with a with a lean-to at the back, and a dirt floor. The logs that it was built out of were beginning to rot at the bottom from the damp. But Ma never let a word of complaint pass her lips. The soil itself was rich enough, which was the good part about it. Over several seasons she planted a large garden on the sunward side of the cabin, with seeds and roots that she had brought all the way from Ohio.

The Greenwood boys were part Indian and came by those ways naturally. They rode their half-tamed ponies as far as they pleased – and I came with them, often enough. Folk sometimes remarked to Ma that I was running as wild as Jimmy and Will were, and they would have thought I was one of their kin, but for my light hair. I learned from them so many wood-crafty ways that commonly were taught to them: sitting motionless for hours watching the wild critters, how to properly interpret their behavior, to move silently in the woods and meadows, read trail-sign in the earth and in the sky. Jimmy and Will’s older brothers were in the trail-guiding trade. Their pa was Old Man Greenwood, the famous mountain-man, who married a Crow princess when he was a fur trapper, back in those days when there wasn’t much beyond the Mississippi but desert and mountains, and nothing much lived there but wild critters and even wilder Indians.

We Ketterings and Henry Steitler had arrived in California as part of a company of ox-train immigrants at the end of the trail season more than a year previous to the time of the story that I am beginning here. My Pa, Elkanah Kettering was captain of that company. Pa was a sensible and far-sighted man, and there was another old mountain-man with us, Choctaw Joe Bayless, who knew the trail and the conditions in the West. Choctaw Joe had all that, as well as acquaintanceship with many of the tribes that we encountered. He knew their languages and their ways, right well enough to ease our journey through the wilderness. Our company arrived safely in California, with the addition of a baby girl born on the very day that the Kettering company tackled the last high pass through the mountains.

Another wagon company which followed much the same trail as us over the mountains, but many weeks later didn’t have such good luck as us. They were stranded in deep snow for months. Half of them starved to death before rescue parties could be organized and come to their aid. Their awful suffering has been warning and a cautionary tale, ever since. My older sister Sally’s best friend was one of the survivors – Ginny Reed. Sally threatened to scalp me good, if I ever asked Ginny anything about the gruesome details. Ginny didn’t like to dwell on it, none.

Back in Ohio, Pa was a farmer, which he often said was kind of like being a gambler, but more respectable. Now that we were in California, he talked about getting a farm again, where the land was rich and well-watered, and the climate was mostly mild – but after two years, we were still living near Sutter’s place, while Pa earned money as a carpenter here and there. Matters had been powerfully unsettled in the West over those two years. No one ever was entirely certain who was in charge of the place. Was it Mexico, or even the far-distant Spanish King, a rabble of rebellious Americans, or the US Army? Pa reasoned that it would be a bad notion to sink all of what he had saved into a purchase which might be taken away from us at a moment’s notice, conditions were being what they were. I also believe Pa favored the sociability of working as a carpenter, instead of looking at the back end of an ox team and endless row of furrows all the day long.

This would be the second winter of our residence in California. Ma and my older sister Sally were taken with caring for our new baby sister, Emily-Anne. I had no interest in babies; no more than I had in Ma’s school lessons. Our womenfolk were all resigned to spending the months that we were away in that half-tumbled-down cabin with only one small window and a dirt floor. In its’ favor was that we had set up residence in a settlement which was growing right crowded, even then, so that we had near neighbors and protection from the Indians. Not that the tribes thereabouts were anything like wild; they were a peaceable lot, getting along on hunting – and this was prime hunting territory, and a kind of bread made from ground acorns, of which there was plenty. Oak trees grew as thick as fleas on Boomer’s back. Thicker, even, since Ma was powerful against bugs and dirt.

Pa promised that once the war with Mexico was over, he would look to buying a nice tract of land closer to the coast, where he could plant wheat and run cattle, Ma could have her splendid garden, and we all live together in a big new house that he would build for us, rather than the cramped little cabin of unpeeled logs. I wanted to see the ocean, myself – I had never seen the ocean, being that I had been born in Ohio, and now we were within a couple of days travel from the coast. When I asked Pa, if we could have our house where we could see the ocean from the windows, Pa said he would consider it.

The new farm was Pa’s first intent, before things changed. Folk said later that it was all due to Captain Sutter.

He was the big impresario of those parts in the earlies. He owned a tract of land, all around his adobe Fort. Henry told us that the Captain was a great baron, like the nobs and nobility in the German lands where his folks had come from. Besides the Fort with a big trading post, Captain Sutter had a tannery and cooper’s workshop, a beer brewery, and had tame Indians who planted wheat, and ran his cattle in his meadows by the river. Ma, who was of abolitionist sympathies, did not care much for Captain Sutter. I overheard her talking to Pa about it; she didn’t like the way he treated the Indian workers, feeding them out of troughs like animals. Ma thought that if you were going to teach civilization to wild folk, you ought to begin by treating them decently, not like a herd of dumb critters. Pa was a man who liked to think generously of other men and give them credit for the good they did. Anyway, Captain Sutter was hospitable to strangers otherwise, and had many friends among the folk in California, as well as ambitious plans for his properties.

The sawmill was part of those plans. He hired Pa along with Mr. Marshall, Mr. Wimmer and a crew of Mormon boys to build a sawmill, on the south branch of the American River. We were the advanced party, scouting out the best stretch of river for the sawmill. Later, Mr. Wimmer planned to bring his wife and family there. I guess that Mrs. Wimmer was hired to cook and do laundry for the work crew.

Mr. Marshall was another one of those curious characters who had drifted West in the previous half-dozen years; first to the Oregon Territory and then to California. I supposed that he had his reasons, even if it were only the same taste for wandering that possessed others that I knew then. Around Sutter’s place, they claimed that he was one for odd notions. He could foretell the future, see curious things in the mist and odd places. Still, he was also a good boss of men, which Pa freely allowed. As well as being good at building things like sawmills. When the sawmill was completed, Mr. Marshall would own half of it, as part payment for supervising the building work.

Those hills where the sawmill was to be situated were like knees to that tall mountain range, mountains that were a barrier between California and the desert that we had crossed barely two years before. The river poured down from the high mountains, fat with snowmelt in the spring, and flowed down and down into the long central valley, and eventually out into the ocean. Captain Sutter hoped that those floods would power his mill. The Mormon boys had come to California as militia soldiers, but with the war with Mexico nearly done as far as California was concerned, there was nothing much for them to do as soldiers, so they had all agreed to work over the winter for Captain Sutter. The Mormon boys needed to eat. Pa wanted money to save up for a new farm. Mr. Wimmer needed to provide for his family, so Pa and all of them took Captain Sutter’s coin. Captain Sutter needed lumber, lumber to build all those houses for those new settlers coming to California, now that it looked likely for it to become an American territory. The war with Mexico would likely be settled in our favor for once and all over that winter.

Anyway, we of the advance party trudged up the rough track to the hills above the American River, just as winter set a white veil over the high mountain peaks beyond. There was frost on the grass when we set out that morning. It crunched underfoot, at first, and whitened the meadow and the edges of leaves on the oak trees scattered along the road, but when the sun came up, the frost melted away. That was all the winter that we could commonly get in the valleys, then. Pa drove an ox wagon filled with supplies, canvas for tents, and trunks full of carpentering tools. Mr. Wimmer and his oldest son John drove another wagon, also filled with gear and supplies. The Wimmers and their cousins, the Harlans, came over the trail in a company the same year as us, beating the winter of 1846 by an even thinner whisker than our party did. John was about the same age as Henry.

It would be close to a four-day journey from Sutter’s place, near to fifty miles into the hills. I rode in the wagon with Pa. Henry rode Kanzas, his tamed Indian paint pony that his father had bought from some Kanzas Indians, back when we started out on the trail. Henry had named the pony after the Indian tribe that sold it to the Steitlers. Kanzas was getting real-well mannered, finally, although he still wasn’t anything for looks. Once in California Pa had also bought a saddle horse for himself, a pretty-tempered mare which he named Cinder, for her color, which was dark gray, almost black. Cinder was now hitched to the tail of our wagon. Fine fat cattle and good horses were about as common as leaves on the trees, as there were so many ranchos established by the Spanish folk in California then. Among those folk, you could not pay a vaquero, or a buckaroo – as they called them – to walk any distance farther than the next room.

There were a number of picks and shovels among the gear in the wagon, and some wheel-barrows, as well.

“You see, Johnnycakes,” Pa explained when I asked about the picks and shovels and all, “We’ll have to dig a millrace, to channel the water from the river to turn a wheel that runs the saw. Dig the race, build the mill – all from the bare ground.”

“Much work,” Henry added. Kanzas the pony was picking a careful way alongside our jolting wagon, close enough to hear Pa and I talk. “Hard work. But it saves much effort, in the long run.”

“A proper mill, so I am told, saves the work of thirty men working a pit-saw, day and night, sawing planks from logs,” Pa explained. I thought about how I’d much rather be with Pa and Henry, working at building that sawmill no matter how hard it might be, rather than doing home chores for Ma and enduring her efforts to teach me book-learning. Even if it sounded like I would be working hard – it would be with Pa, and Henry, Mr. Marshall and the men. I was just a boy, then. But like boys, I wanted to be counted among men, just as Henry had counted as a man, back long the long hard trail to California. I understood how a regular mill worked; pretty much like the coffee grinder that Ma had brought with us from Ohio, only with two grooved stones, instead of metal plates. And immensely larger.

“Pa,” I asked, along about the second day of the journey, “How does a sawmill work?” You must remember that I had only just put on breeches a year or so before we left Ohio; I could just barely recall civilization and things like mills, and steamboats, and I had no inclination for book-learning, where I might have seen pictures of such. “I know that mill stones go around and around because water turns the millwheel around and around, but how does a wheel that turns around and around make a saw blade go up and down in the same place.”

“The force of water turns a wheel,” Pa said, “Which turns gears, and the gears ... it’s a bit complicated, Johnnycakes. But you will see it being built, and you’ll understand then.”

“I’ll show you how it works,” Henry said. “I promise ... as soon as we get to where Herr-Kapitan wishes to build his mill.”

Henry had a good grasp of talking English, by that time. His father and mother were German folk, but he had been almost three years with us, so he didn’t sound foreign so much. I liked him lots, even from the first – and even more, now that he was practically our brother. He did relish book-learning, which Ma approved of. Although once or twice Ma said in exasperation, that teaching Henry was like a mother sparrow trying to raise a cowbird chick; the effort of keeping such an appetite fed was purely exhausting. I didn’t mind this in the least. Ma distracted with supplying books and such for Henry was less time and energy she had with trying to teach me.

The stretch of valley where the mill was to be built was one of those lightly wooded vales, with gentle hills on either side and the ice-cold river winding in gentle bends down the middle between. There were stands of trees – bare sycamores holding up their branches against the cold blue sky, and oaks just shedding the last of their bronze-colored leaves. When we came to that place and set up camp, we saw that Captain Sutter’s surveyor had marked certain large trees with blazes and bits of red rag tied to canes thrust into the soil, Mr. Marshall, with Pa and Mr. Wimmer went to walk along the riverbank, looking for the best site for the mill. The weather was so mild that even though it was coming on to winter, we could still sleep in the open. Although Pa did pitch up a tent for us – the wall tent that he and Ma had slept in at night, coming over the trail. Even so, Mr. Marshall told us that it would get cold at night when winter did set in for real. He and Mr. Wimmer commenced planning to build a double cabin – the kind that they called a dog-trot cabin in the South; two rooms on either side, with an open porch in between. Pa thought that we three could get along for the moment with our tent, thick pallet beds stuffed with grass, and every heavy quilt that Ma could send with us.

“When are you going to explain to me how a sawmill works?” I asked Henry, after we finished setting up our camp. Pa and Mr. Marshall had not yet returned from walking the open meadow where the river made a gentle bend, sorting out the best place to start building. They were also marking the trees which would be felled for their timbers, timbers that would be needed for the mill, and to build a cabin for the Wimmers and the Mormon workers.

“I will show you,” Henry replied. He was already whittling out with his fine steel German pocket-knife. It looked to me like he was cutting little notches into a rounded piece of wood. “I have studied much – existing diagrams and plans for such. It is in my mind to make a working model. For my amusement and to teach to you.”

When Henry talked of such things to us, he always sounded more stilted; as if he were still thinking in German and putting his thoughts then into English.

“Will it really saw planks?” I demanded, and Henry sent me a sideways smile, as he whittled away.

“It might,” He replied, seriously. “If there is enough force from the water, to work the saw blade. It might not. There is a complicated reason why...”

And he went on explaining it to me, in every detail. It all went into my head and then trickled right out again, just like Ma’s lessons always did. I just wasn’t made for book lessons, not the way of Henry or my sister Sally. I had come to that realization in the last year or so. It seemed that maybe Pa had come to the same conclusion.

Oh, it was a rare time, those first weeks in the Coloma valley, setting up for building Captain Sutter’s mill! None of Ma’s lessons that always made my poor head ache as if someone was pounding on it with a hammer! The constant soft splashing of the river, the last few leaves on the nearly-bare trees rustling in the light breeze, and the way that the morning fog left glistening droplets on the branches, which sparkled like diamonds once the sun burned off the fog! There were chores in plenty – but outdoors, and variable, which was much more to my liking. Holding the hammers and saws for the carpentering crew, bringing them dippers of cold water when they were thirsty, watching them fell and trim trees. All of this I found to be most exciting. And when I wished to go, and my chores were done, I could wander through the thickets, explore the riverbank, and watch the birds and small animals. It was all simply a glorious adventure for me. Pa let me handle a small hand saw, so that I could help trim smaller branches. Within the first week, the Mormon boys had built a cabin of unpeeled logs for Mr. Wimmer’s family. The workers and had the roof for it almost finished within weeks.

I liked the passel of young fellows that Mr. Marshall hired, and Mr. Wimmer supervised as I came to know and work with them. They were all militia volunteers for the Mexican War and sent out to California as part of the Army. But they were all devout Mormons, every man jack, so they were well-mannered and clean-living to an unusual degree, having eschewed alcoholic spirits and even drinking tea and coffee! Pa remarked quietly to Henry and me that this put them farther over the edge of the temperance side of conduct than any hard-shell Baptist that he had ever heard of. They were all bound for their new colony of Deseret, when their work on the sawmill was done, when winter was over, and spring thawed snow in the high mountain passes. Brigham Young, who was the chief Apostle of the new Saints, as they called themselves, had decreed that they would establish the perfect new city for themselves, out in the howling desert wilderness near the great inland Salt Lake.

We had not passed through that desert, but some that we had met in California had – and they said nothing good about the awful desert country. I reckoned myself that it was several degrees awfuller than the desert between the Humbolt Sink and the Truckee, which was misery enough. I couldn’t see how any sane body would want to set up housekeeping in such a place, and I said so to Pa when we talked of this.

“Having failed in attempts to build such a perfect communal establishment for themselves in the settled country, Mr. Young has decided that the howling wilderness would be the better choice for his folk.”

“Why would that be, Pappi?” Henry wondered. We were sitting at our fire, a little apart from where the others were camping around the half-built log house. “Were they not agreeable to their neighbors?”

You must recall that Henry Steitler’s pa and ma were foreigners, only come to America a year or so before we set out on the trail to California. Henry and his family may not have paid much mind to the awful ruckus that had been raised about Mormons in Missouri and Iowa and other like places.

“No,” Pa replied. “For whatever reasons, good or bad – or Mormons, good or bad – their neighbors were not agreeable to them. I guess Mr. Young has decided that they can only get along with their neighbors – if they have no neighbors.” Pa looked over to where the Mormon lads were laughing and joshing around their own campfire as the sun slid down over the far hills in a blaze of gold and orange glory, sending shadows reaching out across the narrow valley. He sighed a little. “It’s gonna be a hard row their chief Apostle has set them to hoe. I wish them all the luck in the world, but I just don’t see how they can make a garden out of a desert that forbidding.”

“You think they will fail at that – building their Deseret city?” Henry was fascinated. He recalled our desert crossing as well as any of us.

Pa shook his head. “I don’t see how they can, even with the best will in the world. Not on land so hostile to everyone but poor naked Indians, living off crickets and grubs! A dreadful barren salt lake in the middle of it all? No, nothing will ever come of their Deseret.”

I remembered this exchange most particularly – because it was one of the very few times when Pa was wrong.   

I think that after we had been working on the sawmill and the cabin for about two weeks, a wagon arrived from Captain Sutter’s – a big wagon, pulled by three yoke of oxen, heavy-laden with more supplies and carrying with it Mr. Wimmer’s wife, and their younger children. Mrs. Wimmer was to cook for the workers and do their washing.

At first, I was not certain that I liked her – Mrs. Wimmer, that is. She was abrupt and sharp-spoken, lean everywhere, except for where her apron bulged. I guessed from Ma’s example when her apron began to stick out before Emily-Anne was born that the Wimmer brood of children would shortly increase by one. She got down from the wagon seat, shook her shawl off her shoulders and looked around at the site of the mill, the stack of roughly squared timbers, stacks of shingles, the ever-present litter of wood chips and the general disarray of the camp.

“Well, Mr. Wimmer, here we are,” she gave her husband a brisk peck on his whiskery cheek and added. “I can see that I have my work cut out for me. Is that where we are to sleep?” she added, most disapprovingly. I thought to myself that it was very likely at that moment, she would climb back into that wagon and order the tame Indian drover of Captain Sutters’ to take her and the younger Wimmers back to Fort Sutter at once.

“It is, Jennie,” Mr. Wimmer admitted. He shifted from one foot to the other, like an apprehensive truant schoolboy, wondering if the schoolmaster is about to bring out the willow switch. He followed Mrs. Wimmer, as she marched across the dooryard, all scattered with wood chips and lengths of timber, and looked into the open door of the first room. There was no door to it, as the cabin wasn’t near complete. At least, there was a roof.

Mrs. Wimmer turned around at the doorway, demanding, “There is no fireplace, Mr. Wimmer! Where am I expected to cook the meals.”

“We’ve been making do, cooking over a campfire,” Mr. Wimmer replied. His wife sniffed.

“Well, that will have to do – for now, Mr. Wimmer,” she snapped, and turned toward the gaggle of children who had followed her down from the wagon. The oldest was a boy who looked about my age. “John ... bring our things and help me redd out this wretched place where we’ll be living!”

He has the same name as me, just about, I thought. I wondered if there were enough work for two boys at this place, and reckoned that – yes, there was. Mrs. Wimmer and her family moved all their traps and trash into one side of the cabin. The Mormon workers had already moved into the other side, as soon as the roof was done on that half. Mrs. Wimmer cooked for them all, drawing on the generous supplies which Captain Sutter provided.

I went over to the cabin, as soon as I saw the Wimmer boy heading toward the riverbank with a pair of buckets. It appeared like his mother had ordered him to fetch water.

“Hullo ... my name is Jon, too,” I announced, as I fell into step beside him. “Jon Kettering. My Pa is one of the carpenters. Look, you want me to carry one of those buckets for you? Pa and I and my brother Henry have been here for weeks. Henry is building a working model of the mill, you know. I’ve been helping the men build the mill and dig out the race. I guess you’re going to be helping, too. I like it, helping the workers. It’s fun. More fun than doing chores for Ma...”

“I guess it would be,” John replied, with a shy and uncertain smile. “I reckon that I will be given lots of errands, though.”

“Likely enough,” I agreed. “Still, it’s better than school. Unless you really like school – like my brother Henry...”

We went down to the riverside together and dipped the buckets into where the water was clean, above where Mr. Wimmer and Mr. Marshall had marked out where the millrace would be.

“They’re starting to build a dam on the river, right down there,” I explained. “And then dig out a millrace ... my brother Henry says that the water has to run fast in a narrow channel to have enough force to turn the wheel. It’s mighty complicated, from what Henry told me.”

“I reckon that we’ll see all that, for sure,” John Wimmer agreed, and that was how we became friends, in lugging the slopping-full buckets back to the house where his mother waited impatiently, hands on hips. Pa was there also, with Mr. Marshall. I guess they had been consulting about what work was to be done, now that she was there.

“You certainly took your time about it!” Mrs. Wimmer snapped, and I stepped forward with my bucket.

“It was my fault, Ma’am. I got to talking about the sawmill, and how the millrace was going to turn the wheel because the water in the race had to be powerful... I’m sorry, Ma’am. Do you want me to fetch some more water for you? I wouldn’t mind. The water is as clean as it can be, but building the millrace dam so close has made it all unwholesome downstream from it.”

“Thank you, young man,” Mrs. Wimmer’s face softened, and when she couldn’t see, I gave a nod and a wink to John, who did look a mite nervous. I guessed that his ma was normally rather sharp with her children, since there were so very many of them.

Now she had all the extra work to do, fixing every meal for all the camp save Pa and Henry and I. I reckoned that situation would make any woman short of temper. John and I emptied our buckets into the barrel which served our camp as a water butt, and we hurried off to the riverside once more. We made it a swifter trip this time, as I assured John that I didn’t want to get him into trouble with his Ma.

Later that evening, when the sky in the west turned gold and orange, fringed with purple clouds, Pa and Henry and I were sitting by our own fire, with Mr. Bigler. He was one of the Mormon workers; a young man, hardly older than Henry. I think he was from Virginia, originally. He spoke in one of those soft, drawling Southern accents. He and Pa were talking about the mill, while Henry worked away, trimming and fitting some of the miniature beams that he was making the model sawmill from. I was listening to Pa and Mr. Bigler, thinking of how much I liked being in the hills, working at a job like a real man, myself.

Pa turned to me and said, “You did real good today, Johnnycakes – making a friend in the Wimmer lad. I thought that he was a boy who needed one here. I’m proud of you for stepping up.”

“Yes, Pa,” I replied, and indeed I really felt good about having a good pal in John Wimmer – as well as having Pa’s approval.

Because Pa knew something about looking after folk; I remembered how Pa had led our wagon-train company, after we split apart from the original large party of wagons, because the captain of it wanted to shoot all of our dogs. An awful popinjay of a man, Ma called him later. Pa had listened to everyone, and somehow managed to smooth over all manner of bad feelings, disagreements and hardships in our way. This was a fortunate quality in a wagon company captain, as I came to see much later. A lot of wagon-masters didn’t have it, which often led to unnecessary hardships and sometimes to fatal disasters.

“She’s a rare women, Mrs. Wimmer is,” Mr. Bigler commended, then. He didn’t sound as if he really liked her, at all – confirmed, when he added. “Thank the Lord for that mercy!”

“Not quite to my own tastes in a wife,” Pa agreed, mild and kindly as always. “But it says in Proverbs of a good woman, that ‘She looketh well to the ways of her household, and eateth not the bread of idleness.’ “

“She surely don’t eat much of that,” Mr. Bigler agreed, sounding halfway between morose and grudging approval.

As Pa had noted, Mrs. Wimmer wasn’t a woman for eating the bread of idleness. She came into the camp at Coloma like a storm, turning everything about the cabin upside down and sideways, over the next few weeks. She never did get a proper hearth to cook over inside the cabin, though. She did most of her cooking work at an open fire, with all the pots hung over it from tripods, or perched on a grid. The Mormon boys complained about the meals, though I noted they certainly ate them with eagerness.

“She saves the best of it all for her own family!” Mr. Bigler complained to Pa. It seemed that it had come about that Pa was the one whom all the other workers took to bending his ear when they were unhappy, rather than Mr. Wimmer or Mr. Marshall. I reckon it was because they were the bosses, whereas Pa was seen as a neutral party.

“That’s because you take your own sweet time about coming to the table,” Pa explained. “The children are hungry, and the food is getting cold. Maybe if you downed tools and came right smartly, I believe that you’d get a better choice of vittles.”

I kept my own mouth shut; Ma and Pa were always stern about children being seen and not heard. Still, even if Mrs. Wimmer wasn’t patient with the workers, and they went on griping to Pa every chance they got, she still prepared a real feast for everyone when it came to Christmas. Almost as good as what Ma cooked for a fine celebration. There was every kind of pie and sweet you could imagine, with a savory roast of a whole lamb, and a haunch of bear, which was very rich meat, indeed. You must remember that this was California in the early days. There was not much available which we were accustomed when it came to vittles. No one went away hungry from Mrs. Wimmer’s table that day, and we had quite a merry Christmas, considering.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
\GOLD IN'TH

.

COVERI

]
5
3
&
N
S
2
8
Q






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





