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    CHAPTER ONE




    Oh, don’t you remember sweet Betsy from Pike,




    Who crossed the big mountains with her lover Ike,




    With one yoke of oxen, a large yaller dog,




    A tall Shanghai rooster, and one spotted hog.




    




    The writer of authentic history must date and locate the occurrences he describes with exceptional accuracy. The first episode to take place in this narrative may be dated August 4, 1849, at 7:15 in the evening. Its location was a thicket of scrubby elms on a bluff overlooking the Mississippi River near the enterprising village of Louisiana, in Pike County, Missouri.




    Now let us introduce the two participants in the action. The first, the heroine of our story, is Elizabeth Potter, daughter of the Rev. Mr. Elias Potter, a widower who ministered to the First Baptist Church in Louisiana. Miss Potter, at the time of which we speak, was eighteen years old, and a more luscious, tempting morsel never existed. Her hair was brown, just tinged with red; her skin was as smooth and white as a dish of fresh cream, with cheeks just the color of a peach when it starts to ripen, as soft to the feel as a rose petal. Her eyes were a pale and gooseberry green, and there is a kind of tender pink rosebud which is the exact color of her lips. She had features of indescribable perfection, and her breasts were like twin honeydews.




    No wonder then that Isaac McNab, who is the closest thing to a Romeo that our story affords this Juliet, opened the conversation by saying, “Betsy, yer so perty I’d like to eat ya up.”




    McNab was a tall, rangy boy of nineteen, son of Ezekiel McNab, the richest man in Louisiana, Missouri. Old Zeke was heartily discouraged with his tow-headed son, for Ike showed none of the old man’s interest in cockfights, liquor, and making money. Ike took after his mother, a frail woman who died when the boy was eight; he liked to read Sir Walter Scott and play the guitar.




    Betsy pushed her lover away. “I asked my pa, Ike, and he won’t let me marry ya. He says y’ain’t of age an don’t have no prospects to support me.”




    “Well,” Ike said, “we’ll jes have to wait, I guess. In two years I’ll be twenty-one, and I reckon maybe yer pa’ll let us git married then.”




    “Ike, we cain’t wait no two years.”




    “Betsy, honey, that’s a sweet thing for ya to say to me. It gives me shivers to think ya love me that much.”




    “That ain’t what I mean, Ike.”




    “It ain’t?”




    “Oh, Ike, honey, I’m gone a have a baby, and I don’t think I can hol it in that long.”




    “Gret Goddle mighty!” Ike half rose. “Are ya sure?”




    “I’m sure.”




    “How kin ya tell?”




    Betsy colored a deeper shade of peach. “Ike, honey, I jes knów!”




    He sat down again. “Gret jumpen Judas,” he said.




    “Ya got a take care a me. Ya gót to, Ike.”




    “Yeah, I reckon I do.” He sat silent for a while, brooding at the Mississippi, whose muddy waters were mirroring in silver the last rays of the sun. Betsy at last was about to speak when Ike rose and began pacing back and forth, unburdening himself in what he thought was the manner of a Sir Walter Scott hero (though he could not recall any of Scott’s heroes who had gotten themselves into quite his predicament): “Betsy, honey, we cain’t stay here. We got a pull out and git away from here. Yer pa won’t let ya marry me, and we cain’t let ya stay here and hev a baby effen we ain’t married. Did ya tell yer pa bout the baby?”




    “No, an I don’t dare to, neither.”




    “Maybe effen you tol im —”




    Betsy began to sob. “Oh, Ike, I jes cáin’t.”




    Ike bit his lip. “Aw right, honey, jes quit cryen.” He patted her shoulder awkwardly; it did no good, and he squatted down to put an arm around her. This had appreciably better results. “We’ll git out a here quick as we kin. I’ll take ya someplace where we kin git married and settle down.”




    “Where?”




    “Let’s go on out to Californy. There’s so blame many wagon trains goen out there now that nobody’ll notice us, and yer pa’ll never find us if he starts looken.”




    “Californy!” Betsy’s eyes glowed.




    “They say there’s so much gold out ther in the camps that all you hev to do is go pick it up offen the ground.”




    “How’ll we get ther?”




    “My pa’s got a big wagon. It ain’t kivered, but we could put a kiver on it easy oncet we got someplace wher we could git the fixens. I could take that, an a yoke a oxen to pull it. We’ll need money. I think I can take some a pa’s, for I know where e keeps some.”




    “I kin bring a hog and some chickens,” Betsy volunteered, her tears dry now. “We kin eat em when we git out in the wiles where we cain’t buy no food.”




    “It’s gone a take some time for us to git this stuff togither,” Ike said. “I don’t reckon we ought to plan to leave right off.”




    “That’s so,” Betsy agreed. “I reckon we cain’t go fore day after tomorra.”




    “Well, I hadn’t thought —” But Betsy began to sob again, and Ike broke off to comfort her. When she had calmed, he said, “Day after tomorra’ll be fine.”




    “Which way ya reckon we ought a go?”




    Ike frowned and took his time replying. “I don’t rightly know,” he said. “I know they’s a lot a folks goen by way of St. Joe, and that’d be shorter.” He paused, considering. “But it seems to me, was I to do it, I’d go down here to Mexico an cross the Missoura at Boonville and then go right along to Westport. It’s a bit out a the way, but then we can folla the road that Genral Kearny made a couple years ago.” He paused again. “I doubt it ain’t so far out a the way, neither. Cause if we did wan a go by way a St. Joe, we’d hev to go up to New London to cross the Salt River, and then we’d still only be in Hannibal. It ain’t much futher from here to Mexico than it is from here to Hannibal, and Mexico’s a sight closer to Westport than Hannibal is to St. Joe.” He concluded decisively, “I’d ruther go by Westport.”




    “That’s fine with me,” Betsy agreed, pleased with Ike’s masterfully masculine decision making. “We’ll git our stuff togither, and you come by the back alley and whistle fer me fore dawn day after tomorra. We’ll be in Vandalia fore anybody misses us.”




    “I hope so,” Ike said. “We’re taken a hell of a chance.”




    “Ike!” Betsy admonished. “You know I don’t like to hear ya cuss.”




    Ike had forgotten the delicacy of this innocent lass, who had allowed him to seduce her with every appearance of eager willingness and was now calmly proposing that they steal from their parents in order to elope. He blushed. “Waal,” he said, “I reckon we better be gitten on back to town fore our folks miss us.”




    Betsy’s arms restrained him. “Let’s not go back quite yit,” she said, putting his hand on her breast. “In a few months I’ll be so big I won’t wan a do this any more, so let’s git in as much as we kin fore then.”




    It was, therefore, not immediately that they strolled down the path, each with an arm about the other’s waist. Betsy smiled a secret smile; it was só easy to get men to do what you wanted them to.




    As they neared the town, they were joined by Nimrod, Ike’s faithful tawny dog, who had been stationed to keep watch for them. No one could have gone up the path to their thicket without having aroused Nimrod’s barking. Ike thumped the dog’s ribs affectionately and received in return several capers and a vociferous wagging of Nimrod’s long and expressive tail.




    Both Ike and Betsy spent the following day packing such of their belongings as their parents would not miss if they accidentally looked into closets or dressers, and stuffing these belongings into boxes which were hidden under beds or in woodsheds (for no one would look there in August). That afternoon they chanced to pass each other on Main Street and winked and nodded at each other.




    Ike waited until his father had his evening toddy and went to bed. Then very carefully he opened the drawer where the elder McNab kept his cash box. Taking the key from its secret recess in the desk, Ike opened the box and removed roughly half the money, leaving behind certain documents that he did not recognize or understand. Then he locked it again, restored the key, and closed the drawer.




    Ike did not undress that night; he lay on his bed and watched the clock. At midnight he rose, packed a few items he had previously forgotten in his last box, and carried his load silently out to his father’s barn, where both the wagon and the oxen were kept. He retrieved additional boxes from the woodshed. Heaping the boxes in the wagon, he went to the slaves’ cabin, where he awakened Neptune, the slave he felt he could trust the most.




    “Whut is it, Marse Isaac?” Neptune asked, his eyeballs showing white in the light from Ike’s lantern.




    Ike held his forefinger to his lips and whispered, “You’re gone a help me hitch up them two oxen to the wagon.”




    “Oh, no, Marse Isaac!” Neptune whispered in return.




    “You do like I tell ya, Nigger, or I’ll have ya flayed alive.” It was what he imagined a Scott hero might say in the circumstances.




    “Where ya goen, Marse Isaac?”




    “None a yer business. Come on, git out a that bed, Neptune.”




    “Oh, Marse Isaac, whut’ll I tell your pa? You gone a beat me ef I don’t hep you, he gone a beat me ef I do.”




    “That’s your worry, Nigger, not mine. Come along, now. You tell him ya ain’t seen me and don’t know nothin bout it. Tell him anythin.”




    Silently they stole to the barn and led the oxen from their stalls.




    While Neptune was yoking the beasts to the wagon, Ike stole to the door and peered at the house. It was dark and quiet — but then, even as he looked, a light went on. “Nep! Douse that light!” Ike whispered. The Negro slid the plate across the eye of the lantern, and the barn was once more black. One of the oxen rumbled in protest, and Ike at once hushed him before he realized the futility.




    Ike stared at the lighted window, his pulses beating until he felt they must be audible within the house. But after a long time the light winked out again, and he breathed easily once more. “I reckon pa couldn’t find the thunder mug in the dark and lit a candle,” he said. “All right, Nep, git them oxen harnessed up.”




    While Neptune worked, as quietly as he could, Ike went in silent search of Nimrod, whom he shortly found. The dog yawned and stretched, then frisked behind his master and bounded panting into the wagon.




    The thoroughly frightened Negro wasted no time, and soon the team was in its yoke. Neptune held the barn doors open while Ike drove out as quietly as he could, wincing at every squeak of the wheels, and headed for the alley behind the Rev. Mr. Potter’s house. Although it was August, the temperature was unseasonably cool, and Ike shivered in the overcast night. It was perfect weather for an elopement: There was no moonlight at all, and even most of the stars were blanked out.




    When he reached Betsy’s back alley, Ike gave a low whistle and was gratified to hear a somewhat breathy whistle in return. He stayed on the seat of the wagon until he heard a soft scrambling sound and flashed a gleam from his bullseye lantern in the direction of the noise. There was Betsy, loaded with boxes. He leaped from the wagon and helped her pile them up. “Is thet all?” he asked.




    “I got some more in the woodshed,” she said.




    “Hurry up,” he said. “Effen they start up atter us, these oxen ain’t too much for speed.”




    “I’ll jes be a minute. Come an hep me.”




    At the woodshed they found that she could carry all the packages by herself. “Awright, then,” she said, “you go over to the pig pen and collect one a them shoats. Try not to wake im up. An git some chickens. Effen we’re lucky, we kin have fresh eggs on the trip, till we hev to eat the hens.” She brought a crate out of the shed. “Put the chickens in this.”




    Ike crept to the henhouse. It was so dark that he could barely see the birds, but he managed to get one into the crate. Stealing live poultry is a difficult operation; if you are stealing them for immediate delivery, you can twist their necks and prevent an outcry, but if you want them to endure for any length of time, you will have to take a chance that one of them will express its opinions. No sooner had Ike got his hand on the next chicken than it began to vociferate. And that started Nimrod barking.




    “Geerusalem,” Ike muttered. He sped to the pigpen, scooped up a squealing porker, and leaped into the wagon.




    They drove off, Betsy holding her bonnet with one hand as she squeezed him around the waist with the other. “I’m so excited!” she exclaimed.




    “I’m skeered,” Ike retorted. “That damn hen probly woke up your ol man.”




    Betsy was so happy she did not even reprimand Ike for swearing. And, as it happened, apparently the Rev. Mr. Potter had not been aroused by the chicken’s commotion or the pig’s complaint, for there was no indication of pursuit as they creaked through the night, less rapidly and more noisily than they would have liked, behind the plodding oxen.




    “How many hens you get?” Betsy asked.




    “Only one. An one pig.”




    How wrong Ike was, was determined when they had passed Vera and were approaching the crossroad that would, if they followed it, take them north to Hannibal or south to St. Louis. For it was then that the sun began to rise, and the putative hen crowed.




    Both heads swiveled to look at the crate. Its occupant was an indisputable rooster.




    “Waal,” Betsy declared, “we fer sure ain’t gone a have any eggs.”




    They traveled on all that day and fetched up at Vandalia to spend the night. Ike spent some of their money to buy hoops and canvas for a wagon cover; and they laid in supplies which they hoped would take them all the way overland to California. The wagon was loaded with one hundred fifty pounds of flour, the same amount of bacon, twenty-five pounds of coffee, thirty pounds of sugar, fifty pounds of crackers, twenty-five pounds of rice, a keg of lard, some salt and pepper, hard bread, dried peaches, and dried beef jerky. After buying the food, Betsy shifted some boxes and made a bed in the floor of the wagon. They set the rooster’s cage where they could see it and tied the shoat to a stick that they used to prop up one of the boxes; if anybody tried to pick up the shoat, the box would be knocked over and they would be awakened. They felt that, besides these precautions, Nimrod could act as watchdog.




    And then they drifted off to sleep in each other’s arms. Betsy murmured blissfully, “Seems like I ought a be thrilled to be spenden the first night with ya in our own home, even effen it ís a wagon, but I’m so all-fired tired.”




    They slept until the rooster awakened them the next morning, and Ike lit a fire on which Betsy cooked up some of the food they had purchased.




    The next day the oxen carried them to Mexico, where they again slept in their wagon. But the beasts were now showing signs of wear, and both Betsy and Ike were tired of the long hauls; the next day they paused to rest when they had reached Kingdom City. That night they made love for the first time since leaving Louisiana, for Betsy was still afraid that the desire would leave her as her pregnancy drew on.




    Feeling now secure from pursuit, they journeyed on through Columbia to Boonville, where they spent the night after being ferried across the Missouri. They had been able to keep the rooster’s cage fairly clean, but the pig posed more of a problem, for he could not be wagonbroken. By this time, however, they were beginning to get used to the scent. Ike proposed slaughtering and salting him, but Betsy hugged the little spotted creature to her maternally swollen breasts and would not hear of it. Secretly Ike was relieved, for he had never killed a pig before and was uncertain how to proceed.




    From Boonville they struck due west, through Ridge Prairie and Sweet Springs. One night they spent at a crossroads, for Odessa lay too far ahead for them to make that day. But a burst of speed the following day brought them to Oak Grove, and by virtue of dogged persistence they reached Kansas City the night following. Their time, for ox-drawn vehicles, had been exceptionally good — across Missouri in eleven days — but then they had had the advantage of dry weather all the way and well worn roads, and Ike had pressed his oxen pretty hard.




    The next day Betsy spent an hour in the morning buying some baby clothes and unsuccessfully trying to engage Ike’s endorsement of how darling, how simply precious, they were.




    Then they set about finding someone to ferry them across the Missouri again to Westport. The first ferryman they visited was named Mike Harper, a coarse, fat, red-haired fellow, given to chewing tobacco.




    “Fifty dollars,” he spat at them when they asked him his price for poling them across.




    “We cain’t pay that!” Ike exclaimed.




    “Pay it or stay yer,” Harper said. “It’s up to you.” Then his eye fell on Betsy’s protuberances. “Course, I could be more generous and ferry yall over fer nothin. All I’d want ud be fer this yer filly to be friendly-like” — said with a leer.




    “You go to hell!” Ike raged. He felt the response was worthy of Waverley.




    Harper shrugged. “Suit yerself. Find somebody else, then.”




    And Ike tried, but without success. As if to underscore his luck, it was beginning to rain, and the streets became muddy. The wagon was hard to pull through the mire, the wheels became encrusted with it, and the hooves of the oxen got mud shoes.




    Finally, after their fourth disappointment, Ike crawled inside, under the canvas cover — which was beginning to leak. “I’ll build us a raft,” he vowed.




    “Will it be safe?” Betsy asked, frightened.




    “Safe as houses,” Ike reassured her.




    That afternoon he bought an ax, some rope, and some nails. By asking local citizens, he located a grove of trees in the country not too far from the Missouri. After the rain stopped, he spent the rest of the afternoon chopping down trees and trimming them to size, and most of the next day as well. Then he nailed and lashed the logs together, with some limbs sticking up for posts.




    That night, in the isolated rural setting, Ike and Betsy gave their mutual passion full rein.




    The following day he tied rope around the limbs for a railing, and the raft was ready. It was also, he found, too heavy for him to pull or push the two hundred yards to the river. So he cut down more logs and, with much straining and swearing, and some help from the oxen, discovered that his plan of rolling the raft down to the river on the logs was unnecessary because the oxen could pull it.




    By the time the oxen had got the raft to the river, it was so late in the day that Ike decided to cross the next morning, when he was more rested. He spent the remaining hours getting the raft out on the water, making it fast with his rope to the trunk of a tree that stood on the bank, and trimming a young elm into a fifteen-foot pole that he was sure would reach the bottom of the river all the way across.




    The next morning he discovered that the railing he had so cleverly made prevented his getting the oxen and wagon on board the raft, so he took it down to allow them to get on and then put it up again. But to his great satisfaction the raft rode the river like a duck, and since it bore the weight of the wagon and team satisfactorily it assuredly was safe for him, Betsy, and Nimrod.




    It was with high spirits, then, that, when all were aboard, Ike cut the rope that bound them to the bank and pushed off with his fifteen-foot pole, which immediately broke and left them drifting idly down the Missouri.




    Ike frantically dug into the water with what was left of the pole — just short of ten feet — but without success. He had the satisfaction of being jeered at by Mr. Harper as they floated past his ferry. The consternation of the oxen grew until Betsy had to bind kerchiefs around their eyes. Then the only thing that grew was their dung on the raft.




    Finally a fortunate current brought the raft into shallow water, and Ike was able to bring them to the west bank of the Missouri. Unluckily, however, they had drifted south past the mouth of the Kaw, so that that stream had to be crossed before they could get back to Westport. Moreover, the recent rain had left the country soggy, and the oxen stepped off the raft into mud that came up to their fetlocks. Leaving his raft where it had landed, Ike led his party over the sopping countryside until they reached the south bank of the Kaw.




    Because the river looked as though it might be shallow enough to ford, Ike waded out into it to see how deep it was and nearly drowned as he stepped into a hidden hole on the stream’s bottom. As he crawled up the bank, gasping and sodden, he burst into tears. Ivanhoe had never had to contend with anything like this. Betsy and Nimrod climbed down from the wagon to comfort him, and it was while they were in this position that the Indians found them.




    These were the first Indians Ike had ever seen, and he realized with a start of amazement and alarm that he had forgotten to provide the expedition with a gun. Fortunately, however, they were a group of Osages who had been educated at the mission and were both friendly and fairly articulate. They were clad in clothes not much less fashionable than Ike’s, and one of them indeed sported a vest. They dismounted and approached.




    “You got baccy?” the leader of the group asked Ike.




    “No, I’m sorry, I don’t smoke.”




    “Too bad.”




    Afraid that sounded ominous, Ike offered the Osage one of his best shirts. The Indian nodded, pleased, and Ike found it necessary to disburse presents to the other six in the party.




    “Where you goen?” the Indian asked.




    “Californy.”




    “This ain’t the way.”




    “I know. I want a git up to Fort Leavenworth and go on from ther.”




    “You go west to Bonner Springs. Ferry there. Then straight north to Leavenworth.”




    “Thanks a heap!”




    The Indians rode off, and Ike and Betsy began to trudge through the mire, painfully aware that they had no idea how far it was to Bonner Springs.




    They reached the town at about noon the next day, finding that it consisted of an Indian trading post on the north bank of the river. The ferry here, owing to the lessened demand, cost only five dollars — still an outrageous price — and Ike and Betsy made haste, once across, to lay in more provisions at the store. They also purchased an old muzzle-loader and a supply of powder and balls for it.




    The store’s proprietor, who was also the ferryman, assured them that if they would just strike out due north, they couldn’t miss Fort Leavenworth.




    Ike would have felt much happier about things if they had been on a road instead of a trackless wilderness — for the only road from Bonner Springs went east and west along the north bank of the Kaw — but Betsy seemed happy and confident, and Ike determined not to worry. Guy Mannering wouldn’t have worried. Night fell before they were far from Bonner Springs, and that night Ike slept the sleep of the blessed.




    At about two o’clock in the afternoon of the following day the pair came in sight of the Missouri — a narrower stream here than it had been at Kansas City — and shortly thereafter struck a road which brought them to the prettiest sight they had seen in a long time: the whitewashed frame buildings of Fort Leavenworth.




    When they arrived, they were put in charge of a certain Lt. Carleton, who had been on General Kearny’s expedition of 1846. Carleton, a good humored young man from upstate New York, gave them a great deal of advice: “In the first place,” he began, rubbing Nimrod behind the ears, “you know you’re foolish not to be with a wagon train.”




    “I know,” Ike said, “but how do we git hold a one? I wanted to pick one up at Westport, but we got all mixed up.” He related his adventures to Carleton, who irritated Ike by laughing at the parts where Ike thought he most deserved sympathy.




    “There are trains from Westport coming through here every day or so. One left just this morning. I expect you can join another one shortly. Then all you need to do is stick with it. It will most likely follow the route we surveyed with General Kearny. That’s a well worn road, now, and there are bridges over all the little streams. That will take you on up to the Platte, and you’ll follow what we call the Oregon Trail along the south bank of the Platte until you get to Fort Laramie.”




    “Where do we go from there?”




    “That depends on your train captain. But most of the trains go on to Salt Lake City and then across the desert and the Sierra Nevada mountains.”




    “And then?”




    “And then you’re there. Only that makes it sound a lot easier than it really is. What is it now? The twenty-first of August. It will take you most of the fall and winter to make it to the Sierras, and you’ll get to California in the spring. While you’ll find that it’s a lot easier to get through the Rockies in the fall than in the winter; still, it isn’t easy in any season. And that desert is hell. Even in the winter, you’ll have heavy going out there.”




    Ike turned to Betsy. “Sure yer up to it, Honey?”




    Betsy smiled bravely. Every day she had felt her stomach to see whether it was starting to get any bigger, and now she had felt it so often that she was sure it was. She thought of herself as being very solemn and wise and maternal, and expressed this feeling with silences and deep looks.




    Carleton asked, “What are you doen it for?”




    Betsy was shocked to hear Ike say to this stranger, “Her pa wouldn’t let us git married, so we run away from home.” She glowered at him, but he was not looking at her.




    “You poor kids. Married yet?”




    Ike blushed and shook his head.




    “Gone a have a baby?”




    “Now see here, Mister,” Ike blustered, “that ain’t none a your blame business.” Betsy restrained a sigh of relief.




    Carleton shook his head. “You poor kids. By the time you get to California you’ll wish you’d stayed home and faced the music. Why don’t you give it up and go back to Westport? You can get a job there, and you can live off the other damn fools, instead of being one yourself.”




    Ike thought that over. “Well, we’re after the gold in Californy.”




    “There isn’t enough gold in California for all the poor fish that are out there now. Why add to the number? You’ll starve to death if you ever get there.”




    But Ike wouldn’t let himself be dissuaded. “Somebody’s gone a make a pile a gold dust out ther, and it might’s well be us.”




    “What about yóu?” Carleton asked Betsy.




    “Ike’s my man, and I’m goen wherever he goes,” she said virtuously.




    Carleton shook his head. “Well, I wish you better luck than I know you’ll have,” he said, and left them.




    Although he refused to let Betsy see that he was anything but confident, Ike was secretly worried about what Carleton said. He was happy that they’d had the foresight to bring along the rooster and the hog. They’d at least have one chicken dinner and some meals of pork. And they purchased some supplies at the fort’s commissary so as to be even better prepared.




    That night a wagon train pulled in. Its captain asked for an army physician, saying that one of the men on the train seemed desperately sick.




    The physician immediately diagnosed it as a case of cholera, and the commandant of the post ordered the train into camp half a mile from the fort. The sick man died the next day, and three more men, including the train’s captain, came down with the symptoms.




    Neither Ike nor Betsy had been exposed to the disease, and they kept as far away from the quarantined area as possible. They even kept Nimrod tied to a wagon wheel so that he would not wander off with the dogs belonging to the infected train.




    By the following day, the report at the fort was that the sickness was a raging epidemic in the train. Forty men had the dread disease, and, of the three who had been reported down the previous day, two, including the captain, were already dead.




    Fortunately for Ike and Betsy, another train — this one uninfected — arrived at the fort on the evening of the twenty-third. It was bound for Hangtown, and Ike and Betsy went to talk with its captain as soon as they heard that everyone with the train was healthy.




    The captain was a short, dark-haired, sober-seeming fellow of about thirty, a veteran of many wagon trains to Santa Fé and one previous journey to California. His name was John Aubry, known by reputation throughout the West as Little Aubry. The train was a small one for the time, about thirty wagons in all, as well as a number of pack mules and horses belonging to emigrants who did not have wagons. While a few couples and families were included, the majority of the emigrants were single men; these accounted for the pack animals. Most of the wagons were Conestogas, with canvas tops stretched over hoops, although there were several home-made oxcarts and even one ice wagon. The oxcart wheels were made of cross-sections of trees attached to pole axles. Their tongues were long, heavy beams, with the yokes resting on the necks of the oxen and lashed by leather thongs to the beasts’ horns. Many of the vehicles had




    CALIFORNIA OR BUST




    painted on the sides.




    “Thar ain’t been many trains getten over the mountains in winter,” Aubry told them, “an nobody but a fool ud try. I reckon by the time we get to the Sireys the spring thaw’ll a jes started; if it ain’t, we’ll wait at the foothills till it does. I want our train to be the first to get to Hangtown alive in 1850.”




    Betsy was thrilled by the prospect and much taken by Aubry’s knowledge and air of confidence. But, like a well-bred maiden of the time, she waited for Ike to speak.




    “Sounds like ya got it all planned out,” her lover said. “Kin we jine ya?”




    “I’m chargen three hunnerd dollar a wagon. Pay that, an yer on the train.”




    Betsy could hardly restrain herself from gasping.




    Ike shook his head sadly. “That’s a heap a money,” he said. “I dunno.”




    Aubry shrugged. “Waal, think it over. We ain’t leaven fer a day er so.”




    On the way back to the wagon, Betsy said, “Ike, why didn ya wan a go with Mr. Aubry?”




    “Like I said, three hunnerd dollar is a heap a money. I reckon we can jes go out on our own an save the expense.”




    Betsy was devastated, but she was a typical woman of her century, trained to defer to the superior wisdom of men. She was silent for a few paces but then suggested: “Let’s ask Lieutnant Carleton what hé says.” Maybe Ike would listen to another man if he wouldn’t listen to a woman.




    Ike scratched his head. “Well, all right.”




    Carleton told Ike and Betsy that they could not find a better captain, for Aubry’s personality was compounded of all the adventurous aggressiveness needed to pull a wagon train through and at the same time a much greater sense of responsibility than was normal in a person who had the first trait. He added, “Many a train has gone through here that never reached the gold fields because they didn’t have a capable guide. They elected one of their own members captain, and he didn’t have either the knowledge or the experience to bring them through safely. It’s a rough journey, with mountains and desert and Indians. You’ll see the graves of those that didn’t make it as you pass along the way.”




    Back at their wagon, Betsy said, “You heard what the Lieutnant said. Don’t ya think we better pay Aubry the money?”




    “I don know, Bets,” Ike said, shaking his head. “Three hunnerd dollar is a heap a money. We’d get out to Californy an be flat busted.”




    Summoning all her daring, Betsy said, “I cud make money on the way.”




    Ike blinked. “You? Whut cud yóu do?” His tone was scornful.




    “I cud cook. Them single men’ll pay good money fer good cooken.”




    Ike was silent.




    Betsy said, “I know you cud get us through, Ike. But remember, I’m carryen a baby, an I’d jes feel a lot safer if we had other people with us.”




    Ike’s silence continued.




    Betsy called on her last weapon. She fluttered her eyelids, came close to Isaac, pressing her body against his and putting her hands on his shoulders. “Please?” she said.




    Who could have withstood her? “Oh, all right,” her swain said, somewhat ungraciously.




    The men of Aubry’s train spent the twenty-fourth preparing for the long pull to Fort Laramie.




    At Ike’s request, Aubry inspected their wagon and made suggestions. He was amused by the rooster and pig, both of which were thriving. He thought that they had laid in too much corn meal. And he suggested that Ike get more ammunition for his musket.




    “You’ll want that more for hunten than defense,” he told Ike. “They ain’t much game right along the track we’ll take, cause most of it’s been scared off by the trains that’s went ahead of us. But we’ll still live off a the country, so ya might as well git ready to do a sight a hunten.”




    “What about Injuns?” Ike asked.




    “Cain’t never tell about Injuns,” Aubry said. “We’ll be goen near the Pawnee villages on the Platte, but by this time a year they’ve usually left their lodges and moved south for the buffler. We may never see one. Or we might, an they might be friendly. Or they might scalp us all. If they was many of em that did that, you can bet your sweet life nobody’d take this trip, gold or no gold. So I don’t wórry none about Injuns, but I sure keep a watch out for em.”




    “I see,” Ike nodded, not wholly reassured. This was not spoken like Robin of Lockesley.




    Aubry patted Nimrod on the head and departed.




    In the afternoon Betsy toured the train to meet the other women. She found that there were only five in the whole train, for most of the few married men had left their wives behind. Of these five, three were off washing clothes at a brook. They had contracted to do the washing for a number of the single men. But Betsy was able to meet Mrs. Hopkins and Mrs. Remington, one at a time.




    Mrs. Hopkins was a large, imposing, loud-voiced woman of forty-five or thereabouts. Betsy introduced herself as Mrs. McNab.




    “Well, Miz McNab,” said Mrs. Hopkins, “ya look like sich a nice girl. I’m so happy to meet ya. I hate to say it, but I was very disappinted with the other women on the train. They’re so common. An I’m sure that that Mrs. Remington páints.”




    Betsy was sincerely shocked. “Why, that’s awful!”




    “Yes, and what’s more, the way she carries on, it’s a scandal.”




    “Oh, dear.” Betsy had lived a sheltered life in the Baptist parsonage at Louisiana, and the prospect of being in the same wagon train with a woman — a married woman, at that — who used paint and carried on was dismaying. For a moment she thought that perhaps they should take Carleton’s advice and stay in Westport, or at least wait for another train.




    But Mrs. Hopkins’s vision had dropped to Betsy’s left hand. “And, child, where’s yóre wedden ring?”




    Betsy blushed furiously. “I — I loss it when we was crossen the Missoura,” she lied.




    Mrs. Hopkins was not the type to be taken in by such a transparent fabrication. “Tell me the truth, child. Y’ain’t married, are ya?”




    Betsy dropped her eyes. “No, ma’am.”




    “Repent!” Mrs. Hopkins’s eyes blazed. “Repent before it’s too late! Come, my daughter, down on yer knees an pray!”




    And Betsy sank trembling to her knees while Mrs. Hopkins roared at the Almighty and told Him what to do.




    When she stopped, apparently satisfied that He had His orders straight, Mrs. Hopkins said, “Go, child. Go and sin no more.”




    After this experience it was a relief for Betsy to meet Mrs. Remington, who certainly did use paint, and who equally certainly noticed the absence of “Mrs. McNab’s” wedding ring but did not mention it. Mrs. Remington was a gay and cheerful woman who chattered on too inconsequentially for her remarks to deserve being recorded. She might or might not “carry on,” Betsy decided, but she had a good deal to commend her nonetheless.




    Just as Betsy was getting ready to go, a handsome young man with moustaches stuck his head in the rear flap of the Remington wagon. Betsy immediately concluded he was Mr. Remington, but she found she was mistaken.




    “Sorry, Sal, didn know ya had company,” he said.




    “Oh, that’s aw right, Bert. Ya better tick off, though, for Ed’ll be back any minute.” Ed, Betsy divined, was Mrs. Remington’s husband.




    But Bert did not tick off. “Who’s the pigeon?” he asked, winking at Betsy, who blushed.




    “Git along with ya,” Mrs. Remington said, smiling.




    “Come on, now, who is she?”




    “This is Mrs. Betsy McNab,” Mrs. Remington said, emphasizing the honorific.




    “Mrs.?” Bert looked at Betsy’s telltale left hand.




    Betsy blushed again. “I loss my ring when we was crossen the Missoura.”




    “A course,” Bert said, grinning wickedly. “Come on, Sal, innerduce me.”




    “Oh, I’ve forgotten my manners,” Mrs. Remington said archly. “Betsy, this is Robert Skarl. Everbody calls him Bert, an he’s an elgible bachlor who never lets ya fergit it.”




    “Fergit e’s elgible?” asked Betsy, thinking that Mr. Skarl was on the lookout for a wife.




    “Fergit e’s a bachlor,” replied Mrs. Remington with a wink that told Betsy it was not a wife for which Mr. Skarl was on the lookout, unless she were somebody else’s.




    “Well,” Betsy said, “I’m happy to meet ya, Mr. Skarl.” She rose. “I don’t want ya to think I’m leaven jes because you come, but I rilly had better get back to the wagon and see how Ike’s gitten along.”




    “I’ll walk ya over,” the handsome Mr. Skarl smiled.




    “Aren’t ya feared I’ll think yer fickle?” Sally Remington asked with a coquettish smile.




    “I shall return,” Mr. Skarl said, bowing so low that his face disappeared from view. He helped Betsy step down from the wagon and offered her his arm. “It’s most pleasant for me to know that sech a charmen young lady as yersef’ll accompny us on this trip,” he said.




    Betsy blushed and said nothing.




    “You’re jes joinen the train here?”




    “Yep, that’s right.” She told Skarl how they had been washed downstream past Westport by the Missouri and lost their way. He seemed to find it amusing.




    When they reached the wagon, Ike was restacking and rearranging their goods. “Hey, Bets,” he said — then saw Skarl. “Who’s thet?” he glowered.




    “This is Mr. Robert Skarl,” Betsy said sweetly. “Mr. Skarl, this is my husban, Mr. Isaac McNab.”




    “Ah, yes, yer husban.” Skarl bowed. “Very pleased to meet ya, sir.”




    Ike grunted. When Skarl left, Ike said, “I don like the looks a thet fella.”




    “Waal,” Betsy answered, “he ain’t jes the kind a man we’re used to in Lousiany, but we’re out in the worl now, an e seems aw right to me. He’s very nice and perlite.”




    “Oh, hell.”




    “Isaac McNab, you quit your swearen. An another thing. Everbody’s noticed that I ain’t got no wedden ring. Ya better git me one, ya hear?”




    Ike dropped the box he was lifting and stood up. “Git ya a wedden ring? Where’m I sposed to find a wedden ring out here on the prairie?”




    “I don care. I was never so mortified in all my life!” And she brushed past the mystified Isaac – who had yet to learn what all women knew instinctively long before the science of war was invented, namely that the best defense is a good offense – and clambered into the wagon.




    Ike and Betsy reconciled themselves at night, as young lovers usually do, and in the morning of the twenty-fifth they were lying in each other’s arms when they heard Aubry’s voice, phenomenally deep and powerful for so small a man, bellowing, “Hitch up! Hitch up!”




    Ike sat up and shook his head. Jumping up, he got into his clothes and hopped out of the wagon. He had unhitched the oxen to let them graze, and now he ran to where he had tethered them, pulled them to a standing position, and drove them, protesting, back to the wagon. He soon had them yoked into position and drove the wagon into line. It was the fourth wagon, for only three drivers had been quicker than he.




    Aubry strode around the camp vigorously, yelling orders and commands at the top of his voice, lashing the slugabeds who were too slow. Finally, however, matters were arranged to his satisfaction, and, although some wagons were still not ready, they were near enough that they could catch up easily.




    Aubry shouted, “All right, let’s push on!” Then, in an even louder tone, he roared, “Wagons ho-o! Pull out! Pull out!”




    The wagons ahead of Ike and Betsy’s wagon began to move, and Ike applied the whip to his own oxen. He soon learned that wagons in a train stretched out, leaving plenty of room between them, and so he slacked off his pace so as to remain about fifty yards behind his predecessor.




    They were traveling in a northwesterly direction. The country was rolling and grassy, with many brooks and streams; the smaller ones the train forded, and the larger ones had been bridged by General Kearny’s expedition. The only trees they saw were in the water courses. All else was prairie. Aubry planned to strike the Big Blue River and follow that north to the Platte. It was necessary to keep close to water to avoid thirst; although the route would keep the train near fresh water at all times, from every wagon swung a keg of water for emergencies.




    At night the wagons would swing into a wide circle and camp. There were about thirty wagons in the train, as well as several horses and a substantial herd of cattle. Betsy contracted to cook for some of the single men, including Robert Skarl, and they came over to the McNab wagon every evening for supper. Both the drovers, Jim Barlow and Huck Finn, were at her table. After eating, while Betsy took the dishes to whatever water was nearby for washing, the men sat around the campfire and told stories or sang songs, while Ike played his guitar. When Betsy returned, they sang clean ones. One that was especially popular was a parody of Stephen Foster’s “O Susanna,” which they altered to “O Miss Betsy.”




    




    Oh, I come from Lousiany, my true love for to see,




    Oh, I’m gone to Californy with my washbowl on my knee.




    O Miss Betsy, oh, don you cry for me,




    I’m gone to Californy with my washbowl on my knee.




    It rained all night the day I left, the weather it was dry,




    The sun so hot I froze to death; Miss Betsy, don you cry.




    O Miss Betsy, oh, don you cry for me,




    I’m gone to Californy with my washbowl on my knee.




    




    The washbowl, of course, was to be used in panning gold.




    The road was good, and they made good time. It was just a week, on the first of September, when they crested a rise and saw in the valley below the thick green line of trees that marked the bed of the Big Blue River.
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