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  SEVEN YEARS




  WITH THE INDIANS




  

    PUBLISHER’S PREFACE


  




  Seven Years with the Indians belongs to a tradition of American frontier fiction in which the vast landscapes of the West provide both setting and force: mountains, rivers, storms, wilderness, distance, and danger all shape the lives of those who enter them. First issued in the late nineteenth century, Owen P. Dabney’s story reflects the popular imagination of an era fascinated by westward migration, pioneer hardship, captivity narratives, and the uncertain boundary between settlement and wilderness.




  The novel begins with two families, the Ainsleys and the Bentlys, leaving their established homes in Iowa to seek a new life in the far West. Their journey eventually leads them into the Yellowstone country, where they establish ranches amid magnificent scenery and constant risk. At the center of the story is Lillian Ainsley, whose disappearance changes the course of both families’ lives. Her childhood companion, Mathew Bently, refuses to believe that she is lost forever, and his determination sets in motion a long journey through the mountains and valleys of the frontier.




  Dabney’s narrative is filled with the elements that attracted nineteenth-century readers to tales of the West: covered wagons, isolated cabins, violent weather, dangerous animals, encounters on remote trails, river crossings, gold seekers, outlaws, cavalry patrols, and the extraordinary natural wonders of the Yellowstone region. The landscapes are not merely background decoration; they give the novel much of its atmosphere. The wilderness is portrayed as beautiful and awe-inspiring, but also unforgiving, capable of testing courage, loyalty, faith, and endurance.




  Modern readers should approach this work with an awareness of the period in which it was written. Its portrayal of Native American people is shaped by the conventions, assumptions, and prejudices common in much popular frontier literature of the nineteenth century. The language and attitudes found in the original text do not represent the editorial perspective of this edition. They are preserved because they form part of the historical character of the work and reveal how American expansion and Indigenous peoples were imagined in the fiction of its time.




  At the same time, the novel contains moments that complicate its more conventional frontier outlook. In particular, the character of Lewanna emerges as one of the story’s most humane and memorable figures: loyal, compassionate, courageous, and essential to Lillian’s survival. Through friendship, sacrifice, and personal devotion, she becomes more than a supporting character in an adventure tale; she represents the emotional heart of some of the novel’s most powerful scenes.




  This edition is presented for readers interested in vintage Western fiction, pioneer adventure stories, and the literary culture that helped shape popular images of the American frontier. The text offers not only suspense and romance, but also a revealing glimpse into the storytelling values of its age: faith in perseverance, admiration for endurance, devotion to family, and the belief that loyalty can survive even the harshest trials.




  Arcadia Press is pleased to make Seven Years with the Indians available once again, preserving a work of frontier adventure that invites both enjoyment and thoughtful reading more than a century after its original appearance.
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    INTRODUCTION


  




  In Seven Years with the Indians, Owen P. Dabney presents a frontier adventure built upon one of the most powerful narrative patterns in nineteenth-century American popular fiction: the journey away from civilization, the loss of a loved one in the wilderness, and the long struggle to restore what has been broken.




  Published in 1897, the novel opens with two neighboring Iowa families, the Ainsleys and the Bentlys, leaving behind the security of their old homes in search of opportunity in the far West. Their movement westward is presented not simply as travel, but as a passage from familiarity into uncertainty. The cultivated farms, family ties, and settled communities of Iowa give way to river valleys, mountain passes, isolated camps, dangerous wildlife, sudden storms, and the constant awareness that help may be impossibly far away.




  The families eventually settle in the Yellowstone Valley, where the beauty of the landscape seems at first to promise a new beginning. Dabney devotes considerable attention to the natural world: clear mountain streams, distant snow-covered peaks, groves of cottonwood, abundant wildlife, and the striking wonders of the Yellowstone region. For the characters, this environment is both magnificent and threatening. It offers land, freedom, and possibility, but it can also become a place of disorientation, danger, separation, and death.




  The story changes decisively with the disappearance of Lillian Ainsley. While her family gradually comes to fear that she has died, Mathew Bently refuses to surrender the belief that she may still be alive. His conviction transforms the novel from a story of pioneer settlement into a story of loyalty and pursuit. Mathew’s search carries him across a vast and difficult landscape, through hunger, exposure, isolation, mistaken accusations, encounters with strangers, and repeated moments of physical danger. His journey is sustained less by certainty than by devotion: he continues because abandoning the search would mean accepting a loss he cannot accept.




  Lillian’s experience forms the novel’s second central narrative. Removed from her family and forced to live far from the world she has known, she gradually adapts to circumstances she did not choose. Her survival depends not only on endurance, but also on human connection. The most significant of these connections is her friendship with Lewanna, the chief’s daughter. Lewanna assists, protects, and comforts Lillian, and their relationship provides the novel with some of its most emotionally compelling moments. In a work otherwise shaped by the oppositions common to frontier fiction—settler and Native American, safety and danger, civilization and wilderness—Lewanna stands as a figure of loyalty and moral courage whose actions resist simple division.




  That complication is important because the novel must also be read in the historical context of its publication. Dabney’s portrayal of Native American people frequently reflects the stereotypes, vocabulary, and assumptions found in much nineteenth-century frontier literature. Native characters are often described through language that modern readers will find offensive, dehumanizing, or historically distorted. Such representations were part of a larger cultural tradition that interpreted the American West largely through the perspective of white settlement, often treating Indigenous presence as an obstacle, threat, or dramatic device rather than as the history of living peoples whose lands and communities were being transformed by expansion.




  This edition preserves the original character of the work while encouraging readers to recognize that its vision of the frontier is not a neutral historical account. Seven Years with the Indians is a work of fiction shaped by the attitudes and conventions of its time. It reveals not only how adventure stories were constructed, but also how the nineteenth-century American imagination often turned westward expansion into tales of individual courage while leaving much of the deeper historical reality outside the frame.




  At the same time, the novel remains engaging as a piece of popular storytelling. Dabney draws upon recognizable and effective elements of the frontier romance: departure from home, perilous travel, family grief, captivity, clues left behind, a faithful searcher, wilderness survival, hidden identity, wrongful suspicion, and the hope of reunion. The book moves episodically from one danger to another, often pausing to describe dramatic scenery or unusual incidents. Its appeal lies not in subtle psychological realism, but in its direct emotional commitments: home matters, loyalty matters, kindness is remembered, and perseverance can carry a person through years of hardship.




  The Yellowstone setting also gives the novel a special visual power. Mathew’s travels bring him into contact with hot springs, geysers, mountain valleys, rivers, wildlife, snowstorms, forests, and geological wonders that would already have carried an air of fascination for readers at the end of the nineteenth century. The frontier in this novel is not merely a stage for action; it is almost a character in itself, alternately sheltering, testing, confusing, and inspiring those who move through it.




  Readers approaching this book today may therefore find several works within the same work: a sentimental story of separation and devotion; an adventure novel filled with danger and coincidence; a romanticized portrait of pioneer life; a vivid example of late nineteenth-century frontier imagination; and a text that requires critical attention to the ways Native American characters and histories were represented in popular culture.




  Read in that spirit, Seven Years with the Indians offers both the immediacy of an old-fashioned Western adventure and the opportunity to examine the values, fears, hopes, and limitations of the period that produced it. It is a story of lost homes and rediscovered bonds, of endurance amid wilderness, and of the deep human longing to return to those from whom one has been separated.




  

    FAREWELL TO THE OLD HOME


  




  About forty years ago John Ainsley and Robert Bently who had been warm friends since early boyhood and who had lived upon adjacent farms for many years, resolved to break loose from the many ties which bound and endeared them to their old home in western Iowa, and seek new homes in the far west.




  Mr. Ainsley’s family consisted of his wife and two daughters, Lillian who was then fourteen and little Bessie who had just passed her eighth birthday; while Mr. and Mrs. Bently had but one child, Mathew, aged fifteen.




  In those days it required a great deal of bravery and enterprise to start out as these families did, not only leaving home and friends, but leaving civilization behind them. The undertaking was fraught with so much risk and danger that people who sought new homes in the west rarely returned inside of many years if ever.




  At that time the maps of the west were very incomplete, but after careful consideration Mr. Bently and Mr. Ainsley decided to follow up the Missouri River for a considerable distance and then bear off more to the westward.




  Mr. Ainsley’s parents lived about twenty miles distant and only a little off the route decided upon and so it was arranged that both families would stop and spend a few days at the old homestead.




  Nearly half a century before this the elder Mr. and Mrs. Ainsley and a few others, including Robert Bently’s parents, had started out as their sons were now doing to what was then known as the far west and had settled upon this land when it was a part of the wilderness. Here they had lived and grown old together; here their children were born and had grown up to manhood and womanhood.




  They had seen the wilderness transformed into a settled and prosperous country. The Pottawattamie Indians had gradually given way to the white settlers until now the land of the red man was dotted over with farms and villages, the country was no longer new, and people were again pushing on to the westward.




  It was nearly noon when the wagons pulled up at the old Ainsley place. It being the latter part of August the weather was dry and hot and traveling very tedious and it was with a feeling of great relief that they climbed down from the dusty wagons.




  Father and Mother Ainsley were expecting them and were now coming down the long path through the garden to meet them. The children rushed into their grandparents’ arms. After many warm greetings had been exchanged old Mrs. Ainsley led the way to the house, followed by the feminine portion of the party, while Father Ainsley and the rest set about caring for the horses, cattle, chickens, etc., which the Bentlys and Ainsleys were taking with them on their long journey across the country.




  The day was very warm but a visitor at the old Ainsley place was never conscious of the extreme heat, for the house was surrounded by fine old oaks and elms which were mere shrubs when the land was settled by Mr. Ainsley nearly fifty years before, and the soft breeze was fragrant with the odor of these sweet old fashioned flowers which always grew in Grandma Ainsley’s dooryard.




  The table was set out under one of the old elms and dinner was ready and waiting when the men came up from the barn. The dinner, like everything else about the place, was old fashioned and delicious and being served as it was, out in the shade of the trees among the birds and the flowers, an undescribable [sic] charm was added to the sweet restfulness of the occasion.




  After the children had finished their dinner and gone off about their play, the older people lingered a long while and visited, there were so many things to talk about and the time of parting was drawing so near.




  All tried to appear cheerful but there was an undercurrent of sadness which was very hard to cast aside.




  The starting away of these young people into the far west recollect to the elder Ainsleys the time when they themselves had left their old New England home and had said to their parents and friends as they bade them farewell, “We will come back again in few years.” They recalled how the few years had lengthened into many and how, finally, when it was possible for them to return it was too late, the dear parents were no longer there to greet them; the loved ones whom they would have returned to see had been quietly lain away to rest in the old church yard. Time had passed on and they were now bending under the weight of nearly seventy years and they fully realized that this parting would also be a final one.




  Not so with the younger Ainsleys, just starting out into a new life where they would find new surroundings, form new ties and gradually grow away from the old. While they exceedingly regretted leaving their aged parents, still they were reconciled by the thought that they would surely return within a very few years and take their parents back with them to their new home in the west.




  But as their visit drew to a close and the time of parting was close at hand they found it far harder to bid farewell to the parents and the old home than they had anticipated. They wandered about, here and there, among the happy scenes of childhood. Each tree and flower, the songs of the birds—everything seemed to remind them that they were leaving the home of their youth, possibly never to return.




  The children were the only ones who were light hearted and happy. How they reveled in the beautiful surroundings of the dear old place, romping in the meadows where the men were making hay; or roaming through the woodland, gathering wild flowers and berries; or wandering along the sandy bars of the old Missouri River, with their fishing tackle and well filled lunch, baskets.




  The few days had passed by only too rapidly and the morning set for leaving had now arrived. The teams hitched to the covered wagons were before the gate, the cattle which had been turned out of the corral were feeding slowly down the lane, and everything was in readiness for our little party of emigrants to get started on their long westward journey.




  Dear old Mrs. Ainsley tried to speak bravely and hopefully as she continued tucking away all sorts of good things in the already well filled lunch baskets.




  Grandfather had mysteriously disappeared and now they were only waiting for his return. Presently he came in sight leading a beautiful black pony, all saddled and bridled, his parting gift to Lillian.




  Bessie had become greatly attached to Nero, the large Newfoundland dog and he was to go along as her special guardian.




  Grandmother’s parting gift was a small bible to each of the girls and also to Mathew Bently, with a “God bless you.” Her heart was too full to say anymore.




  

    THE LONG JOURNEY


  




  For several days our little party journeyed along with little of interest to anyone excepting the children, who found great pleasure in riding horseback. Mathew had also received a beautiful bay pony, a gift from his uncle, and he and Lillian were thoroughly enjoying each mile of the way, laughing, chatting, and running races out of sight of their parents. Mathew found this far more pleasant and more to his taste than helping drive the cattle.




  The days passed slowly by with little to break the monotony or vary the daily routine and our little party had been three weeks on the road without any serious interruption or accident of any kind.
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