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To Colonel F. B. Morgan.

WHETHER toiling through the deep sands of the barren desert, suffering from hunger and thirst; or weary and way-worn in climbing stupendous heights of the Siérra; whether surrounded by death and desolation on the Plains, or obtaining slight repose in the new cities of the Pacific — the reminiscences of our happy, school-boy days, too often intrude on my memory, to permit me to forget my old and well-tried friend of early years. And now that the dangers are passed — when we can sit side by side in “the old arm chairs,” and trundle the hoop, or throw the ball, in fancy, and laugh over our boyish follies — these recollections of by-gones only cement the kindly feeling, which is rarely “of this world.”

It is only a slight testimonial of respect — indeed, were it an hundred fold greater, you would deserve it — but such as it is, my heart dedicates this little work to you.

THE AUTHOR.


Life on the Plains.
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CHAPTER I.

UNEXPECTED ERA IN LIFE — COMPANY FORMED AT DAYTON, OHIO — DEPARTURE TO ST. JOSEPH — ON THE MISSOURI — BROWN — BOAT EMBASSY — CROWDED EMIGRATION — DEATH BY CHOLERA AND BURIAL OF A YOUNG VIRGINIAN — INDIAN TERRITORY — SAFE ARRIVAL OF CATTLE AT ST. JOSEPH — DEATH BY CHOLERA AND BURIAL OF HARRIS — CHILL AND FEVER — HARNEY’S LANDING — FERRY ACROSS THE MISSOURI — INDIAN COUNTRY — TIMBER LAND — PANORAMA PLAINS — OUR SEVENTEEN WAGONS — FIFTY OTTAWA MEN — GREAT AND LITTLE NAMAHA.

NINETY days previous to the 5th of April, 1849, had any one told me that I should be a traveler upon the wild wastes between the Missouri river and the Pacific ocean, I should have looked upon it as an idle jest; but circumstances, which frequently govern the course of men in the journey of life, were brought to bear upon me; and on the day above named, I became a nomad denizen of the world, and a new and important era of my life began.

My constitution had suffered sad inroads by disease incident to western climate, and my physician frankly told me, that a change of residence and more bodily exertion was absolutely necessary to effect a radical change in my system — in fact, that my life depended upon such a change, and I finally concluded to adopt his advice. About this time, the astonishing accounts of the vast deposits of gold in California reached us, and besides the fever of the body, I was suddenly seized with the fever of mind for gold; and in hopes of receiving a speedy cure for the ills both of body and mind, I turned my attention “westward ho!” and immediately commenced making arrangements for my departure. A company had been formed at Dayton, a few miles above Ottawa, under the command of Captain Jesse Greene, for the purpose of crossing the plains, and I resolved to join it. Our general rendezvous was to be at St. Joseph, on the Missouri, from which we intended to take our departure. I had engaged men, purchased cattle and a wagon, and subsequently laid in my supplies for the trip, at St. Louis. My wagon I shipped by water to St. Joseph, and sent my cattle across the country about the middle of March, to meet me at the place of rendezvous, in April.

All things being in readiness, on the day first named, I bid adieu to my family and to Ottawa, and proceeded to St. Louis on the steamer Revolution, and there took passage for St. Joseph on the Embassy. The companions of my mess were Messrs. J. H. Fredenburg, Matthew Harris, and Eben Smith, from Ottawa — the two last I had engaged to take across the plains, on condition of their assistance during the journey, and half they should make for one year from the time we left home — a contract which was then common. We were joined on our trip up the river by a young man named Robert Brown, who was looking out for some opportunity of going to California, and who was proceeding to St. Joseph for this purpose.

There was a great crowd of adventurers on the Embassy. Nearly every State in the Union was represented. Every berth was full, and not only every settee and table occupied at night, but the cabin floor was covered by the sleeping emigrants. The decks were covered with wagons, mules, oxen, and mining implements, and the hold was filled with supplies. But this was the condition of every boat — for since the invasion of Rome by the Goths, such a deluge of mortals had not been witnessed, as was now pouring from the States to the various points of departure for the golden shores of California. Visions of sudden and immense wealth were dancing in the immaginations of these anxious seekers of fortunes, and I must confess that I was not entirely free from such dreams; and like our sage statesmen, cogitating upon the condition of the National Treasury, with the extinguishment of the National Debt, under the administration of General Jackson, I wondered what I should do with all the money which must necessarily come into my pocket! Our first day out was spent in these pleasing reflections, and the song and the jest went round with glee — while the toil, the dangers, and the hardships, yet to come, were not thought of, for they were not yet understood. But they were understood soon enough, nous verrons. On the second day, amid the gaities of our motley crowd, a voice was heard, which at once checked the sound of mirth, and struck with alarm the stoutest heart — “the cholera is on board!” For a moment all voices were hushed — each looked in another’s face in mute inquiry, expecting, perhaps, to see a victim in his neighbor. “The cholera? Gracious Heaven! How? — where? Who has got it?” — and from that moment anxiety prevailed — for who could tell that he might not become a victim? At length calmness gained the ascendency, and excitement passed away; but the subdued tones of those who had been the most gay, attested the interest which they felt in the melancholy announcement. A young gentleman, belonging to a company from Virginia, who had indulged in some imprudence in eating and drinking, while at St. Louis, was the subject of attack; and although every attention was rendered which skill and science could give, the symptoms grew worse, and he expired at ten o’clock on the morning after he was taken ill.

It was a melancholy spectacle, to see one who had left home with high hopes of success, so prematurely stricken down; and although he had no mother near him to soothe his last anguish, or weep over his distress, he was surrounded by friends who were ready and willing to yield any assistance to mitigate his pain. Indeed, there was not a man on board, whose heart did not yearn to do something for the sufferer. Preparations were made for his interment; and a little before sunset the boat was stopped, to give us, his companions, an opportunity to bury him.

It was in a gorge, between two lofty hills, where a spot was selected for his grave. A bright green sward spread over the gentle slope, and under a cluster of trees his grave was dug by strangers. A procession was formed by all the passengers, which, with a solemnity the occasion demanded, proceeded to the grave, where an intimate friend of the deceased read the Episcopal burial service, throughout which there was a drizzling rain, yet every hat was removed, in respect to the memory of a fellow passenger, and in reverence to God. How little can we foresee our own destiny! Instead of turning up the golden sands of the Sacramento, the spade of the adventurer was first used to bury the remains of a companion and friend.

A tedious passage of ten days brought us, on the 19th, to St. Joseph, where we learned that the Dayton company, which had preceded us, had left that day, with the intention of moving up the river to some other point for crossing into the Indian Territory, where they would halt until the grass was sufficiently advanced to afford forage for our cattle, and which would give us ample time to overtake them before setting out from the land of civilization, on our arduous journey across the plains. I also heard that my cattle had arrived safely, and were waiting, under the charge of Henderson, about a day’s journey in the country; and I dispatched Smith to notify Henderson of our arrival, and to bring them in. Our goods and wagon were soon landed, and as every public house in town was crowded by emigrants to overflowing, (having a portable cooking stove,) we slept and messed in our wagon, in one of the back streets; and up to Sunday night, all were enjoying our usual health.

About four o’clock on Monday morning, we were awakened by groans, and cries of distress, from the outside of our wagon. “Who is that? — what is the matter?” I exclaimed, starting from a sound sleep. “Who is sick?”

“It must be Mr. Harris,” said Brown, “for he is not in here.” We sprang out, and indeed found poor Harris, writhing and agonized, under an attack of cholera. I immediately gave him a large dose of laudanum, the only palliative we had at hand, and dispatched a messenger for a physician. He was violently taken with the worst symptoms, but within an hour was undergoing regular treatment from a skillful physician. For about three hours he suffered intense pain, with vomiting, purging, cramps, and cold extremities, while a clammy sweat started from every pore. During the day we moved him to a more quiet and secluded spot, and his symptoms became more favorable. The evacuations and vomitings ceased, his limbs became warm, his eye brightened, and he thought, as we did, that he was better. He remained in this state about three hours, during which we continued our exertions in rubbing him, and making the applications advised by the physician, when all looked upon him as out of danger. Suddenly, and without any warning, he began to gasp for breath, and in five minutes lay a corpse before us. We could scarcely credit our senses. He, who but the night before bid as fair to live as any one of us — he, who passed the good natured jest with us, in the fullness of health and strength, now lay extended, an inanimate mass of clay, “one of the things that were.” Alas! it was too true, and our friend had “gone to that bourn, from which no traveler returns.”

We laid him out on the ground decently, and as well as our slender means would allow, and Brown and myself lay near him that night, keeping a melancholy watch by the light of our camp fire, over the remains of our companion and friend. If an honest, well-meaning man ever lived, poor Harris was one and his simple habits, and virtuous inclinations, had endeared him to us all. We dug his grave ourselves, in the morning, and with no tolling bell to mark the sad requiem, we buried him in a cluster of trees, by the side of a beautiful rivulet.

My wagon-top had received some injury when getting it on board at St. Louis, and while repairing it, after the sad duty of burying Mr. Harris, Henderson and Smith arrived with the cattle, and by Wednesday morning we were ready to pursue our journey. Brown was installed in Harris’ place, and under the direction of Mr. Fredenburg the party started off to follow the track of the Dayton company, while I remained to get letters, which might be forwarded to St. Joseph by the mail of the following day. I may say here that in this we were disappointed, for no letters came, and it was ten months before we received the first word from our friends at home. While I was at work repairing my wagon, the day was very warm, and being unaccustomed to labor, when night came, I went early to bed, at a house where I had obtained lodgings, exhausted by the fatigues of the last few days. Before I got to sleep, I felt strangely. Was there a change in the weather? I could not get warm. I piled on more clothes. I felt as if I was in an ice-house. Ugh! the cold chills were creeping along my back. I involuntarily drew up my knees, and put my head under the bed clothes, but to no purpose — I was shivering, freezing, and then so thirsty! — I wanted a stream of ice-water running down my throat. At length I began to grow warm, warmer; then hot, hotter, hottest. I felt like a mass of living fire — a perfect engine, without the steam and smoke. There seemed to be wood enough from some source, but I poured in water till I thought my boiler would burst, without allaying the raging thirst which consumed me. At last the fever ceased, and then, indeed, the steam burst in a condensed form through the pores of my burning skin, and my body was bathed in a copious perspiration, that left me as weak as any “sucking dove.” I had had a visit from my old friends, chill and fever.

Thursday came, and I felt too ill to ride. I lay up to dry; but on Friday morning I went through another baptism of fire and water, the ceremony of which closed about noon. Determined to be with my friends if I was doomed to be sick, and as our medicines were in the wagon, I mounted the pony, Old Shabanay, which had been left for me, and although so weak that I could hardly keep my seat, I started. I soon found my strength increase in the fine air, and when I reached Savannah, a pretty town fourteen miles above St. Joseph, I felt quite well, though weak.

On Saturday morning, I made the chief part of my breakfast from blue pill, and started off in pursuit of my wagon, which I overtook in a ride of ten miles. Suspecting my illness, the company had driven slowly, in order to let me overtake them. On Sunday we reached English Grove, sixty-five miles above St. Joseph, where we learned that the Dayton company had resolved to cross the Missouri at a ferry just established, called Harney’s Landing, and remain on the opposite bank until it was ascertained that there was sufficient grass for the cattle, and then take an obscure route, over which only one train had passed, about four years previous, and strike the St. Joseph and Platte road at a point which it was said would put us in advance of the St. Joseph and Independence trains, at least ten days.

Feeling that it was absolutely necessary for me to lay up and nurse myself, and as there was plenty of time to overtake the train, while the boys went on with the wagon, I made the acquaintance of Mr. Van Leuvin and family, to whom I am much indebted for the kindness which a sick man requires, and went resolutely into “drugs and medicines.”

On the 2d day of May, feeling that I could “throw physic to the dogs,” I took leave of my kind host, and again mounting Old Shab, I rode to the ferry, where I learned that the company had started that day, determined to go on as far as the grass would allow the cattle to be driven.

After dinner, dropping a few words to my friends by the last regular mail, I crossed the river, which is, perhaps, a third of a mile in width, and stood, for the first time, in the Indian country.

The camp of the company had been about a mile and a half below the ferry, on the bottom, but I found it vacated when I reached it, though the trail of their wagons was plainly to be seen, leading up the high bluff, which runs parallel with the river, and I turned my pony’s head towards the Platte. Ascending a long hill, I found the land sparsely covered with timber, and much broken, as far as the eye could see among the trees; but the road marked by our train was on an easy ridge, which led beyond the broken ground into the interior.

The timber continued four or five miles, when it ceased, and the eye rested on a broad expanse of rolling prairie, till the heavens and earth seemed to meet, on one vast carpet of green. In vain did the eye endeavor to catch a glimpse of some farmhouse, some cultivated field, some herd of cattle, cropping the luxuriant grass in the distance; yet no sign of civilization met the eye. All was still and lonely, and I had an overwhelming feeling of wonder and surprise at the vastness and silence of the panorama. It seemed as if the sight of an Indian would have given relief, but not one appeared, and on, on I rode, without seeing a sign of life, and with none but my own thoughts to commune with.

A little before night-fall, on rising a hill, I came suddenly in sight of the encampment of our company, consisting of seventeen wagons and fifty men, all of whom were from the neighborhood of Ottawa. They were encamped in a hollow, near a fine spring, and putting Old Shab to his best gait, in three minutes I stood among my friends, with a glorious appetite to partake of their savory supper of bacon, bread and coffee. They had made about fifteen miles. Soon after my arrival, all hands were summoned, by the blast of the bugle, for the purpose of adopting general rules for mutual safety in traveling and also to detail a guard for the night.

My own mess was now composed of Messrs. J. H. Fredenburg, Benjamin K. Thorne, Robert Brown, Hazel Henderson, John Morrell, Eben Smith, and myself. It was the intention of our company to keep the dividing ridge between the Great and Little Namaha, to a certain point which had been marked out, and then strike off to the St. Joseph road, which we had been assured we could reach in about eight days, and we relied much on following the trail of the train which had passed over the ground four years before, and which here was plainly perceptible.

Our guards being posted, we all turned into our tents, and fatigue and the novelty of our situation were soon forgotten in the arms of the god of sleep.
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THE OVERLAND ROUTE.



CHAPTER II.

ROLLING PRAIRIE — AN OLD PIONEER — STRANGERS WITH MULES AND PONIES — WHITE MEN AND INDIAN — INDIAN THEFT AND DECEPTION — PRAIRIE, GRASS AND WATER — THUNDER SHOWER AT NIGHT — MISTAKE OF THE DAY — SPOILED BACON — DIVIDING RIDGE — THE TWO NAMAHAS — BROKEN COUNTRY — OUT OF THE WAY — CROSSING THE GREAT NAMAHA — BRIDGE BUILT AND CROSSED — WESTWARD — TRIBUTARY OF THE LITTLE NAMAHA — SEVERE THUNDER SHOWER AT NIGHT — WYETH RUN — HALL’S FORD — UNKNOWN STREAM — PIONEER GREENE — ABSENTEE — SOUTH-W. COURSE — CROSSED THE STREAM — SIGNS OF BUFFALO.

MAY 3, 1849.

OUR company was well arranged and provided for the great journey before us. Every wagon was numbered, and our captain, with the concurrence of the members of the company, directed that each wagon should in turn take the lead for one day, and then, falling in the rear, give place to the succeeding number, and so on, alternately, till the whole seventeen advanced in turn. Every mess was provided with a portable light cooking stove, which, though not absolutely necessary, was often found convenient, on account of the scarcity of fuel; each man was well armed with a rifle, pistol, and knife, with an abundant supply of ammunition, and each mess had a good and substantial tent. Each wagon was drawn by from three to six yoke of good cattle; and it was agreed that they should be prudently driven, for we could well anticipate the helplessness of our condition, should our cattle give out on the plains, where they could not be duplicated. To prevent their being stolen by the Indians, or straying at night, a watch was set while they were feeding; and at dark they were driven in and tied to the wagons, where they were constantly under the supervision of the night guard; and it is owing to this watchfulness and care, that we lost none by Indians throughout the trip.

Before sun-rise the cattle were driven out to graze, and all hands were astir, and some engaged in that business of life, cooking breakfast. The wagons formed a circle, outside of which the tents were pitched, so that had thieves been disposed to get at our valuables, they would have been compelled to pass into the inner circle, under the eyes of the guard; and in case of an attack, the wagons would form a barricade. Anticipating a scarcity of fuel, the company, on leaving the timber of the Missouri, had thrown wood enough on the wagons to serve two days for cooking, and now before each one the smoke gracefully curled, in active preparation for wooding up the engine of life. Brown was installed cook, the other boys agreeing to perform his duty as night-watch. Henderson drove our cattle, and Smith made himself generally useful, in collecting fuel, pitching and striking the tent — in fact, all had their respective duties to perform. About nine o’clock the camp was broken up, the tents put into the wagons, the cattle driven in and yoked, and our second day on the plains commenced.

The country was rolling prairie; with the little Namaha on the right, four or five miles distant, and no timber in sight, except on the banks of the stream. Our route was traced mainly by marking the course of the hollows and little streams which diverged to the right or left, keeping such ridges as appeared to divide the waters which flowed into the Great or Little Namaha. Old Mr. Greene, the father of our worthy captain, from his experience in traversing the western prairies, acted as our chief pioneer, and he was rarely at fault, although, at times, it was extremely difficult to determine the true ridge, from the evenness of the ground and the windings of the hollows. About ten o’clock I had walked in advance of the train about a mile, and was a little behind Mr. Greene, who was accompanied by Mr. Fredenburg, on the pony, when suddenly two strangers came in sight upon an eminence, having three mules and ponies. On seeing us, they halted and gazed for a few moments, and then took a direction as if to cut off a circuitous bend, which our train was making, without approaching us. Messrs. Greene and Fredenburgh, desiring to make some inquiries, galloped across the plain and intercepted them.

These men told them that they belonged to a company of an hundred wagons, which had started out from Old Fort Kearny two weeks before, and had gone about forty miles on the plains, when the grass failed, and the company were compelled to stop, and that they were then returning to the settlements for some additional supplies. After getting some directions, the parties separated, each continuing their several routes.

About two hours afterwards we were met by two white men and an Indian, who were in pursuit of these men. It appeared that the two men belonged to no company of emigrants, and their story of the hundred wagons was a sheer fabrication. They had stolen their animals from an Illinois company, at Fort Kearny, and were making their escape. Their pursuers, suspecting the Indian to be accessory to the theft, forced him to go with them in pursuit. At night the two men returned to our camp, having overtaken the thieves, who, on seeing that they were pursued, jumped from their animals, and made their escape in the timber on the bank of the creek. When they were running off, the Indian asked permission of his companions to mount a fine pony for the purpose of intercepting the rogues. One of them dismounting from his recovered animal, the Indian mounted, and set off in pursuit at a round gallop, and soon disappeared behind a hill. After waiting some time for his re-appearance, they chanced to look in another direction, and saw the outline of the Indian, making off with their pony, a new saddle, and an overcoat which had remained on the saddle. It was now too late to think of overtaking the red runaway, and they had to submit to their loss with the best grace they could, cursing their own credulity, but giving the Indian credit for his ingenuity.

Our course through the day was a little north of west, over a beautiful prairie. The ground was generally ascending, with an abundance of grass and water, and our cattle looked well. As the sky portended rain, we encamped about four o’clock in the afternoon, and made preparations accordingly. Trenches were dug around the tents to allow the water to run off, and about night-fall the sky was overcast with black clouds. The wind blew a gale, and the thunder and lightning was terrific. Peal after peal rolled along, as if heaven’s artillery were doing battle, and soon its flood-gates were opened upon us in a perfect deluge. I never saw it rain harder, yet we found our tents a perfect protection, and we slept on our buffalo-skin couches with as much composure, as if we had had a tiled roof over our heads. Distance sixteen miles.

MAY 4.

The rain made the roads heavy this morning, but we were moving at our usual hour, over a charming, undulating country, without a tree or shrub in sight only along the streams at a distance, and whose dark verdure along the Little Namaha, in a measure indicated our general course. Once we were at fault. The old trail had become obliterated, and we pursued what we thought was the dividing ridge, till we were suddenly brought up at a bluff which formed a point on the banks of the Little Namaha. Before the train came up, we sent messengers back to turn its direction, while I jumped on a mule, and followed a small tributary a mile and a half to its source, where I found the old trail, and the dividing ridge only a few rods wide. We encamped near the tributary, where there was good grass and excellent water, after a drive of fourteen miles, and were merry over our coarse fare, laughing at the mistake of the day.

MAY 5.

We found this morning on driving up our cattle, that one of Mr. Greene’s oxen had become too sore to travel; he was therefore turned loose, and a cow yoked in his place, which proved to answer the purpose exceedingly well. The road was still heavy, and our train moved slowly, while the wind, which blew a gale every day, retarded our progress with our high canvas-covered wagons. It was found to be a fault in having the tops of our wagons too large, for the force of the wind against them made the labor much harder on our cattle, and we resolved to stop at the first convenient place and reduce their dimensions, as well as to overhaul our provisions. We discovered that we had been imposed upon in St. Louis in the purchase of our bacon, for it began to exhibit more signs of life than we had bargained for. It became necessary to scrape and smoke it, in order to get rid of its tendency to walk in insect form.

We were now about forty-five miles from our starting point, and had approached by the windings of our course, to within about a mile of the Great Namaha, on our left; and now the course of both streams was plainly visible from the ridge. We drove to the bank of the Great Namaha, and spent the most of the day in overhauling our meat, and in reducing our wagon covers to a proper size, which was found to be a decided improvement. We had been in bed but a short time after the labors of the day were brought to a close, when some drops of rain pattering on our tents, admonished us that our preparations for a storm were incomplete, and one of the boys turned out and dug a trench around the tent, so that when the storm came upon us, we were prepared, and kept perfectly dry.

Since leaving the Missouri, we had seen no game except a few plover, which were wild and shy, and although we had been traveling in the Ottoe country for five days, not a single Indian, save the one pursuing the horse thieves, had been seen.

Grass was now scanty, and fuel scarce, and our practice was, when in the vicinity of streams, to gather wood enough to last two or three days, and carry it with us. Distance five miles.

MAY 6.

On looking around this morning, it was found that Old Shab had served us a shabby trick, for from appearances he had got tired of prairie life, having amply satisfied his curiosity, and had taken the back track for the settlements.

Morrell set out in pursuit, and directly came up with him. “Whoa! Shab — whoa!” said John, in his most kindly tone, and Shab did “whoa” till John’s hand was within six inches of his head, when he wheeled like lightning, and kicking up his heels like a dancing master, ran off a few rods, stopped, and looked around with the most impertinent composure. Not discouraged by this example of coltology, Morrell approached cautiously, and began his wheedling “whoa” again. Again Shab allowed his friend to approach him, but as he extended his hand to grasp his mane, he dodged the question with the most diabolical impudence, leaving Morrell to bless his stars at his singular good fortune in overtaking stray ponies. In this delightful way did Old Shab lead him for miles, till they nearly reached the old camping ground, when, like a coy maiden, he suffered his resolute follower to put his arm around his neck, and bring him in, after a weary and vexatious chase. Distance ten miles.

MAY 7.

We were up early, and although the wind was high and disagreeable, we were in fine spirits, and our cattle looked and felt well. As I was still weak and unable to walk all day, I mounted the pony, and rode in company with our pioneer, Mr. Greene.

The country was beautiful, well watered, with timber as usual only along the margin of streams, with a deep rich soil, the land rolling without high or abrupt hills — and this is the general character of the country between the two Namahas.

In keeping the dividing ridge, we sometimes passed within half a mile of the Big Namaha, and then in half an hour might be at the head of the main tributaries of the Little Namaha, where the dividing ridge was only two or three rods wide, the water flowing to the right and left. Being about two miles in advance of the train, with Morrell, we came up to the tributaries of the Greater Namaha, on our left, with the Little Namaha on our right, which we desired to head. And there were so many points, and the ground so broken with circuitous ridges, that an hour was spent in exploring, and determining the right course. In my ride I started up an elk and a large prairie wolf, the only game which we had yet seen except the shy plover, but they gave leg-bail, and as at that moment we were not prepared for a close interview we did not seek a more particular acquaintance. The grass improved in quantity, and there was plenty of water, but no wood; though we had still enough of the latter on our wagons for the present demand. We encamped after a drive of seventeen miles.

MAY 8.

On ascending a hill this morning we found ourselves between the creeks, at a point where it was difficult to determine our road.

There was much difference of opinion upon the subject, and we were all equally wise and keen in looking through a mill stone. Where the true ridge appeared to run, was directly out of our general course, yet there was another ridge in our general direction, and our captain decided to follow it. Taking the spy glass in my hand, I walked about eight miles ahead, over a very broken country, until I reached the apex of a high hill, from which I distinctly saw that the streams united, and that we were between the forks. I was weak and tired and sat down to rest, expecting the train to arrive soon, when they would discover the mistake. My appetite, too, reminded me that there was an emptiness in my pocket cupboard, and the only luxury my larder contained was a vial of quinine — rather slim fare for a hungry man on the plains!

I waited awhile, and the train not making its appearance, I raised the glass to my eye, and discovered them five or six miles off, making a retrograde movement. They had discovered their error, and were retracing their steps, and as there was no other way, it was necessary that I should retrace mine, or go supperless to bed, which, in my condition, to say the least, was very inconvenient to the “creature comfort.” I became very thirsty as well as hungry, but there was no water, and I gathered and ate handfulls of sorrel, which grew abundantly, but I found it but a sorry substitute for meat and drink. Weak and weary as I was, by the aid of quinine I toiled on, and just at nightfall came up to the train, now encamped on the ground which they had left in the morning, where I regaled myself on our camp luxuries of fried bacon and bread. I had made sixteen miles, “over the left,” and learned a lesson to keep near the train, which I remembered for many weeks, though I again forgot it to my sorrow. During the morning some large animal was discovered, at too great a distance to make out what it was. Some of our men rode out and discovered that it was a fine sorrel horse, well shod, which probably had been stolen by the Indians from some train, or had strayed off, and was enjoying the luxury of prairie life, solitary and alone. They tried ineffectually to capture him, but he was too fleet, and too shy for his pursuers to place him in bondage. Distance gained, nothing.

MAY 9.

The country during the forenoon march was hilly and broken. We were desirous of reaching the head of the Big Namaha, as that would bring us upon the St. Joseph road, and we thought a day or two would certainly find us there. The soft ground of the unbeaten prairie compelled us to advance slowly. The trail which we attempted to follow, sometimes disappeared altogether, and we placed our main dependence on keeping the dividing ridge, which ran in one general course.

In the afternoon the country was less broken, and afforded many beautiful views. We were on a ridge with a broad valley on each side, and many little creeks making down into the Namahas, and their courses were marked by timber sparsely growing on their banks. All around the grass was green and luxuriant, and it seemed, as we ascended one rise after another, that each view was still more charming than the other. I did not wonder that the aborigines were attached to their delightful country, and had it been mine, I should have defended my possession against the encroachment of any lawless intruder.

We had contrived up to this time to procure wood enough for cooking purposes, but now it disappeared, and in place of it there was an abundance of rosin weed, which was an excellent substitute. This contained a resinous gum, which exuded under the leaves, and it burned freely. It seemed as if when we were about to be deprived of one essential comfort, Providence had substituted another for our good, and an armfull of these excellent stalks could be gathered in a few minutes.

Having gained sufficient strength, I reported myself accordingly, and for the first time was detailed as one of the night guard. At the appointed time I shouldered my rifle, and commenced my two hours tour of duty. The night was dark, though clear, and there was not even a bush to magnify into an Indian. But I found it a glorious opportunity to think, and as I

“Pac’d my lonely rounds,”

old reminiscences passed rapidly before me, so that my guard was by no means a work of labor. I reviewed the scenes of a somewhat eventful life, checkered with good and evil fortune, from boyhood, when, with my early and still loved friend, Ed. Morgan, I got into a glorious scrape, in throwing fire balls to frighten the girls of a boarding school; the parental lecture which followed; then of the love scenes of later years, during which I fooled one good looking girl, and pulled the wool over her eyes in such a way as to make her believe I was a handsome young scamp, and she took me for better or worse, and is now the mother of my children; then other friends came up, as in Richmond’s dream, not to frighten, but to enkindle old feelings of endearment; in short, I was in a most glorious train of thought, when the sergeant of the guard shouted, in the stillness of the night, “relief turn out,” and soon my retrospections were buried, like my head, between two as good blankets as ever covered a nomad specimen of humanity.

Alas! for poor human nature, California was many days journey distant, and I had ample time to indulge in day dreams and retrospections, before I “dragged my weary length along” in the valley of the Sacramento. Distance eighteen miles.

MAY 10.

The scenery continued much the same, with no important incident, and we drove about sixteen miles.

MAY 11.

We had a capital breakfast — a change from our ordinary fare. Occasionally, men’s appetites grow aristocratic on the plains, and for once we felt disposed to indulge in this anti-plebeian taste.

A raccoon had been killed on the previous day, and an ample share was divided with our mess. As the merit of fresh meat is not properly appreciated at home, where it is too common, owing no doubt to the ordinary way of preparing it, I beg leave to append a recipe for the best mode of preparing coons for the delicate taste of epicures. MEM. First catch your coon and kill him, skin him, and take out the entrails; cut off his head, which throw away; then if you have water to spare, wash the carcass clean, but if you have not, omit the washing. Parboil an hour to take out the strong musk, then roast it before the fire on a stick. While it is roasting, walk ten miles, fasting, to get an appetite, then tear it to pieces with your fingers, and it will relish admirably with a little salt and pepper, if you happen to have them. A tin cup of coffee without milk, taken with it, makes, under the circumstances, a feast fit for the gods.

During the day we saw antelopes for the first time, but they were extremely shy, and our hunters could not approach them near enough to get a shot. They played around at a distance, and frequently stopped to gaze at our train as it passed along, with evident wonder, as if to ask what strange race we were, and what the dickens we were doing on their stamping ground.

We crossed the Pawnee trails in the course of the day, but the lords of the soil still kept aloof. About noon we came to a tributary of the Great Namaha, which we crossed by building a bridge, and here we found the trail again, and the remains of a bridge which the emigrant train had built four years before. We were in momentary expectation of reaching the St. Joseph road, and every eye was strained in the distance to catch the first view of the throng, who, like ourselves, were bound upon a golden voyage, but still we saw it not. Distance seventeen miles.

MAY 12.

During the night it rained again, and we found the road heavy, but the day was cool, and our course was direct.

At noon we reached the Little Namaha, where it was necessary to build a bridge before we could cross. We found a beautiful encampment, decidedly the best which we had had, on the margin of the stream, with an abundance of luxuriant grass and wood, and which put us in admirable spirits. We had now arrived at the point when we supposed a few hours drive would bring us to the road, and we were congratulating ourselves upon soon meeting the face of civilized men and fellow travelers. There was a broad bottom covered with rich green, bounded by a hill miles in extent, and the stream was fringed by a luxuriant growth of trees. Antelopes were running about in all directions, and the river was covered with ducks, swimming lightly about, while the opposite side was variegated with dead and green patches of grass, which covered the swells of the back ground as far as we could see. The men went cheerily to work, and during the afternoon a good bridge was built, the steep banks dug down, and a good place for crossing was made. Peter Hoes and myself took our rifles and sauntered out a couple of miles, and after crossing ditches, forcing our way through bushes, and getting tired, returned to camp without getting a single shot, much to our chagrin. At night we had a grand illumination. The dry grass on the opposite bank was on fire for a long distance, and as occasionally a current of air swept along, the blaze in a huge semi-circle glared up through the darkness like a sea of fire, rolling along from place to place, as the dry grass became ignited, with a most grand and pleasing effect. B. K. Thorne proved to be the best marksman of our mess for the day, and returned from an excursion with several ducks. Distance eight miles.

MAY 13.

After breakfasting on our ducks in the most approved method of prairie cooking, we crossed our bridge without difficulty, doubling our teams to haul the wagons up the steep bank on the opposite side, and pursued our way through the same kind of country as on the preceding day.

The fable of the turkey that twisted his neck off in watching a man walking around his perch, came forcibly to mind, for our own necks were strained and twisted in trying to get a glimpse of the expected road. Yet no such catastrophe of falling heads occurred, although the long wished for object did not present itself to our view. Inquiries were made of each other, which none could answer — “How far is it to the road?” Maps were consulted, but this route had never been laid down, and the perspective glass was in constant use, but all to no effect. At noon we came to another tributary of the Little Namaha, which we thought certainly was the last. Over this we made a bridge in a short time, and at night encamped where there was plenty of grass and water, but no wood.

Antelope and elk were seen in great numbers, and a regular hunting corps was organized, composed of six in number, but they were generally unsuccessful, and our supplies of fresh meat mostly continued to run at large in a whole skin. Captain Greene and Mr. Fredenburg went out a mile or two, and thought they discovered the timber of the Big Blue, but were probably mistaken. Distance eighteen miles.

MAY 14.

George Whitikins! how it rained during the night. It seemed as if heaven’s artillery was firing a salvo over our devoted heads, and every flash of lightning was instantly answered by a crashing sound of thunder. No harm was done, however, except preventing our heavy eye-lids from closing. We made a circuitous march to avoid crossing streams, and it appeared by the map that we had been traveling for the last three days nearly parallel with the road. We struck the old trail again in the course of the day, which we had lost; indeed, we had long given up all attempts to follow it, and relied chiefly on the compass, keeping the dividing ridge where we could. Old Mr. Greene and myself were in advance of the train some three or four miles, when we came to what we supposed to be Wyeth’s Run, a fine stream twice as large as the Namaha. The train stopped by a pond of water, and we returned, when a consultation was held, at which it was decided that the company should change its present course, and strike the St. Joseph road as soon as possible, not doubting that we must be within one day’s drive of it, and for this purpose it became necessary to cross the stream. The country was higher, the ridges more level, and of greater breadth than they had been, but the hills were more abrupt and the hollows deeper than we had found before. Wild onions of an excellent flavor were growing in abundance, and we found in the low grounds wild potatoes and artichokes of small size, which were luxuries to us, and relished exceedingly well with our “hog and hominy” fare. Distance sixteen miles.

MAY 15.

Doctor Hall, in searching for his cattle which had strayed off, brought in a report that he had discovered a good ford through the stream, about a mile from our encampment, and before breakfast he rode down with Mr. Greene to reconnoitre. They found it excellent, and we named it Hall’s Ford, in honor of its discoverer and it was duly consecrated by an involuntary baptism of Mr. Greene. The old gentleman rode in to sound the depth, when his saddle-girth gave way, and he slid, body and breeches, over the mule’s head into the water; but as cold baths are recommended by physicians, he consoled himself upon the water-cure principle against future disease.

Notwithstanding the consecration, fate claimed a mite for her share from the old gentleman, for when the train was about to ford, he rode in to show the way, when the girth gave way a second time, and made a cold-water man again of him: then he claimed the honor of being the best marksman in the company, for without firing a shot he had got a brace of ducks — certainly two duckings in one morning. On ascending the opposite hill, we found a level prairie, over which we traveled in a west-south-west direction all day, and at night encamped by an unknown stream of considerable size, flowing through a broad and beautiful bottom, skirted by trees and shrubs, but there was no sign of the road.

In fact, we did not know where we were — we had no trail to follow; the maps of that portion of the country were necessarily imperfect, and our wanderings and windings resembled those of the children of Israel in the wilderness; and although we knew the road lay somewhere south of us, and by the map should have been at hand, we were often obliged to make long detours to avoid hills and streams. And we found so many of the latter not laid down, that we could not determine with precision, those which were marked on the map. Our indefatigable pioneer, old Mr. Greene, determined to search for the trail once more during the day, and while the train went on, he set out without guide or compass, depending upon his long experience in traveling over prairies, and his rifle for safety. In the mean time we reached our place of encampment, on what we supposed to be the main branch of Wyeth’s Run. Three of our hunters, including Mr. Greene, had not returned, and as night approached we looked somewhat anxiously for them. A little before sun-set our captain took the flag and went on an eminence, which commanded an extensive view of the prairie, that he might serve as a beacon to our belated brethren. At length the old gentleman was seen about half a mile distant, and exchanged signals with the captain. Suddenly he changed his course, and dashed off across the plain as fast as his mule could carry him, and soon disappeared among the inequalities of the ground. The shades of night were closing in, and still he did not appear. At length darkness came on, the hunters returned without having seen him, and the whole thing seemed to be involved in a mystery which we could not explain. A party went upon the hill, and after kindling a large beacon fire, discharged vollies from their rifles for a long time, and then a torch was prepared, which was left standing. But all was in vain. Time slowly wore on, the roll was called, guard set, and no one lay down that night upon his hard bed, without an anxious feeling for the safety of our brave old pioneer. Distance sixteen miles.

MAY 16.

The morning came in gloomily; the sky, though calm, was shrouded in clouds, and anxiety on account of Mr. Greene brought every man to his feet at the earliest dawn. A voluteer party of six men started out in search of him, resolved to spare no exertion in ascertaining his fate, and to find him, if within the range of possibility. Another party, under the direction of our noble captain and Mr. Snelling, our wagon master, set to work on the bridge, over which we were to cross the stream, but gloom generally pervaded our camp, and a party was left on the look-out from the hill for our old pioneer. About eleven o’clock a shout arose from those on the look-out, and the old gentleman made his appearance over a knoll. The word was passed, “He’s coming,” “He’s coming!” All rushed from their labors to welcome him, and a treble round was fired as a fue de joie for his safe return. It seems that upon approaching our camp in the evening, he recognized his son, the captain, but at the same time an antelope started up near him, and he thought it a capital chance to have a shot, and although he had eaten nothing since early in the morning, with the hardihood of a true western hunter, he started off in pursuit. The foolish animal, instead of quietly waiting to have his skin bored with a bullet, led him a chase of two or three miles, and succeeded in getting away, and he lost the direction to our camp. With perfect composure he took the saddle from his mule, and wrapping himself in his blanket, lay down, with no music but the howling of wolves to lull him to sleep. The rising sun showed him his true direction, when he mounted and rode into camp, much to our relief. Upon his coming in, a second party was sent out after those who were in search of him, and it was not until night that our company was all re-united, to talk over the “mistakes of a night,” and laugh off the effect which the strange course of events had produced upon us.

The uncertainty of our position gave all a feeling of anxiety on the subject, and our orderly sergeant, John Traverse, volunteered, with Morrell, to go out and explore the country in the direction of the road. They walked in a southerly direction about fourteen miles, and returned at night, without making any discoveries as to our locality, and brought the unwelcome intelligence that they had not found the road. Ridge after ridge was passed, creek after creek was forded, without success, until the declining sun admonished them to return; but it was still resolved to continue our west-south-west course.

Some of our men were successful in catching fish, and we were enabled to add another luxury to our meagre fare. Distance nothing.

MAY 17.

The bridge being completed, we left our excellent campground, crossed the stream, and passed over a charming bottom of more than two miles in width, before we reached the high table-land of the prairie on the south. Although our anxiety to reach the road was great, we were in good spirits and not daunted, for fifty able bodied men, well armed and provided with the substantial comforts of life, were not to be easily discouraged. Wild onions grew in abundance on the bottom. They were about the size of a hickorynut, and covered with a kind of close net-work, which is stripped off like a husk, leaving the onion clear and bright, and equal in flavor to any I ever ate. Signs of buffalo began to appear, and we passed several skeletons which were bleaching on the plain, but we saw none alive of the family with the “r’al hump, tail, horns and all.” We were strongly impressed with the idea that this was a glorious country for the mastodon and all sorts of mammoths to curvet in, as there was plenty of room, and I made the following memoranda: “If we see signs of any before we reach the road, which is quite likely, I’ll make a note of it in my journal.” The water was execrable. Distance fifteen miles.



CHAPTER III.

BIG NAMAHA — LOST RUN — THE BIG BLUE — DRY WEED FUEL — NO WATER — PRAIRIE DOGS — ONION FAMILY — TABLE LAND — S. S. COURSE — ROAD FOUND — NINETEEN DAYS ON PRAIRIE — COMPANIES OF GOLD SEEKERS — LITTLE BLUE — SAND HILLS — VALLEY OF THE PLATTE — MUDDY MISSOURI — FORT KEARNY — ST. JOSEPH ROAD UNITED — COLDER ATMOSPHERE — MEETING OLD FRIENDS — CAPTAIN TUTT — INDIAN COMPANY — THE FORT — WILLOW — SEVERE RAIN STORM.

SINCE leaving the Missouri we have seen scarcely any rock. Occasionally, where the bluff was worn by the water, gravel appeared, and near the head of the Big Namaha a few granite boulders appeared scattered around, and still higher on the Little Namaha their strata of limestone schist appeared. When we forded Lost Run, probably a tributary of Wyeth’s, the bottom of the stream was a dark limestone shade, and this was the only appearance of rock up to this point, perhaps two hundred miles from the Missouri. For days not a gravel stone was seen in the deep, rich soil of the prairie, and instead of the fine gravel beds of our eastern brooks, here we found nothing but quick-sand or mud. The water of the streams was softer even than rain water, though very palatable, yet we were frequently compelled to resort to holes in the hollows, and in sloughs, for this indispensable article, when at a distance from streams. The soil is a rich black mould, well suited for wheat, hemp, and cereal grains, but the scarcity of timber and stone is a great impediment to its immediate settlement. There was no indication of coal within the scope of my observation, but twice in the Namaha country I observed appearances of iron.

We found the country during this day’s drive very level, and a little after noon we reached a plain, where there was not a tree or shrub, nor a sign of life except our own train, as far as the eye could extend. The glare of the sun upon the distant plain resembled the waves of a sea, and there were appearances of islands and groves, from the effect of the mirage.

Towards the hour for our noon halt, we passed the height of table land which turned the waters in the direction of the Big Blue, and we began almost imperceptibly to descend. The grass was dry and scanty, there was no water in sight, not even a slough, and the soil was thin and light — decidedly the poorest which we had seen since leaving the Missouri. Badger holes were numerous, and occasionally our hunters brought an animal of that species in, which we found quite palatable. As we were about making up our minds to pass the night without water and grass for our cattle, while ascending a slight elevation a broad meadow, two or three miles in extent, lay before us, in which was a fine pond. Captain Greene had advanced about a mile beyond this, and reported another smaller meadow and pond, and being anxious to get as far as we could, we drove on to it. For the last few days the rosin-weed had disappeared, and our fuel was dry weeds and buffalo excrement, which served us quite well to boil our coffee and fry our bacon. We had been able to keep a direct course through the day, from the nature of the country, and made a good drive of eighteen miles.

MAY 19.

The country resembled that of the previous day, with no water except occasionally in sloughs; and as we looked over the broad expanse of prairie, till earth and sky seemed to blend, we could not repress a feeling of loneliness. We passed during the day a large town of prairie-dogs, but its inhabitants, having notice of our approach, did not vouchsafe their presence to welcome us, and we gained no information with regard to their peculiar manners and customs. The little hillocks which marked their abodes stood arranged in regular order, with streets about twenty feet wide, crossing at right angles. Notwithstanding we had no fuel but such as has been previously mentioned, and that scarce, our appetites were so keen that we could have devoured our bacon — aye, perhaps a young prairie-dog, without the usual process of cooking; and had an elephant made his appearance, we might have been able to have masticated one of his tushes by way of dessert. We observed a rich pink flower blooming from bunches of a bright green color, from which many of our men formed nosegays, for its fragrant odor. After a while some of them had the curiosity to taste this rare plant, and found it to be nothing more or less than wild cives, of an excellent quality, when in a moment, the nosegays were thrown aside, and a supply of this member of the onion family gathered for our evening meal.
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