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  Once again, for Louise




  Still, it is not so much the anthropophagi and men whose heads do grow beneath their shoulders that one listens for in this firelight as Othello’s other themes, antres vast and desarts idle, moving accidents by flood and field, hairbreadth ’scapes i’ the imminent deadly breach, and being taken by the insolent foe. . . . Murder, starvation, massacre, endurance, the will not to die.




  —BERNARD DE VOTO


  Across the Wide Missouri (1947)




  EDITOR’S NOTE





  THE THICK PACKET of manuscript known as the Griffith Papers was discovered in the storage rooms of the public library at Hidalgito, New Mexico, during an inventory of donated materials preparatory to that institution’s centennial in 1995. Ms. Wanda Chatsworth, who found the papers, recognized immediately that they held more than ordinary historical interest and called them to the attention of this editor, a professor of American studies at Rocky Mountain College.




  Written late in life by Capt. Dillon Griffith (1815-1907), the papers are of historical interest in that they deal, among other things, with the middle and later years of the author’s longtime friend and business partner, James Pierson Beckwourth, a controversial figure in the early Rocky Mountain fur trade. Beckwourth (1798-1866), one of the rare “mountain men” of African-American descent, is often mentioned in early chronicles of the fur trade, usually—given the prejudices of the period—in less than kindly terms.




  In The Oregon Trail (1849), Francis Parkman wrote: “Six years ago a fellow named Jim Beckwourth, a mongrel of French, American, and Negro blood, was trading for the Fur Company, in a large village of the Crows. Jim Beckwourth . . . is a ruffian of the worst stamp; bloody and treacherous, without honor or honesty; such at least is the character he bears upon the prairie. Yet in his case the standard rules of character fail, for though he will stab a man in his sleep, he will also perform the most desperate acts of daring. . . .” Beckwourth’s own autobiography, The Life & Adventures of James P. Beckwourth: Mountaineer, Scout, and Pioneer: And Chief of the Crow Nation of Indians (Boston, 1856), ghostwritten by one Thomas D. Bonner, was roundly condemned by two generations of American historians as bombastic, selfserving, and totally inaccurate. Beckwourth entered the literature as a “gaudy liar.”




  He appears quite otherwise in these papers. Perhaps it is time for a reappraisal of Beckwourth’s career. This memoir provides a good starting place. I am presently at work on such a scholarly study.




  


  THE PAPERS, HANDWRITTEN in India ink on high-grade vellum, had lain unread for more than sixty years in a calfskin trunk at the Hidalgito Public Library. They had been carefully wrapped in oilskin, tied with a red ribbon, now faded, and overlaid with a jumble of daguerreotypes and photographs; a brace of cap-and-ball Colt Walker pistols; an assortment of tomahawks, arrowheads, lance points; and half a dozen crisp, woolly items that proved to be Native American scalps. (An attempt is under way to return these latter items to the tribes from which they were wrongfully taken.) Existing records do not indicate who donated the trunk to the library. A label attached to its handle bears the date “May 26, 1934” and appears to be written in the hand of the late James Quiller Parkes, who served as Hidalgito’s public librarian from 1923 to 1946.




  Ms. Chatsworth, knowing my keen interest in the history of the Rocky Mountain West, especially the fur trade, and having read my earlier studies of such figures as Josiah Pilcher, Samuel Tulloch, Zenas Leonard, Peter Skene Ogden, and the Patties, father and son, asked me to appraise the manuscript for authenticity. Such internal evidence as dates, handwriting comparisons, and analysis of both paper and ink was found to be consistent with the story’s purported provenance. At Ms. Chatsworth’s request, I have edited the papers for publication, all proceeds save my personal expenses and a modest fee to go to a fund that might save the library from impending extinction.




  Beyond correcting some minor spelling errors and anachronistic punctuation, there has been little editing to do. The narrative falls logically into three parts, two written by the hand of Capt. Dillon Griffith, another by the hand of his older brother, Owen. These parts I have broken into chapters where it seemed the author’s intention. As to the story, I found it compelling, though the squeamish might be forewarned that the narrative is fraught with violence, not to mention attitudes and expressions regarding women and minorities offensive to enlightened contemporary sensibilities. That, though, might be said of all Western history “in the raw” and, indeed, of human history from the beginning of time.




  —Dr. L. J. Kenton


  Audie Murphy Professor of American Studies


  Rocky Mountain College


  Sixgun, Colorado
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  EIGHTY-FIVE YEARS have sped beneath my boot heels, and suddenly I find myself old. I can no longer walk, thanks to a bullet which nicked my spine half a century ago but only last winter crippled me for good. Yet I still remain capable of driving a carriage, and even of riding a horse, if someone will be so kind as to hoist me into the saddle. Each morning I go my rounds of the rancho, one way or the other. Herds of blood horses range the grasslands, intermixed with clusters of portly shorthorn beef cattle. The cattle feed on grama, that most nutritious of grasses; the horses snort, flirt their tails, stare at me with fiery eyes, then gallop away. Great golden eagles turn high in the cobalt skies; coyotes sing at night to the rising of the moon. Everywhere is the perfume of dust and flowers. Groves of oranges and lemons surround the house, watered from a crystalline stream that descends from the surrounding hills. All told, it is not a bad life.




  Still, I had never thought to see the year 1900 turn up on the calendar, and it’s coming soon. What an odd and alien number it seems. As this century ends—my century—I cannot help but think back on the changes it has wrought. Changes in me, of course, and not only the ones inherent in aging, but changes to the people I’ve loved as well; changes to the very land that’s sustained us so long and so well.




  Sitting here of a hot, lazy summer afternoon, at the cusp of this new age, on the veranda of my modest estancia, La Casa Pequeña, up in the dry cerillos just south of Santa Fe, I find myself looking out at the baldheaded mountains and the sere, yellow plains beyond. The images come ghosting back to me. So concrete are they, so urgent, almost palpable, that I feel I must record their histories before they pass from human remembrance. No one will ever read this memoir, so I can tell the truth about what happened.




  The ghosts beg for truth.




  I see the great buffalo herds, long gone now, careering over the plains from horizon to horizon beneath a boiling tan cloud of their own generation, and the great grizzly bears that descended like avalanches upon our caballadas to carry whole horses off between their jaws, while bullets bounced from their dirty white hides like so many puny snowballs. I see the heavy-jawed lobos lurching ungainly over the prairie, their yellow eyes set on destruction; the bighorn sheep bouncing from crag to crag in the high country; and antelope flashing their heliographs through a shimmering haze of prairie heat.




  I see the tribes, Crow and Blackfoot and Apache, Cheyenne, Comanche, Kiowa, Ute, in all their painted fury, proud and fierce, fearsome in war yet deeply spiritual, and capable of tortures beyond even the imagination of old Torquemada. I hear their drums, their war cries.




  I see my brother, tall and pale, his eyes deep-sunk in madness.




  I see his haunted lover, doomed, maimed, murderous, lance in hand, death in her strong dark face.




  I see my wife, as she was so long ago, a warm, cheerful, devil-may- care Indian maiden out for a jolly good time; then later as mate and mother, serious, loving, resourceful.




  I see Spybuck, the embittered Shawnee who was my friend from the start, and I see red-whiskered, wild-eyed Lafcadio Dade, who became our mortal enemy.




  I see my children, living and dead, and must look away for a moment.




  


  IT’S A SAD thing outliving all that you loved.




  


  BUT MOST CLEARLY I see Jim.




  He it was who taught me the West.




  Ah, Jim, how you’d laugh at all of this today. Steel rails, which had scarce reached the Mississippi when I first crossed that noble stream, now gird the continent; humming wires carry messages from coast to coast at the speed of light, where once only smoke signals blossomed. My granddaughter has had installed in the hallway of our home a device called a telephone, which allows her to speak with her friends in Santa Fe as if they were in the next room.




  There are streetlights now in the dark calles not only of Santa Fe, but of San Francisco de Taos and Nuestra Señora de Socorro.




  And just today I had a visitor arrive in a horseless carriage, the first I’d ever seen. A Duryea it was, I learned later, red as hellfire, puttering and backfiring its way up the mountain. To my amazement, it wheeled through the gate, belching smoke and clattering like a tinsmith’s shop in an earthquake, and exploded its way to a halt at my door.




  “Captain Griffith, I presume?” said the driver, dismounting and lifting a pair of rubber-rimmed goggles. He wore a white duster over his city clothes, and a little checkered cap atop his blond, oiled hair. He had a little waxed mustache, too, which he smoothed back with a delicate finger. He had one of those unctuous southern voices, educated, elegant, smooth as Kentucky bourbon.




  “Could be,” I told him. “Depends on who you are and just what you presume to do.”




  “Wentworth Champion of the Santa Fe Republican,” he announced with a slight bow. “At your service, sir. I have driven all this way from the capital in my brand-new Duryea motorcar just to interview you for our Sunday edition.”




  “What do you feed that thing to make it fart so loud?” I asked.




  He was taken aback at first, then laughed a weak little waxy laugh. “It eats gazarene, Captain Griffith, a whole gallon to get it this far. But I fear the poor beast is suffering from indigestion at the moment. Perhaps some water in the feed line?”




  “Give it a dose of castor oil,” I said. “That’ll do the trick.”




  He removed his duster and the checkered cap, mopped his brow with a monogrammed handkerchief. It was hot in the sun, cool in the shade of the veranda. “May I join you?” he asked.




  “Suit yourself.”




  No sooner had he seated himself in a cane chair opposite me than my granddaughter Esperanza emerged from the shady kitchen with a platter. On it was balanced a pitcher of lemonade tinkling with ice, some glasses, and a plate of her crisp sugar cookies. ’Speranza is a pretty girl—I’d say a beautiful one—with lustrous black hair and a golden brown complexion. She has confided to me that she feels her nose is a bit too long, her eyes too black, too wide-set, too large and catlike—too much like those of an indio—but she looks just like her grandmother. I have assured her that her beauty is that of the angels of this land, but still she glances doubtfully at her image in the hallway mirror each time she passes.




  She poured our lemonade and withdrew.




  “Very well mannered,” said Champion. “And prompt, too. It’s so hard to get good servants these days. Most of these Indians and mestizos, I must say, they’re as bad as niggers … but then after all it is the Land of Poco Tiempo, is it not?”




  “I guess so. Now what did you wish to ask me?”




  “I’d like to know what it was like in the old days,” he said.




  I pulled a jug of aguardiente—the old Taos Lightning—from beneath the Navajo blanket that covered my thin shanks and sweetened my glass of lemonade, two quick glugs’ worth. I offered the bottle to Champion. He pursed his lips, frowned, and said, “No, thank you,” then withdrew a notebook from the inside jacket pocket of his seersucker suit. He unscrewed a fountain pen, poised it over the page, and asked, “Is it true you were a mountain man?”




  I laughed.




  “I’m a man, sure enough, and if you misdoubt me I shall whip back this blanket, unbutton my fly and display the proper credentials, wrinkled though they be. And you know I live on a mountain, having driven your spiffy Door-yay up here to my door just this very afternoon. Not to put too fine a point on it, Mister Champion: yes, in that sense I was a mountain man, and indeed remain one to this very day.”




  “No, no, sir. You miss my meaning. I have reference to the fur trade of the 1820s, et sequelae. The beaver trade, as it then was. I have heard talk from certain usually trustworthy sources in the capital that you played a part in that era of glory. The Opening of the West. The Taming of the Tribes. The Blazing of the Emigrant Trails. Forerunners to the pioneers. Et cetera. Were you that kind of a mountain man, Captain Griffith?”




  “The term wasn’t used much in those days,” I said. “Easterners made it up. We were just trappers. Or fur traders if you want to play it elegant. As to the opening of the West, why, it was pretty much open when we got here. Those very tribes you say we tamed had trails all through the durned place. And we didn’t tame them so much as they wilded us.”




  “But you did participate, I take it. When did you first come west?”




  “ ‘Thirty-three.”




  He made his first note, then said, “So you must have known some of the great ones. James Bridger, Thomas Fitzpatrick, Jedediah Strong Smith, William Sublette, the Bents?”




  “Never met Smith. The Comanch’ rubbed him out in ’31,1 believe. Down on the Cimarron crossing. The others? Ayuh.”




  “ ‘Ayuh?’? Is that an Apache word?”




  “No, it’s Vermontish. Where I grew up before I came west. Means ‘yep.’ Your Indians mostly say, ‘Ugh.’ ” Well, they don’t, but I was sick of this fellow already.




  “I’m told you once knew the notorious nigger scalp hunter, horse thief, and braggart Jim Beckwourth. I recently read his preposterous autobiography and wonder if you could corroborate a few points for me, or refute them preferably. Clear some things up?”




  “No.”




  “I’m sorry; what do you mean?”




  “I mean I won’t corroborate or refute anything for you, nor clear up any matter save this: that you’re not welcome here. Esperanza Quemado, the young woman who served us our lemonade, is my granddaughter. She is one-quarter white, one-quarter Crow Indian, and half Mexican. Her father, Sergeant Victorio Quemado, served with me against Sibley’s Texans at Valverde and Apache Canyon, during the late unpleasantness known as the Civil War, and later married one of my ‘half-breed’ daughters. Captain James P. Beckwourth was not only a business partner of mine for many years, but my closest friend. He was no ‘nigger.’ I know your type, Mister Champion. If I’m not mistaken, there’s a touch of Dixie in your manner of speech. You’re contemptuous of Indians, Mexicans, Jews, ’breeds, and especially blacks. You also despise ‘squaw men,’ and of course I am one of them. No man with your attitude could begin to understand the West I knew and grew up in, and anything I might tell you of the truth of it you will doubtless warp to your own prejudices. Now if you’ve finished with your lemonade, I’ll thank you to remount your clattering steed and depart my estancia, pronto.”




  “I … I … Well, sir, I nevah …” He stood and I swear it looked to me as if he were groping for a gauntlet with which to slap my face and call me out for a duel at dawn under the moss-draped live oaks. Or perhaps he was reaching for a derringer to assuage his honor right there.




  “Never is the right word,” I said. “Not in a million years.”




  From beneath the Navajo blanket I withdrew a revolver, my old .44-caliber Colt Walker. It is an awesome weapon, and had its desired effect.




  Wentworth Champion skedaddled.




  What would you make of all this?




  Ah, Jim.. …




  


  IN HIS DAY he was the Bloody Arm of the Sparrowhawk People, who inflicted traumatic baldness on a thousand thousand enemies. He was the Big Bowl, the Bull’s Robe, the Antelope. He was the White-Handled Knife. He was the Morning Star, the Medicine Calf. He was Is-ko-chu-e-chu-re, the Enemy of Horses, the greatest thief of riding stock ever known among a tribe of excellent horse thieves. Best in the West, he always said.




  To hear him tell it, he stood seven feet tall in his moccasins with shoulders a yard wide. He had more Indian names than wives, for a fact, and he had a full dozen of the latter—ten with the Grows alone and anyway two among the Blackfoot.




  His smile was bright as the Ghost Trail that splits the sky of a cold clear prairie midnight. His scowl could set the Rocky Mountains themselves to trembling from the Río Bravo del Norte clear up to the Milk. His scalp yell diverted whole rivers. Oh, yes, it did.




  He had by his own testimony—and who so brave as to doubt him aloud?—run ninety-five miles in a single day, dawn to dark, pursued by half the howling Blackfoot nation. It took him three whole days just to rest up from that escapade.




  He was my friend James Pierson Beckwourth, trapper, trader, explorer, poet, war chief, and no man dared call him nigger.




  


  OLD JIM HE was a wonder, sure. Lived among the savages all those years; I only really got to know him later, and he could spin a yarn some, but most of it sounded like the truth. Some newspaperman in California named Bonner wrote a whole book about him, most of which was bosh, but as Jim said, he wrote an elegant prose. Still, it was too damned slick for me. I read it some years ago. To hell with it. Read this account instead if you want Jim straight.




  That winter in Absaroka we lived in a buffalo skin lodge all black near the top from wood smoke and the smoke from dry buffalo dung up in the foothills on a south-facing slope. Lots of snow to the height of five feet on the ground but plenty of sun. Plenty buffalo down in the flats.




  The first name the red men gave him was the White-Handled Knife. The white-handled knife Jim always had with him. He used it on beaver and buff’ and the heads of the slain, though he never cut any wood with it. It was your customary butcher’s blade with the haft wrapped in a long strip of white silk Jim had taken from a Blackfoot war chief he had killed on Hams Fork some years earlier. He always washed the silk clean when it got too dark from the blood of his enemies. I saw him wash it three times that winter while I was with him on the Absaroka. He boiled water over a special medicine fire he built of white osier. He got that name from the Sho-sho-nees he came up with when he was with Gen. William Ashley in 1823 or ’24. They call them the Snakes by sign. Good people, but they, too, will kill you if they take a mind to it.




  “I next met up with the Blackfoot,” he told me. “And I married one. You can just bet it was nice to be with a woman after all that time with mountaineers. They called her Plume in Blackfoot. She was very pretty but had a sassy mouth.”




  One time the Blackfeet brought three scalps into camp. They were white scalps, and Jim said he got mighty sore. Would not dance the scalp dance that night and told Plume she could not dance either. That was the hair of his friends and partners, he said. But she went out and danced anyway. A white trapper named Dick Gant was living in Jim’s lodge at the time and looked out and says, “Your lady is a mighty fine dancer, Jim; look at her go.” Jim looks out the lodge and sees her whooping it up out there and waxes wroth. He grabs his battle-ax and goes out and walks right through the dancers and whacks his wife alongside the head.




  She drops like a brainshot elk.




  Well, the Blackfoot grabbed him, angry as you might imagine, and wanted to take his hair right then. But Plume’s father, Old Lodgepole, stopped them. He said, “She was too sassy; her ears were blocked. You kill your wives if they do not obey you. Why shouldn’t he?”




  So they saw the wisdom in that.




  And Lodgepole said, “Here, Knife, I give you my second daughter for a bride to replace the sassy one. She’s prettier anyway and very obedient.” Jim took the younger sister, whose name was Painted Turtle, and went back to his tepee. He was under the robes with her that night and just dozing off when he heard something whimpering outside the tent. “That damn dog,” he said, and pulled open the flap. In crawled Plume, her hair all stiff with blood. He hadn’t killed her after all. “Now my ears are unblocked,” she said, “and I will not be sassy anymore.” So Jim had two Blackfoot wives now to keep him warm on a winter’s night, one to each side of him under the buffalo robes.




  


  THE WAY I met old Jim, I had come up the Platte River from Cabanné’s trading post near where the city of Omaha now stands in the spring of 1833 with my brother, Owen Griffith, and a small party of fur traders bound for the Rocky Mountains. We headed up the North Fork of the Platte River, past Scott’s Bluff, crossed the Ghugwater and Laramie rivers in early May, and then in the Black Hills of the Medicine Bow range while running buffalo were jumped by a band of Arikara Indians. The very sky rained arrows. None of those boys could shoot with any accuracy. They were green and scared. Not that I was any braver. The Rees rubbed out most of the party, took their scalps, cut off their private parts, tied some of the boys upside down to a tall wagon wheel, and burnt them on a slow fire. They screamed some, all but Captain Wofford, the leader of our expedition. He did not have time to yell. The first arrow to fall took him right through the brainpan.




  The wagon had lost one of its wheels in the chase and lay lopsided. When the Rees saw that they could spin the opposite wheel freely over the fire, they took turns at it with a man tied to the rim, so that he cooked even slower than he would hanging head-down over the flames.




  They laughed at that one you can bet.




  When the whooping stopped only my brother Owen and I were left alive, along with a Shawnee scout named Golightly Spybuck. The three of us were trussed up like hogs for the killing.




  “Oh, these bastards!” said Owney.




  Then a couple of Rees grabbed me, slapped me around some, and cut at my face with their quirts. They began to tie me to the wheel.




  Well, I am ashamed to say I wet my pants about then.




  “Be brave, Dill!” yelled Owney. “Don’t yell; don’t give them the satisfaction!”




  I heard the Shawnee Spybuck chuckle at that.




  The Rees were saving him for last.




  


  THEN A BIG war party of Sparrowhawks came swooping in to save us, and a big Negro was their leader.




  Well, the lead and arrows flew thick as the good red devils drove the bad ones off. Fusees banged, bows twanging. The ugly wet sound of hatchets slicing meat. I saw a flint-tipped lance shatter on the skull of an old Ree, and his battle-ax come around to chop the Grow who’d speared him, blood everywhere. The toughest of the Grows—we could tell they were of that tribe from the length of their hair, some with coiffures nearly as long as the warriors themselves were tall—was a dark stocky fellow riding a speckle-rumped Nez Percé pony; he swung his ax fast as a dragonfly’s wings, took down at least five of the Rees by himself in that quick, loud little fight. Then he reined in and trotted his pony over to where I lay tied to the wheel. And he cut me down.




  Seeing that he was a Negro, or at least part a one, I immediately thought of a man I had heard about, Edward Rose, part African, part white, part Cherokee Indian, who was said to be a good friend of the Grows, some say a chief among them.




  “Mister Rose,” I said, “oh, bless you for saving us!”




  It was like I’d shot him. His face, black enough to begin with, now went even darker. He said something in Grow to his warriors. Two of them jumped down from their ponies and grabbed me upside down and tied me that way again to the wagon wheel. There was tinder and pieces of dry, fast-burning sagebrush piled up in the fire heap, with broken floorboards from the wagon bed on top of it, and these boys grabbed out their fire steels and pieces of flint and started to strike sparks. They were grinning all the while like it was only a Sunday school picnic.




  “Wait a minute,” I said. “What are you doing? Are you going to bum me anyway?”




  The black chief had turned his back on me, but now he spun round again.




  “I am not Mister Edward Rose,” said he. “Mister Rose was a Negro and a very bad man, a thief, a damned liar, and a disgrace to everything America stands for. And anyway, he was rubbed out last winter up on the Yellowstone, along with old Hugh Glass, by these same damn river pirates, the Ankara. I am a white man, born in the Old Dominion, though I live amongst these ignorant but innocent Sparrowhawk Indians and am honored to be one of their war chiefs. My name is Captain James P. Beckwourth, and I am surprised you do not know of me,”




  I tried to swallow there, upside down on the wheel, and had a hard time. You try it once. Then I said, “Well, Captain Beckwourth, I am sorry I mistook you for Mister Rose. Please forgive the error. It must be that the sun has darkened your skin so, living out here on the prairie as you do, but now I can see you are white all right, whiter even than I.”




  He smiled then, and yes, his smile was bright all right, and very welcome to me at that moment, I can assure you. He jumped down off his pony and strode over to cut me down from the wheel. He pulled me to my feet and slapped me on the shoulder.




  “I knew you would see reason,” said he.




  Just about that time one of the sparks the Crow warriors had struck took fire in the tinder and the sage began popping. Flames as tall as a man started climbing the wheel.




  And I looked over at the black, blistered faces of the others in our party, dead now with their teeth shining through snarling crisp lips. The Rees had burnt them on the wheel all right, and I can tell you I was mighty relieved to be free of it.




  


  WELL, CAPTAIN BECKWOURTH was no seven feet tall. He was about my size, a handspan or two more than five and a half. Average height. But he was plenty strong and thick-muscled, and for all his denying it he was indeed a Negro or, anyway, half a one. From a distance you might have mistaken him for a Spaniard, I guess, but the wide nose, full lips, and curly hair, his skin the color of a black walnut gunstock, those traits gave him away.




  “Now,” says he, “who are you and these others with you, my friend?”




  “We are the Griffith brothers of Vermont and Pennsylvania,” I says, “headed west for beaver. I am Dillon Griffith and that’s my brother Owen there with the cut on his forehead, and the other fellow is a Shawnee hunter name of Golightly Spybuck who scouts for us.” Jim frowns. “Looks like your Indian did not scout so good, did he? My Sparrowhawks don’t like the Shawnees much,” he says. “They are a sneaky lot, being woodland Indians from east of the Mississippi originally, not noble buffalo Indians like these of the prairies, and I am not sure I can vouch for my men’s good behavior in regard to this Indian.”




  Golightly now comes stepping up to us, picking his way through the dead bodies, and looks Beckwourth in the eye. He is a tough coot all right: a tall Indian, with a long, thin scarred-up face and his hair all knotted in a bun atop his head, usually contained in a green-and-yellow bandanna which resembles a pirate’s turban, but now it has come loose a bit, hair straggling out, and his eyes are flaming.




  “I can take care of myself, Captain Beckwourth,” says he. His hand is on the haft of a pipe tomahawk he picked up off a dead Ree. “Give me back my fusil and my powder and ball and I will leave here now afoot and not raise any temptations amongst your people.”




  I cannot help saying, “Hurrah for you, Mister Spybuck!”




  “No need of that,” Beckwourth tells Spybuck, smiling now. “I admire your spunk and will now guarantee their good behavior. But keep that ax handy anyway.”




  I saw right then, and never forgot it, that old Jim valued courage and forthrightness in a man; whether red or white or black, it mattered not. So long as he said what he believed, Jim would treat him fair and square. Though I later grew to distrust him for his sly deviations from that credo.




  TWO
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  JIM BECKWOURTH NOW walks over to my brother Owen sitting dazed there in the dirt, blood streaking his face from where a battleax had clipped him atop the head. Owney is twenty-three years old, five years older than I. A powerful built man, my brother, wide shoulders, long arms, big blocky fists, a clever boxer either bareknuckle or with the gloves. Years of hard work in the coalfields of Pennsylvania had given him the muscles of a lion.




  Our Da, bless his memory, had taught us both to box.




  Owney mumbles some words: “Cactus and schist, I care not.” His eyes are glassy, his head swaying weak on his neck.




  For all the years of his grown-up life he had risen in the dark, gone down to the dark, emerged again in the dark, his world black and white. Imagine how he marvels now at color! Stunned by it. Wildflowers blue and red and yellow as butter, songbirds so bright, coinage fresh from the mint; the electric blue of darning needles and skeeterhawks, red buttes aglow in the distance beyond the acid green rivers, blue-black peaks topped in sprawls and skids of spring snow off to the north and west—the Rocky Mountain Front.




  “Prickly pear,” says Owney.




  Prickly pair indeed. I know where his mind is wandering; he’s dreaming of Mam and Da.




  “Vicious bitch,” Owney says, mumbling still as Beckwourth stares down at him, “but Da no winner neither, look’ye Dill. A rum lot the two of ’em, should never been hitched to begin with.”




  She was a little wee woman, scarce five foot tall, Mam, maybe five-two or -three, hair cut long and brushed over sideways to hide her baldness. Pursed little mouth like a arsehole, flinty eyes, a tongue like the tail of a hornet.




  Owney spots a black cactus, gone dead, dark and shiny with spilt blood drying on it, and it throws him into a dream of old Da coming home with the “pillows.”




  Those big, fat old pillows and Da telling us about how you had to hit left and right, right and left, high and low, mix 'em up, and throw your punches so they could not be seen. And then hit him hard, take him down, kill the bastard …




  And I remember. Da kneeling on the floor to lessen his height, thus his advantage. His old face blue-gray still with the Welsh coal dust that would never wash out, the random blue scars on his balding head, tattoos of coal dust where the dark had cut him underground, back in the old country, in Wales.




  Old Da’s elbows close to his sides, patting at Owney with the fat black shiny pillows, patting himself.




  His old eyes twinkling, colcarreg black in the light of a lamp.




  The fat black pillows weaving the air.




  Old Da, suddenly younger, patting Owney in the belly and on the chin, saying, “Hit me now, Owney; c’mon, ya can hit me sure enough; look’ye now rather; now hit me, left hook!”




  And he hit old Da in the gut and old Da coughed. He coughed and he coughed, and finally he coughed up a great thick wad of coughup, a great sloppy black wad of smelly black tar that ran down his chin like the hot macadam they laid on the hunchback road from Ffaldau to Blaengarw, and Owney must have felt like the worst little shit in the world, and he crept back to his comer and rolled himself into the sour sheets next to me, his little wee brother there in the dark, and listened to Mam and Da wrangle high and low, screechy growly, to the end of the night and the break of another day.




  Later, much later, we went with the folks and our two sisters on across the sea and lodged next in a place called Dorset in the frown of the wet green hills of Vermont. Da said it was a land of riches, with iron and copper, lead and silver and gold lying in wait beneath the earth to enrich the first man to reach them with pick and shovel. And marble? Enough to erect the Heavenly City itself. But when we arrived Vermont looked much like Wales, all up and down, all cold and hard and very poor. The state was still all abuzz with talk of the Newfane Lump, a nugget of pure gold that weighed more than half a pound, found up in the Green Mountains. But try as he might, plying his pick on the hillsides, Da could find neither gold nor silver, nor yet enough copper to shape a farthing, and finally had to settle for a job as a quarryman. He plied a chisel-tipped drill half the length of a man, hammering it home full twelve hours a day, six days a week, carving channels in cold, hard marble, and earning at best $1.40 a day for his labors. The company where Da cut marble till his breath got too short let us rent a rickety wood-sided house, and Mam was almost happy for once then with a yard all her own and a garden plot wherein to grow her Swedes and cabbages and leeks as long and thick as a strong boy’s leg. We had chickens as well, a tall red-and-black rooster and his hareem, Mam called them, of dumpy, fat hens. Fresh eggs of a morning for breakfast.




  Ah yes, Owney and his brother Dillon were happy, too. We had a little wee dog now, a wicked quick ratter called Thump. After school we would grab a spade from the garden shed and whistle Thump up and run with her down to the dump, there to hunt rats until suppertime. Thump-in-the-Dump, we called it. Weekends we prowled the marble-studded green hills back of town and down along the loud brown Mettowee River after rabbits and groundhogs and muskrats—Thump was a great leaper, too, who on at least three occasions managed to grab a partridge from the air when it flushed beneath her nose—and, now and then when we were especially lucky, a fox. Thump dug like a little wee coal miner when the prey went to ground. Fought it out in the dens and runs below, growls and yips and horrendous yowls funneling up from the bowels of the earth, Thump emerging always a-grin, dirty and splattered with blood, some of it her own, but she did not care, did not feel it even, so hard she was, and we dug down to extract the meat. Mam would cook up the rabbits and groundhogs that weren’t too badly chewed, Da skinned the muskrats and the rare foxes, stretched their pelts on stiff, circular wire frames, fleshed them, showed us how to rub them down with salt and tanbark and sheep’s brains, and we sold them cured to the hideman over in Rupert—two shillings apiece for the rats if not too sorely torn by Thump’s long fangs, a whole solid Yankee dollar for a prime fox plew, whether red or gray.




  Then one day while we were hunting Norway rats over near the marble quarry, Thump lost her balance and fell down an abandoned lead-mine shaft. That whole countryside was riddled with shafts, like a worm-eaten apple. She survived the tumble, though, and we could hear her frantic barking, echoing up to us from far below. The shoring in the adit was rotten, and even Owney, who usually had no fear of the terrors beneath the earth, was afraid to try a descent. All our efforts to coax her out failed, and we returned home that night despondent.




  For the next two days we returned to the shaft, dropping food to her and hoping she might find her way back up. But we could not drop water, of course, and her yipping grew weaker and weaker. After much soul-searching we decided that to prevent a slow, agonizing death by thirst we had best blow her up. At the general store in Factory Point, Owney purchased a one-pound cannister of gunpowder for seven cents along with a foot of slow fuse for a penny more—all the money we could muster. With tears in our eyes we returned to the mine shaft. Thump was whining from the depths. Without a word, Owney lit the fuse and dropped the can down the hole. We could hear it clattering downward, down, down, down … then a blast, and the earth shook beneath our feet.




  Her cries were heard no more.




  Soon after we got home, though—sadder than we ever had been in our short sorry lives—imagine our surprise when we heard a familiar scratching at the back door. We raced to open it and, yes, there was Thump! Thinner and dirtier than ever, to be sure, but at least alive. The explosion must have blown loose an escape route, and she was able to dig through what rubble was left. Though she emerged in a totally different area from the one where she had fallen in, she nonetheless found her way home in no time. That little terrier had an uncanny bump of direction, and all the heart in the world.




  And then when Da lost his quarryman’s job—he had inhaled marble dust enough for a emperor’s tombstone and could no longer wield a chisel well enough to channel the stone—we moved to Swartsburg in the Allegheny Mountains of Pennsylvania, where Da found work in the colcarreg again. Colcarreg is Welsh for coal, the infernal stuff. By now Owney was big enough to join him in the pits. I was good with ciphering and wrote a fair hand, so took a job as an apprentice clerk in the coal company office. As a beginning miner, Owney worked the graveyard shift: alongside Da. That was the end of the sunlight for both of them. Our sisters married, moved away, and Mam kept house till the day the mine collapsed on Da’s night shift. Owney was home with the pleurisy that night. The whole town shuddered, screaming ponies and a hundred and thirty men dead—I would rather not remember it—and Owney and I could not bear our mother any longer, and knowing that coal would only kill a man sooner rather than later, as it had Da and so many others, and having pooled our meager earnings, we struck off west, even farther toward the sunset than Da had tried to reach, to seek the riches of the Great West.




  So far, though, all we had met with was Rees, and now Captain Beckwourth.




  


  JlM RUBBED SOME balm on Owney’s cut scalp, bound the wound with a dirty strip of cloth ripped from a dead trapper’s shirt, and we built a little wickiup to keep Owney out of the sun. The Crows had found a bag of coffee beans in the wreck of the wagon, so Spybuck and I built up the fire and ground some down fine and boiled a big pot of it to share out among the Sparrowhawk warriors. By God that coffee smelled good.




  “Indians love coffee only a little less than they love whiskey,” Jim said. He picked up the pot and drank it straight and steaming right from the spout. Then he passed it to his warriors. When it came around to me I poured me a dose into the pewter cup I’d pulled from my possibles sack, blew on it to cool it, and drank some. “I will not trade my Indians’ whiskey for their peltry,” said Jim. “Not like some others I could name. It ruins the red man for trapping. They would rather sit around the lodge getting drunk than go out wading the beaver streams.”




  Spybuck is standing off to one side in earshot; he chuckled. He, too, loves the bottle.




  “So you trade with them?” I says right smart.




  “Oh, yes, for Mister McKenzie of the American Fur Company down to Fort Cass, where the Bighorn enters the Yellowstone. But latterly I have been so preoccupied with this chieftainship business that I have no time to trade. These incessant wars are very prejudicial to the company’s interests I admit. All the time Blackfeet and Shi-ans and Rees attacking the Crows, stealing horses and women, killing Crow soldiers from ambuscade, so of course the Sparrowhawks must strike back in reprisal. I cannot keep them from it. These very Rees we rubbed out here”—he kicks a dead one with his moccasin—“had just stolen about forty head of horses from us, and we must get them back, along with some scalps, if our honor is to be assuaged. You saw how well my men fought. I reckoned that if I could make the Crows the best warriors on the plains, a terror to their neighbors, perhaps I could, as they say, conquer a peace. Blackfoot and Shi-an would have to sue for mercy, beat their tomahawks into beaver traps, their lances into plowshares.” He shakes his head. “But making good troops out of red men, well, it takes time, and Mister McKenzie he no like.”




  Right about then some of the Crows who had gone haring off after the defeated Rees come trotting back into view. They have a string of ponies with them, pintos and chestnuts and even some plowhorses, the mounts the enemy had stolen. At the head of this war party is a woman. A handsome one, too. Strong neck, square shoulders, flashing eyes. Her long, shiny black hair spills down her back to below her rump; her firm little breasts are heaving.




  “Bar-che-am-pe! The Pine Leaf returns triumphant!” yells Jim with a welcoming smile. He shouts something in Crow to her, and she nods her head haughtily, lifts her bloody lance, and shows him two fresh reeking scalps.




  “Best soldier I’ve got,” he tells me. “Braver than any two men, runs fast as a prongbuck, shoot the eyes out of a gnat at a hundred paces, arrow or rifleball, either, ’fraid of nothin’. When she was just a girl, maybe twelve years old, the Blackfeet killed her brother and she vowed then to avenge him with the scalps of one hundred enemies. I reckon she is up to about eighty by now. I plan to marry her when she makes her limit.”




  “All the more reason to stay on the warpath,” says I.




  “You have the right of it there, bub,” says Jim with a laugh.




  By now it was getting on toward dark and the Crows prepared to make camp for the night. Some of them busied themselves butchering out a mule killed in the fight while others busted up more of the wagon for to fuel a cookfire. There was no wild wood in that country, not a stick of it. I went over to where Owney lay in his wickiup. “How are you feeling now?” I ask him.




  “Some better,” he says. “What is happening? Are we prisoners still?”




  “No, praise God, we are rescued!” I say. “By a kindly trader to the Crow Indian nation name of Captain Jim Beckwourth.”




  Owney props himself up on an elbow, looks around. Jim is over by the fire giving orders to the night guard.




  “What?” Owney says. “The Negro?”




  “Do not say that word,” I say. “He claims to be white and he like to burned me on the wheel for mistaking him for another gentleman of the black persuasion. Just play along with him for now.”
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