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PREFACE


Idaho is such a divided state it defies easy description. The south is swathed by the flat, dry Snake River Plain; the west, east, and north are an amalgam of barren foothills, lush farmland, and tree-covered peaks. Idaho’s middle is occupied by high and jagged mountains, severely limiting travel. Its only north-south road is commonly called “the goat trail” because of its ruggedness. The reasons for settlement as well as the economic and social bases in the north and south and east and west are radically different. The state is even said to have three capitals: Boise; Spokane, Washington; and Salt Lake City, Utah. It is split between two time zones—Mountain and Pacific— but the dividing line does not run north to south, as in some other states, but east to west.


The stories in this collection come from all over Idaho, and they reflect the diverse history and divided nature of the state—divisions that endure today.


Credit for a book about this divided state likewise has to be divided. Linda Watkins, Marty Peterson, Jim Weatherby, and the staffs of the Idaho State Library and Idaho State Historical Society were a great help in providing ideas and perspective on Idaho; and editor Charlene Patterson and artist Lisa Harvey shaped this book. Thanks to everyone who helped.




SHAPING STONES


9000 B.C.


The sun was setting, light was fading, and the hunters hurried to prepare their campfire for the night. There was urgency to their activity because the night was cool and getting colder.


The hunters were in a valley, but it was a high valley that could be reached only by climbing over mountains first. In the lowering light, the nomadic band could see high, jagged peaks off to the north and lower ones to the south. This valley was not an especially good place to stay. There was little water, just a few thin streams here and there, and few plants—mainly sagebrush and the camas plant, which provided some sustenance. The high desert was hot in the summer and cold in the winter. There was no real value in sticking around in this type of country.


But the hunters were here for a reason. Big game wandered through the area, following the streams down from the mountains, grazing on the valley’s vegetation. Deer, bears, bison, and other animals came through on regular migrations. They had attracted the attention of this band of hunters, who in their explorations had found this valley crossroads. Here, the hunters also found small, hard stones—obsidian, mainly—that they could use. By day, in addition to hunting, they kept a lookout for stone quarries, though the best sites were several dozen miles away, south over the low mountains, or even farther over the hills to the west.


In the firelight the hunters prepared their weapons, pounding flakes from the core of the stones they had found and placing them under the campfire, heat-treating them. It took about eight hours to get the stones just right for reshaping. Once they were ready, the hunters turned the stones into sharp killing tools—points. The hunters used small rocks or sometimes part of an antler to hammer the stone into a sharp, V-shaped point. The points were almost always three to four inches long and less than an inch wide. After they shaped them, the hunters attached the points to sticks, or shafts, and used them to bring down game.


Sometimes the points were used as articles of trade when bands of hunters encountered each other. Some of the stone carvers were more skilled than others, and the best looking of the points—now called Clovis points, after the place in New Mexico where a large cache of them was first found—were highly prized. Sometimes the points were lost, or left behind, or came loose from their sticks, or remained buried under the campfire. And some of them were stored and simply never recovered.


About eleven thousand years later, as William Simon was using a bulldozer and carryall to move dirt on his farm near Fairfield, in the Camas Valley in central Idaho, he looked into the shallow trough he had made, which was about eighteen inches deep, and discovered several flinty little spear points. He called some neighbors to help him look around, and they found more.


He brought them to the attention of researchers at Idaho State University in Pocatello and at a state museum in Boise. The researchers were astounded at the find: These points were much older than any found before in Idaho. The researchers started a new wave of efforts to reconstruct the lives of Idaho’s earliest residents who, it turned out, had lived in the area much earlier than previously suspected—as early as 9000 B.C.


Much about the day-to-day lives of Idaho’s first residents remains a mystery, but the small items they left behind, such as the shaped stones, give us clues about these early people and their lives in what would become the “Gem State.”




LEWIS AND CLARK MEET THE NEZ PERCÉ


1805


Captain William Clark had no sense of any special danger when he and a few of the soldiers in his expedition walked out of the forest and into a clearing in a high meadow. Clark saw a few small animals but no people. He walked awhile, until he spotted three small Indian boys playing in the field.


Clark had seen few people besides the members of his expedition in recent days, and he wanted to make contact with these Indians. The expedition he led with Meriwether Lewis was in serious trouble, and it needed help.


The explorers approached, but the boys ran off, first hiding in the woods, then sprinting to their village. They were Ni Mii Pu, now called Nez Percé, and their message of strange-looking people—if people they were—sent an instant alarm through the camp. Some of the members of the tribe urged that the interlopers be killed immediately. The risks involved in letting them continue on, invading the tribal homeland, were too great.


They would not have had much difficulty dispatching the white men. On this day, September 22, 1805, on the Weippe plain in north central Idaho, the expedition had come as close as it ever would to a premature end.


The Lewis and Clark Expedition had left St. Louis, Missouri, in May 1804, and by the time they met these Native Americans in what is now northern Idaho, they had been moving west for nearly a year and a half. It was a rigorous journey, far from help of any kind. They had spent their first winter in North Dakota—not an easy place to live during the winter months. Their encounters with Native Americans had been widely varied; some native people were friendly, some were not.


The expedition had just passed through one of the most difficult parts of its journey, crossing the Rocky Mountains, and the men were exhausted and concerned because another winter was fast approaching, and snow was already falling in the high elevations. They had eaten mainly wolf and crayfish and, occasionally, pheasant, when it was available. At times they were reduced to eating bear oil. Meriwether Lewis worried about the whole group becoming desperately ill before long, as he would become. Clark had been thrown from his horse and had injured his hip; he kept moving only with difficulty.


Clark wrote in his journal about this time, “Capt. Lewis verry sick … most of the Party Complaining…. I am a little unwell.”


Lewis was so sick he had to stay in the main camp while Clark’s scouting expedition went in search of food and human help. Clark’s group might have walked into disaster. But Nez Percé legend says that an old woman named Wetxuwiis persuaded the other members of the village not to harm the explorers. She said that years before she had been captured and taken far east—so far that she saw a series of very large lakes—but a group of whites had helped her to escape and come home.


Chief Red Bear found Clark and escorted him and his men to the village lodge. There they were given food—salmon, and flour made from the camas plant, which didn’t agree with the travelers. Clark appreciated the gifts, however, and reciprocated with a medallion from President Thomas Jefferson, who had commissioned the expedition. The exchange of gifts helped improve everyone’s attitude. Clark then bought a load of salmon and other supplies and sent it back to Lewis.


Lewis and Clark shook hands with the tribal leaders, a practice the Nez Percé found peculiar but evidently friendly. The travelers had no clue that they had been in great danger. None of their travel journals reflect anything other than a friendly reception by the Nez Percé.


Before long, Nez Percé from villages around the region came to the Weippe plain to see the travelers. They showed the expedition members how to build a canoe more efficiently: Burn logs with pitch and dry grass, they were told, and then chop them into shape with an obsidian ax. This wound up improving the efficiency of the often-waterlogged expedition.


A chief named Twisted Hair drafted a map showing them the path they could take from the Clearwater River downhill to the Snake River and then on to the Columbia River, which flowed into the Pacific Ocean. Clark double-checked the map as he traveled along and found it accurate, and the expedition mostly followed the route it laid out.


So friendly was the new relationship that one Nez Percé traveled by land along the Clearwater River ahead of the floating explorers, telling other tribes about the travelers and asking them to give them safe passage. All of them did.


The explorers reached the Pacific in late November and spent an unpleasant but safe winter at Fort Clatsop in what is now Oregon. The following spring, they returned through Idaho the way they had come, again meeting up with the Nez Percé, who again provided food and guides.


There is a possibility that Idaho had visitors of European descent before the members of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, but if there were, their presence is lost to history. Lewis and Clark have given us the earliest written record of what is now Idaho, and their travels through the state have been recorded in signpost and celebration.




RENDEZVOUS AT PIERRE’S HOLE


1832


Over on one side of the encampment, early on the hot morning of July 8, 1832, John Jacob Astor’s American Fur Company had set up shop. Three miles north, across Teton Creek but straight up a path in the middle of the broad valley, the Rocky Mountain Fur Company was open for business. Nearby, several smaller companies, such as the Bea-Sinclair, and some large ones with limited presence in the area, such as the Hudson’s Bay Company, also were represented. Hundreds of people had traveled by foot or by horse or mule, through an area where few trails existed, from a radius of hundreds of miles. Many had to come over or find their way around the jagged Teton Mountains. There was no town here. This was more like a trade convention, and the companies—and the trappers from whom they bought and sold—were in tough and often bitter competition.


This encampment—this rendezvous, as the French-speaking trappers preferred to call it—was temporary and would be gone ten days hence. But these were ten days the participants would never forget.


The place was Pierre’s Hole, a valley named for a Canadian trapper who had died nearby, now the Teton Valley of Idaho, on the west side of the Teton Range, which towers above. It is just across the mountains from present-day Jackson, Wyoming.


The legends of the trapping world were here: Jim Bridger, Joe Meek, Bill Sublette, Alexander Sinclair, Jean Baptiste Gervais, among them. They were joined by bands of Nez Perce and Flathead Indians who were there to trade in pelts as well.


Many of these trappers rarely saw another human being for most of the year and had few opportunities other than this to sell their wares and pick up needed supplies. Because the men rarely visited towns and trading camps were hundreds of miles away, the rendezvous was their main chance to buy or swap for such things as horses, food supplies, guns and ammunition, liquor, clothes and shoes, tobacco, and medicine.


They could obtain all this and more because in the first part of the nineteenth century, pelts were enormously valuable. They had been a rage in Europe among the fashionable for more than two hundred years, among the less fashionable for half as long, and in American cities for several decades. At the same time, furbearing animals were being wiped out of most of the heavily populated areas of Europe and America, and western North America was one of the great remaining untapped reserves of beaver, fox, mink, otter, and other animal pelts.


Crammed into a ten-day period, the rendezvous was also their entertainment for the year. That fact tended to ensure that rendezvous were lively events. Most of them were held in what is now Wyoming and Utah; just two were held in Idaho, both at Pierre’s Hole. They had started in 1825, just as the fur trade was building; by the end of the 1830s, the trade had diminished again and would soon fade. By many accounts, the 1832 rendezvous, at the very peak of the fur trade and competition, was the liveliest of them all.


The rendezvous started with the arrival of William Sublette, a key middleman with the Rocky Mountain Fur Company and bringer of most of the supplies.


Joe Meek, writing in his journal, described what happened next:




When Captain Sublette’s goods were opened and distributed among the trappers and Indians, then began the usual gay carousal; and the “fast young men” of the mountains outvied each other in all manner of mad pranks. In the beginning of their spree many feats of horsemanship and personal strength were exhibited, which were regarded with admiring wonder by the sober and inexperienced New Englanders under Mr. [Nathaniel] Wyeth’s command. And as nothing stimulated the vanity of the mountain men like an audience of this sort, the feats they performed were apt to astonish themselves.





But the horse racing and fine riding, along with wrestling and all the manlier sports, soon degenerated into the baser exhibitions of a “crazy drunk” condition. The vessel in which the trapper received and carried about this supply of alcohol was one of the small camp kettles. “Passing around” this clumsy goblet very freely, it was not long before a goodly number were in the condition just named, and ready for any mad freak whatever. It is reported by several of the mountain men that on the occasion of one of the “frolics,” one of their number seized a kettle of alcohol, and poured it over the head of a tall, lank, redheaded fellow, repeating as he did so the baptismal ceremony. No sooner had he concluded than another man with a lighted stick touched him with the blaze, when in an instant he was enveloped in flames. Luckily some of the company had sense enough to perceive his danger, and began beating him with packsaddles to put out the blaze.
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