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INTRODUCTION

“And the devil, taking him up into a high mountain, showed unto him all the kingdoms of the world in a moment of time.”

Luke 4:5

“Bring me men to match my mountains,

Bring me men to match my plains,

Men with empires in their purpose,

And new eras in their brains.”

Sam Walter Foss

“The Coming American”

It is one thing to wander out upon the plains or to tramp the sea side, and you may trod the glens and dales, or trek the rolling hills, and there encounter so many adventures that you finish up flushed with pleasure, well pleased with your life’s sojourn among your fellow flatlanders. But going up into the mountains is a very different thing altogether. And though we recognize the mountains as wild places of mystery and of power, of danger and of extremes, their allure has always been undeniable.

Mountains figure greatly in many of the foundational stories of our culture. Where does Moses go to receive God’s laws? Why, to the mountaintop. When Abraham is given to understand that God requires he sacrifice his son, Isaac, where must the deed be done? When Noah’s Ark finally does come to rest on dry land, it is on a mountain. When Jesus himself is tempted by Satan, where does this take place? And then at last, when Jesus most clearly explains his New Covenant to those that have ears to hear, it is in his Sermon on the Mount.

We do well to recognize that mountains are also a place of refuge for all manner of escapees, loners, hermits, holy men, felons, psychopaths, and dreamers. Because to be a man of the mountains, then or now, is to not only live a life of independence and adventure, but also to partake of a state of mind. Given all this, it is little wonder then that the mountain man continues to have such a hold on our imaginations.

In American history, the classic or golden era of the mountain man lasted roughly for a generation: from 1810, when Americans began to get themselves organized to take advantage of the natural resources the Louisiana Purchase had made available—particularly the abundant and portable beaver pelt—until about 1840 when that animal had been largely trapped out. But even after the last great meet-up, the final rendezvous, something of that way of life persisted. The demand for beaver may have been obviated by the recent availability of silk for headwear, but still the mountains beckoned, as they had always beckoned. There were minerals and other resources to be had—gold in them thar hills. With the conclusion of the Mexican–American War and the 1846 Oregon Treaty with the British, the United States had extended itself all the way to the Pacific coast. There followed various military expeditions of exploration, and the establishment of the great trails west. Now the trappers of earlier days found work as army scouts, hunters for mining concerns (and later for railroads), and as guides for the several great wagon train migrations.

The whole literature of the mountain men is immense, and well beyond the scope of this book, but even so, this anthology offers a sampling of some of the best of the stories, journals, and texts. W. F. Wagner’s The Trappers offers as colorful and concise an overview of the whole of his saga as any enthusiast might desire, just as John C. Neihardt’s Jed Smith and the Ashley-Henry Men is a story of exploration, adventure, and a partnership, out of which a determined cadre of businessmen/survivalists made a life and sought their fortunes in a wild and difficult world. With Bradbury’s Coulter’s Run, Meek’s The Merry Mountain Men, Zenas Leonard’s Adventures, and Trouble in the Family by James P. Beckworth, we glimpse the mountain man as outlandish iconoclast, outsider, braggart, clown, and God’s very own fool. With the excerpts by Washington Irving from his Adventures of Captain Bonneville and from the Journals of Lewis and Clark, we apprehend the mountain man as mapmaker, explorer, and soldier. With Francis Parkman Jr.’s A Mountain Hunt we have the mountain man and his signal way of life as rendered by, essentially, an Eastern tourist, scion of the house of one of Boston’s oldest clans. Implicit in Parkman’s telling is the intense attraction of our wild man and his extreme, extraordinary way of life, even to a scion of privilege, one of Boston’s bluest Brahmin families. With Grenville M. Dodge’s biographical monogram on Jim Bridger we see the opposite of the man from the mountains as half-crazed wild man. Here is Bridger, tamed, honest, trustworthy, a businessman, a pillar of the community. Finally, we have Fredric Bade’s rendering of John Muir’s meditations on the first of his Rocky Mountain adventures. With Muir the mountain man has come full circle. He most definitely fits the type of self-sufficient loner that we’ve come to recognize as one foundational trait of the mountaineer’s character, but his aim has changed. It is really because of Muir’s lifelong work as a naturalist and environmentalist that we now have come to regard the great western mountains as something not so much to be despoiled and plundered as to be protected and enjoyed. Just as a matter of personal privilege, I’ll admit that my favorite of these texts are those having to do with the minutiae, the how-to of the mountain trapper and his way of life.

The illustrations in this book are largely contemporaneous with the mountain men and their times here portrayed. The aim is to afford the reader an opportunity to get some understanding of the popular view of this ordinary, extraordinary, romantic, comical, independent, very American type.

—Stephen Brennan
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CHAPTER 1

THE TRAPPERS

By W. F. Wagner

The evolution of the trapper may be traced far back to the old French régime when the coureurs des bois, rangers of the woods, or the peddlers of the wilderness, held sway; these were, however, more traders than trappers, and purchased the pelts from the Indians for trifles, and frequently accompanied them on their hunting excursions. They were as profligate as their successors, and their occupation passed away with the passing of the French control of Canada and with the establishment of the interior trading-posts by the merchants of Canada, who later formed companies and conducted the business in a more systematic manner. From these interior trading-posts traders and trappers were sent out to trade with the Indians and trap in their territory at the same time. The trading gradually fell into the hands of the trading-posts; the trapper meanwhile pursued his vocation, and it became his recognized and established business, and he remained an important factor in the fur-trade down to the time of its decline and ultimate death.

While Mr. Hunt was at Mackinaw engaging men for the Astoria venture, there arrived at this place some of these characters, and his description of them is so accurate that I take the liberty of giving it here:


A chance party of “Northwesters” appeared at Mackinaw from the rendezvous at Fort William. These held themselves up as the chivalry of the fur-trade. They were men of iron; proof against cold weather, hard fare, and perils of all kinds. Some would wear the Northwest button, and a formidable dirk, and assume something of a military air. They generally wore feathers in their hats, and affected the “brave.” “Je suis un homme du nord!” “I am a man of the north”—one of these swelling fellows would exclaim, sticking his arms akimbo and ruffling by the Southwesters, whom he regarded with great contempt, as men softened by mild climates and the luxurious fare of bread and bacon, and whom he stigmatized with the inglorious name of pork-eaters. The superiority assumed by these vainglorious swaggerers was, in general, tacitly accepted. Indeed, some of them had acquired great notoriety for deeds of hardihood and courage; for the fur-trade had its heroes, whose names resounded throughout the wilderness.



The influence and part played by the trapper and free trapper in the development of our great West, has had up to this time but little consideration from either the government or the people. We have given entirely too much credit to “pathfinders” whose paths were as well known to the above as is the city street to the pedestrian. It is true, however, they gave to the world a more complete description, and placed these secret ways of the mountains in a more correct geographical position, than the uneducated trapper was able to do.

There was not a stream or rivulet from the border of Mexico to the frozen regions of the North, but what was as familiar to these mountain rangers and lonesome wanderers, as the most traveled highway in our rural districts. The incentive was neither geographical knowledge, nor the honor won by making new discoveries for the use and benefit of mankind in general, but a mercenary motive—the commercial value of the harmless and inoffensive little beaver. The trappers followed the course of the various streams looking for beaver signs, and had no interest whatever in any other particular. Every stream had a certain gold value if it contained this industrious little animal, and so they followed them from their source to their mouth with this one object in view. For their own comfort and convenience they observed certain land-marks and the general topography of the country, in order that they might rove from one place to another with the least labor and inconvenience. In this manner they came to have a thorough and comprehensive knowledge of the geography and topography of the great West, and were in truth the only pathfinders; but they have been robbed even of this honor to a great extent.

The life of the solitary trapper in the mountains seems unendurable to one who is fond of social intercourse or of seeing now and then one of his fellow-beings. This habit of seclusion seemed to grow on some of the men and they really loved the life on that account, with all its hardships, privations, and dangers, The free trappers formed the aristocratic class of the fur-trade, and were the most interesting people in the mountains. They were bound to no fur company, were free to go where and when they pleased. It was the height of the ordinary trapper’s ambition to attain such a position. They were men of bold and adventurous spirit, for none other would have had the courage to follow so dangerous an occupation. They were liable to have too much of this spirit of bravado, and frequently did extremely foolhardy things, nor could their leaders always control them in these excesses. They were exceedingly vain of their personal appearance, and extravagantly fond of ornament for both themselves and their steeds, as well as their Indian wives. Indeed, they rivaled the proud Indian himself in the manner in which they bedecked themselves with these useless and cheap ornaments. They were utterly improvident, extremely fond of gambling and all games of chance, as well as all sorts of trials of skill, such as horsemanship and marksmanship; of course, the necessary wager to make it interesting was never wanting. As a general rule, the greater part of the proceeds of their labor was squandered at the first rendezvous or trading-post which they reached, and it was of great importance to the trader to be the first to reach such a rendezvous, thus securing the greater part of this most profitable trade.

Very little is known of their lonely vigils and wanderings, with a companion or two, in the defiles of the mountains, and of the dangers and privations they have had to endure. How frequently their bones have been left to bleach on the arid plains, as the result of Indian hatred and hostility, without the rites of burial—their names, unhonored and unsung, will never be known. Certain tribes were the uncompromising enemies of the trappers, and when they had the misfortune to meet, they waged a relentless war, until one or the some-times party left the country or was exterminated. It is true, the returns were sometimes enormous, and had they exercised ordinary economy, even for one season, they could have retired from the dangers and privations of the mountains with a competence; but had they done so, it is altogether likely that they would sooner or later have again fallen victims to its allurements.

It is at the rendezvous and fort that the free trapper is seen in his true character. Here is usually spent the whole of his year’s hard earnings in gambling, drinking, and finery. He wishes to establish the reputation of being a hale fellow, and he seldom fails so long as his money and credit last. Then he again returns to his lonely wanderings in the mountains, a sadder but not a wiser man, as the following year the same scene is enacted—provided he is so fortunate as to escape his treacherous enemies the Indians. The scenes presented at the mountain rendezvous in the early days must have been indeed wonderful, where hundreds of such characters were congregated; no pen however clever can do them full justice. The loss of life from other than natural causes from the years 1820 to 1840 cannot be estimated and will never be fully known. At each rendezvous many former hale fellows were missing, never again to appear on this gay scene; their comrades recounted the manner of their death if known—their good traits were loyally lauded and their bad ones left untold—but the living did not take warning from these examples. Such was their life, hardships, dangers, and privations, also their pleasures—they lived only in the present, with little or no regard for the future. Irving gives the following extremely good description of them:


The influx of this wandering trade has had its effects on the habits of the mountain tribes. They have found the trapping of the beaver their most profitable species of hunting; and the traffic with the white man has opened to them sources of luxury of which they previously had no idea. The introduction of firearms has rendered them more successful hunters, but at the same time more formidable foes; some of them, incorrigibly savage and warlike in their nature, have found the expeditions of the fur traders grand objects of profitable adventure. To waylay and harass a band of trappers with their pack-horses when embarrassed in the rugged defiles of the mountains, has become as favorite an exploit with the Indians as the plunder of a caravan to the Arab of the desert. The Crows and Blackfeet, who were such terrors in the path of the early adventurers to Astoria, still continue their predatory habits, but seem to have brought them to greater system. They know the routes and resorts of the trappers; where to waylay them on their journeys; where to find them in the hunting seasons, and where to hover about them in winter-quarters. The life of a trapper, therefore, is a perpetual state militant, and he must sleep with his weapons in his hands.

A new order of trappers and traders, also, have grown out of this system of things. In the old times of the great North-west Company, when the trade in furs was pursued chiefly about the lakes and rivers, the expeditions were carried on in batteaux and canoes, The voyageurs or boatmen were the rank and file in the service of the trader, and even the hardy “men of the north,” those great rufflers and game birds, were fain to be paddled from point to point of their migrations.

A totally different class has now sprung up—“the Mountaineers,” the traders and trappers that scale the vast mountain chains, and pursue their hazardous vocations amidst their wild recesses. They move from place to place on horseback. The equestrian exercises, therefore, in which they are engaged, the nature of the countries they traverse, the vast plains and mountains, pure exhilarating in atmospheric qualities, seem to make them physically and mentally a more lively and mercurial race than the fur traders and trappers of former days, the self-vaunting “men of the north,” A man who bestrides a horse, must be essentially dififerent from a man who cowers in a canoe. We find them, accordingly, hardy, little, vigorous, and active; extravagant in word, and thought, and deed; heedless of hard-ship; daring of danger; prodigal of the present, and thoughtless of the future.

A difference is to be perceived even between these mountain hunters and those of the lower regions along the waters of the Missouri. The latter, generally French Creoles, live comfortably in cabins or log-huts, well sheltered from the inclemencies of the seasons. They are within the reach of frequent supplies from the settlements; their life is comparatively free from danger, and from most of the vicissitudes of the upper wilderness. The consequence is that they are less hardy, self-dependent and game-spirited than the mountaineer. If the latter by chance comes among them on his way to and from the settlements, he is like the game-cock among the common roosters of the poultry-yard. Accustomised to live in tents, or to bivouac in the open air, he dispises the comforts and is impatient of the confinement of the log-house. If his meal is not ready in season, he takes his rifle, hies to the forest or prairie, shoots his own game, lights his fire, and cooks his repast. With his horse and his rifle, he is independent of the world, and spurns at all its restraints. The very superintendents at the lower posts will not put him to mess with the common men, the hirelings of the establishment, but treat him as something superior.

There is, perhaps, no class of men on the face of the earth, says Captain Bonneville, who lead a life of more continued exertion, peril, and excitement, and who are more enamored of their occupations, than the free trappers of the West. No toil, no danger, no privation can turn the trapper from his pursuit. His passionate excitement at times resembles a mania. In vain may the most vigilant and cruel savages beset his path; in vain may rocks, and precipices, and wintry torrents oppose his progress; let but a single track of a beaver meet his eye and he forgets all dangers and defies all difficulties. At times, he may be seen with his traps on his shoulder, buffeting his way across rapid streams, amidst floating blocks of ice; at other times, he is to be found with his traps swung on his back clambering the most rugged mountains, scaling or descending the most frightful precipices, searching, by routes inaccessible to the horse, and never before trodden by white man, for springs and lakes unknown to his comrades, and where he may meet with his favorite game. Such is the mountaineer, the hardy trapper of the West; and such, as we have slightly sketched it, is the wild Robin Hood kind of life, with all its strange and motley populace, now existing in full vigor among the Rocky Mountains.



Many of these men were in the mountains because of the fascination of this mountain life, and were as loyally devoted to it as any individual is to his vocation. Many who were there, as well as many of the recruits, were men whose past would not bear too close inspection. They frequently went to the mountains to escape an outraged law, and remained not because of their love for the wilderness, but through fear that justice would be meted out to them should they return to the States. This was always a dangerous and undesirable element.

Another class of recruits, and by far the most numerous, was that represented by Leonard—being composed of young men or boys of an adventurous disposition. The alluring stories of the mountains and the great fortunes to be made in the trade, as illustrated by the very few on whom dame fortune had smiled, were the inducements held out to the inexperienced candidates for the mountains; the failures were, however, not mentioned and the trials, hard-ships, dangers, and loss of life were scarcely taken into consideration. A great majority of these young men soon learned from that wonderful teacher—experience—that it was as difficult to accumulatc fortunes in the mountains as elsewhere, and infinitely more dangerous. Such was the school of hardship and privation from which many good men graduated, and later became settlers and men of prominence in the rapidly developing great West.

Many of these men, particularly those in the employ of the British companies, and not only the trappers but the officers of the company as well, contracted marriages with Indian women and for this reason did not wish to return to civilization and their former homes. They therefore remained in the West and their families developed with the rapid growth of this new country, and in this manner some of the leading families have a trace of aboriginal blood in their veins, of which they are justly proud.

Such was the school which graduated the scout and guide of later days. It was they who conducted the scientific expeditions sent out by the government, the surveying as well as exploring parties; it was they who guided the first emigrants by the overland routes to Oregon and California; and they who ferreted out in their peregrinations in the mountains the passage-ways, for none of the above expeditions would have ventured into this terra incognita without one of these old trappers as guide. Even the army, while in pursuit of hostile Indians, had its corps of experienced scouts and guides, which was largely made up of these mountain-men. For this kind of service they were well fitted, as they were inured to hard-ships and dangers. The decline of the fur-trade practically left them stranded, and in looking about for employment they were glad to accept such positions; nevertheless, their services have never been properly appreciated.

The most renowned of all the fur companies was that known as the Hudson Bay Company, the real founder of which was a Frenchman by the name of Groseilliers. He established a post at the southern end of Hudson Bay, under English patronage, and his success here led to the organization of the company known as “The Governor and company of adventurers of England trading into Hudson Bay,” but more commonly known as the Hudson Bay Company. Their charter is dated May 2, 1670. The privileges granted under this charter were the most comprehensive that could be imagined. They were the absolute proprietors of an immense area. They had supreme jurisdiction in both civil and military affairs. They had the power to make laws to govern the same, and to wage war against the natives if to their interest to do so. It was in fact a sovereignty in itself. They were not however without their troubles in these early days. The French claimed part of the territory covered by their charter, and the posts located therein became a prey to French expeditions, which in some instances became extremely rich prizes. The company never failed to look after their own interests when the treaties were being made after the various wars between England and France, until finally the French and Indian War terminated French dominion in Canada. This war was largely due to the English invading French territory, and mostly by this company in establishing trading-posts. Nothing of any moment appeared on their horizon to cause any disquietude until 1787, when the various companies in Canada and numerous Scotch merchants of Montreal—the latter being the ruling element—formed the Northwest Fur Company.

They immediately took the field in a most aggressive manner and in many instances invaded the charter rights of the older company. To this company as partner belonged the celebrated Sir Alexander MacKenzie, who made extensive explorations in the Northwest, and was the first to cross the continent above the Spanish possessions, which he did in 1793, and shortly thereafter returned to England and wrote an account of the same, for which he received the honor of knighthood.

In the meantime the rivalry between these two companies went beyond all bounds. The old company, who had heretofore almost wholly depended on the Indian trade, was, in order to meet the competition of the new company, now compelled to send out trading and trapping parties, who frequently met those of the other, and fierce encounters took place. At this juncture, in 1811 Lord Selkirk received a grant of land, on which to establish a colony, on the United States border near Lake Winnipeg in the Red River valley. This was done in order to injure the Northwest Company, at least they so construed it. The greatest sufferers were the poor colonists, whose desperate struggles are very ably written by an old Astorian fur-trader, Alexander Ross, who settled here with his family (his wife being an Indian) as did many others with the same domestic relations. This settlement became quite an asylum for returning traders with Indian families. This Northwest Fur Company is the company which succeeded Astor in his venture at the mouth of the Columbia.

The crisis was reached in their affairs about 1816, when the Northwest Company and the Hudson Bay Company in conjunction with the colonists, resorted to actual war, and many lives were lost on both sides. England could no longer ignore or evade the issue, the parties were brought into court and a long-drawn litigation ensued in which an immense amount of money was spent by both companies. It had the beneficial effect of bringing them to their senses; and, what had long been pointed out by far-sighted individuals as the best solution of the controversy—the amalgamation of the two companies—took place in 1821. The Northwest Company went out of existence and the Hudson Bay Company was the name adopted by the new organization which acquired all the rights and privileges of the older company, with some slight exceptions, its territory being thereby somewhat increased. The trials of the Red River settler were now at an end and this colony began to flourish, being well established and well governed. This merger, however, prevented the promotion and threw out of employment many of the old servants of both companies. Alexander Ross in particular describes how he was affected by it. The condition of the engagés was not much changed as they all found employment in the new company. Many of the clerks and minor officers were not given places, and those that were had to be contented with positions much below those they formerly occupied. Many under these circumstances became dissatisfied, and sought occupation elsewhere; many found employment with the American companies, and became some of their best representatives. With the Hudson Bay Company, merit—and merit alone—was, and could be, the only road to advancement, this being one of the secrets of their success. No influence, however great, had any weight, if the applicant did not possess the necessary qualifications.

They discontinued the sale of alcoholic stimulants to the Indians, and only used it where competition compelled them to resort to this measure to hold their own with rival traders. We shall see how this operated against them when in contact with our American companies. It was undoubtedly the most perfectly organized monopoly then in existence, or which had ever existed. They also took measures to protect the fur-bearing animals, to prevent their becoming extinct. They were perfectly just in their dealings with the Indians; each article had a certain fixed value, which the Indians soon came to recognize and respect, and as a result there was much less bickering than usually occurred with other companies. While they at times had trouble, it is true, with the natives, the latter knew that they would surely be called to account for their misdeeds, when justice would be meted out to them, however long it might take. They never ignored a transgression of their law, which the Indians soon came to respect and in this manner they were kept under almost complete control. We here see the hardy Scot at his best, as the bone and sinew of this powerful company was of that nationality. They, and not the English, carried it forward; invading new territories, and overcoming all obstacles, they brought all their native shrewdness into play to pacify the Indian and make him a source of revenue, whereby the coffers of the company were filled.

The name of Mackenzie or McKensie, is one of which the fur-trading annals of America may justly be proud. They were indeed wonderful men: Alexander, who was the first to cross the continent as already stated; and Donald, who became dissatisfied with the Northwest Company, and joined in the Astor venture on the Pacific. If we may believe Alexander Ross, the latter was the greatest of all the Northwest Company’s traders. The amount of furs he collected seems almost beyond belief. After the downfall of the Astor enterprise, he became a partner in the Northwest Company, and was the means of establishing Fort Nez Percés, near the forks of the Columbia. His object was to be near the Snake River country, believing it one of the most prolific in furs on the continent, and if the above authority is to be relied upon, he certainly made good his belief. The amount of furs collected in this locality between 1814 and 1825 can scarcely be realized, and the region covered will probably never be known. They trapped in the Snake River valley, and possibly the headwaters of the Missouri, as well as in Utah, Colorado, and Nevada. Ross describes it as the country beyond the Blue Mountains. He understood the Indian character thoroughly, and frequently avoided conflicts by using methods now in vogue by our politicians; if the men were surly, he would make friends with the women and children, and thus bring about a friendly feeling. He later became governor of the Red River settlement, and died and is buried in New York State.

Kenneth MacKenzie was scarcely less prominent than the above. He was one of the victims of the consolidation of 1821, after which he joined the Columbia and later Astor’s American Fur Company, and was the first to establish himself permanently among the Blackfeet; he was in charge of the Upper Missouri, and was known as “King of the Upper Missouri Outfit.” He was as prominent in the American Fur Company as the other two were in the British companies; but against the orders of the government, he started a distillery on the Upper Missouri, and in this manner his usefulness came to an end.

It is to be sincerely hoped that some day the seal of secrecy will be removed from the records of this monopoly—the Hudson Bay Company—that the world may learn more of the true history of the early fur-trading days.

The stirring times of the American Revolution in the east gave little opportunity to the people for commercial pursuits, and the fur-trade in particular. Soon after the close of this struggle John Jacob Astor appeared upon the scene, and before many years had elapsed, he was considered not only one of the leading merchants but fur-trader as well. The story of his career is very ably written by many authorities; we shall have much to say of his connection with the Missouri River trade.

Captain Cook, after his famous voyage of 1776-80, during which he discovered the Sandwich Islands, visited the northwest coast of America. His report was so flattering as to the fur-trade, that many, particularly the merchants of Boston, at once made preparations to visit this coast. As a rule these ventures proved extremely profitable, and up to the time of the War of 1812 almost three times as many American vessels, or “Boston ships” as they were called, visited this coast as those of all other nations combined; many were English, and they were known to the natives as “King George ships.” After a trading trip on this coast, when they had collected a cargo of furs, they would sail for China and exchange them for goods suitable for the American market, mostly nankeens. China was, and always has been, the best market for the finest furs.

Previous to the purchase of Louisiana, and while this country was under Spanish rule, numerous companies and individuals were engaged in the trade along the Missouri and its tributaries, although very few ventured to the Upper Missouri. The most prominent of these companies was Maxent, Laclede and Company, which after the death of Laclede was succeeded by others.

After the purchase of Louisiana, Lewis and Clark found, on their celebrated journey, the omnipresent Scot, the representative of the Northwest Fur Company, already on the Upper Missouri. In the report of this expedition particular stress was laid upon the fact that the country along their route was especially adapted to the establishment of a chain of trading-posts which could be extended to the Pacific. Astor at once saw the advantage of such an undertaking from a commercial standpoint, and it was from this report of Lewis and Clark that he conceived the idea which he endeavored to carry out a few years later, by organizing the Pacific Fur Company, a complete history of which is to be found in Irving’s Astoria.

About this period there was in St. Louis a trader who was second to none in the fur-trading annals of America, and, strange as it may appear, this gentleman was a Spaniard by birth, who for energy and enterprise was not surpassed by the hardy Scot of the north. This interesting individual was Manuel Lisa. He was upright, honest, a man of sterling worth, a competent judge of men and character, and undoubtedly the best equipped man in every way engaged in the trade on the Missouri at this time. He was a past-master in the thoroughness of his knowledge of Indian character, and fully acquainted with the Indian trade of the Missouri of that day. Irving, in his Astoria, does not give him this reputation, but Mr. Hunt, being also engaged in the trade, was inclined to interpret many of Lisa’s acts as hostile to the Astor enterprise, in which he was greatly mistaken or misinformed: Lisa’s reported hostilities were only conjectured, with no foundation whatever. For fully twenty years previous to this time, he had been engaged in the Indian trade on the Missouri, and saw as well as did Lewis and Clark, the proportions to which the fur-trade might be developed. He then formed a company in order to secure a share of this trade. In the spring of 1807, he took into his employ the celebrated John Colter, who had been with Lewis and Clark, and whose thrilling adventure with the Blackfeet is graphically related in Irving’s Astoria. Lisa met this interesting character on the Missouri River on his return to St. Louis, and by liberal inducements prevailed upon him to turn back and guide him to the upper country. Colter was then for the third time returning from the wilderness, and again turned his face toward the sources of the Missouri. He had not been in St. Louis for some years. Lisa returned the following year (probably August), having had many adventures, but evidently quite successful, and became the organizer and leading partner in the St. Louis Missouri Fur Company. With indomitable energy he continued his trading excursions up and down the Missouri, in season and out of season, never tiring or flagging, until the year 1820 when he died. His children by his regular marriage all died without issue, but he left some progeny by an Indian wife of the Omaha tribe. His estate was much involved at the time of his death. He is buried in St. Louis.

When Lewis and Clark reached the Mandan villages, on their return from the Pacific in 1806, they persuaded one of the leading Mandan chiefs—named Shahaka, or Gros Blanc, Big White—to accompany them to St. Louis and Washington with a view of making a visit to President Jefferson, one of the express stipulations being that he should be safely escorted back to his nation. Accordingly, the following summer an expedition was organized for this purpose. The chief’s party consisted of himself and an interpreter, René Jesseaume—each with his wife and child. Their escort consisted of two non-commissioned officers and eleven privates under the command of Ensign Nathaniel Pryor, who had been a member of the Lewis and Clark expedition. They started on their way back from St. Louis in May 1807, and with them a number of other parties set out for the upper country. All went well until they reached the rascally Aricaras, where, it is said, Lisa, who preceded the parties (Pryor’s and Pierre Chouteau’s parties having traveled together), gained passage through their territory by some underhand method, which charge is not well sustained. The latter had an extremely fierce battle with these Indians, and as a result when practically at the chief’s door-step, only three days’ march after their tedious journey, Ensign Pryor was compelled to retreat with his charge the entire distance to St. Louis. Thus ended the first attempt to return Big White.

The following year Governor Lewis on the part of the government made a contract with the members of the Missouri Fur Company for the return of the Mandan. The company agreed to engage one hundred and twenty-five men, of whom forty should be “Americans and expert rifle-men,” under the command of Pierre Chouteau. The compensation for this service was to be seven thousand dollars, one-half to be paid on starting. In this manner it was that Big White was returned to his home, and not as stated in Coyner’s Lost Trappers. It is altogether likely that Edward Rose was one of this party of expert riflemen. About this time occurred a decline in the value of furs, although expeditions left St. Louis regularly for purposes of trade on the Missouri. It was also about this time (1810) that Mr. Hunt made his appearance in St. Louis with his company, on his way to Astoria.

The Missouri River trade for the next ten years, owing largely to the decline in furs and the war with England, did not attain the magnitude which might have been expected from the earlier bright prospects. It must be remembered that this was long before the days of steamboats on the Missouri and the only means of transportation was by keelboats. A rope was attached and the boat pulled by fifteen or twenty men, and where this was not feasible poles were used. At this work the Canadian voyageurs were extremely valuable.

In the year 1822, Jones and Immel sent a fine cargo of furs down to St. Louis from the upper river, but in the following year met with a disaster at the hands of the Blackfeet, in which both the leaders and five men were killed, and by which they lost about fifteen thousand dollars’ worth of property.

We now come to consider the Rocky Mountain Fur Company and the American Fur Company, Western department—the former very important in the Rocky Mountain trade, the latter in that of the Missouri River.

The American Fur Company had, previous to this time (1822), been doing business on the borders of the Great Lakes, on the American side, having succeeded in having certain laws enacted whereby English companies were not allowed to trade in American territory. This part of their territory became known as the Northern department, and the Missouri River trade became known as the Western department. Thus after the lapse of nearly ten years since the failure of the Pacific Fur Company, Astor was again established in this fur-trading center of the West. The new department was supplied with men, many of whom had been with Astor in the unprofitable venture on the Pacific. Ramsey Crooks and Russell Famham were two leaders. About 1827 they absorbed the Columbia Fur Company and from this company secured some of their leading men—the most prominent one being Kenneth Mac-Kenzie. The posts and territory secured from this company were on the Upper Missouri, and the name “Upper Missouri Outfit” (“U. M. O.’’) was given to it, and the employees of the old company were mostly retained. In this manner the American Fur Company became established on the Upper Missouri, with Kenneth MacKenzie as director. He became known as the “King of the Upper Missouri Outfit.” This is the MacKenzie referred to by Leonard. The first permanent post established by them was Fort Union about two hundred miles above the mouth of the Yellowstone, in the year 1829, and later others were established. In the year 1831, MacKenzie concluded a treaty of peace with the Blackfeet, the greatest enemies to the whites on the Missouri, and thus became firmly established in their country. Following is a copy of the treaty:


On the vigil of St. Andrew in the year 1831, the powerful and distinguished nation of the Blackfeet, Plegan, and Blood Indians by their ambassadors appeared at Fort Union near the spot where the Yellowstone River unites its current with the Missouri, and in the council chamber of the Governor, Kenneth McKensie, and the principal chief of the Assiniboine nation, the Man-that-Holds-the-Knife, attended by his chiefs of council, le Bechu, le Borgne, the Sparrow, the Bear’s Arm, La Terre qui Tremble, and l’Enfant de Medecin, when, conforming to all ancient customs and ceremonies, and observing the due mystical signs enjoined by the great medicine lodges, a treaty of peace and friendship was entered into by the said high contracting parties, and is testified by their hands and seals hereunto annexed, hereafter and forever to live as brethren of one large, united, and happy family; and may the great spirit who watcheth over us all approve our conduct and teach us to love one another.

Done, executed, ratified, and confirmed at Fort Union on the day and year, first herein written, in the presence of Jas. Archdale Hamilton.



Let us go back to the time when MacKenzie was a member of the Columbia Fur Company. At this time, as we shall see when we take up the Rocky Mountain Fur Company, General Ashley had returned from the third of his remarkably successful expeditions from beyond the Rocky Mountains. He caused much speculation in the fur-mart of St. Louis. MacKenzie looked with jealous eye on this prolific fur-bearing territory, being anxious to enter it and share its immense profits—which he eventually did, but realized very little.

An epoch in the Missouri River trade was the advent of the steamboat, replacing the faithful old keelboats, which were relegated to oblivion very much in the same manner as is the canal-boat at the present time. The first boat was built in Louisville and was named the “Yellowstone.” Guided by Captain B. Young, she left St. Louis, April 16, 1831, on her maiden trip, which she made with but little difficulty. She supplied the Upper Missouri posts. In this manner the American Fur Company, a thoroughly organized company with unlimited capital, continued trading on the Missouri for many years, with no competition to cause them any alarm.

The only real rival of this company was the Rocky Mountain Fur Company, whose organization was imperfect and capital very limited, although their men, who were masters at the business, conducted affairs in the mountains with much energy. They were pushed to the wall, as we shall see, largely through the efforts of the American Fur Company, although the latter lost a great deal of money in accomplishing it. The American Fur Company carried on trade largely along the Missouri River and its tributaries. This territory the Rocky Mountain Fur Company recognized as theirs, and seldom invaded it, probably for the very good reason that its financial resources did not warrant it. The former company was not slow in invading the rich and sacred precincts of the Rocky Mountain Company, and by dogging its footsteps and hindering its trapping and trading, eventually brought about its downfall. They, however, suffered much before it was accomplished, in which one can almost see the master-hand of an Astor.

The origin of the Rocky Mountain Fur Company dates from an advertisement in the Missouri Republican of March 20, 1822, in which Major Andrew Henry—an old hand at the business, who had been on the Upper Missouri at the time Mr. Hunt and party crossed to the Pacific in 1811—and William H. Ashley advertised for one hundred young men to trap and trade on the Upper Missouri. The first license to trade was granted to Ashley April 11, 1822. The desired number of young men was easily obtained. They were to be absent about three years, under the command of the veteran Andrew Henry. After much loss of property and other misfortunes they finally established a post at the mouth of the Yellowstone. He had trouble with the Blackfeet and lost a number of men. In the meantime Ashley had advertised for another hundred men, and started out on his disastrous expedition of 1823. Jedediah S. Smith was a member of this party—in fact Smith, Sublette, and Jackson were all with Ashley at this time and later succeeded him in the business. Of all the expeditions up the Missouri previous to this time, Mr. Hunt and his party were about the only ones to escape the fickle and treacherous Aricaras.

The following year, they made quite a successful hunt in the Green River valley, and a party under Etienne Prevost very probably crossed the mountains by the South Pass. No doubt, they were the first whites to pass through this defile, which, later, was largely used by emigrants on their western journeys to Oregon and California. The Oregon Trail passed through it. Being well adapted to the use of wagons, it is one of the easiest passages through the Rocky Mountains within the confines of the United States.

At this period, Andrew Henry drops from the annals of the fur-trade, 1824-25, and we hear nothing more of him in this connection.

General Ashley decided to abandon the Missouri River trade; the discoveries of Henry, Smith, and Prevost convinced him of the fact that beaver were far more plentiful beyond the mountains in the neighborhood of the Great Salt Lake. Another weighty reason for this change was that at this time the Missouri Fur Company was extremely active in the trade of the Upper Missouri, and that many others were engaged in it, while the strong American Fur Company was preparing to enter it also. Probably Ashley thought this amount of competition might prove ruinous to his limited means.

At this point we must give Ashley credit for a departure from the old and time-honored methods then in vogue with the older companies; instead of forts he established the rendezvous, which was a mecting-place at some suitable point in the mountains where the trappers and friendly Indians would congregate, usually about July, as at this time furs were not taken. Here they exchanged their furs for needed supplies for the coming year, after which they returned to their lonely haunts and continued trapping until another year rolled by. Then they again made their appearance and usually squandered the greater part of their year’s earnings, only to return again to the wilderness. Thus an entirely new order of things was established, and the rendezvous became an extremely unique and important feature of the mountain trade. Ashley also abandoned that great highway of the fur-trade, the Missouri River, and continued overland along the river Platte to the mountains, in the summer of 1824, and probably spent the following winter in the Green River valley. Here he met with some adventures in endeavoring to navigate the Green River the following spring. Shortly after these events, he met Prevost and his party, and continued westward to the Salt Lake valley. Prevost while traversing this territory had an encounter with the Snake Indians (a very unusual occurrence, as they were and always had been very friendly—this is probably the only instance of hostility on their part) in which he lost many men.

Ashley explored the country south of Salt Lake as far as Sevier Lake, which he named after himself. They then turned north to reach the annual rendezvous in the Upper Green River valley, and it was probably at Cache valley that he met the Hudson Bay trader, Peter Skene Ogden, with a large party, and furs estimated at from $70,000 to $200,000. Ashley came into possession of these furs, for practically nothing: some say that he found them in cache and robbed it, others say that he bought them to relieve Ogden’s necessities. There seems to be a cloud over the whole transaction, and no one has ever been able to get at the facts in the affair. As a result it has caused much speculation, and as the Hudson Bay Company has never given any explanation, we are left entirely in the dark.

It was, however, the turning-point in Ashley’s financial career. He had up to this time been deeply involved in debt and in this manner was enabled to pay off his indebtedness and lay the foundation for a substantial fortune. From the Green River rendezvous he returned to St. Louis with the furs, through the South Pass by way of the Bighorn to the Yellowstone, thence to and down the Missouri River. The old fort which they had established some two years previous they found in ruins. Fortune still smiled upon Ashley. Arriving at the Missouri, he had the good fortune to fall in with General Atkinson, who offered him and his outfit a safe convoy to Council Bluffs, thus making the journey to St. Louis of little danger or risk.

The rendezvous of 1826 was to be at Cache valley, where no doubt Ashley hoped to meet another Ogden. He set out for this point in March, 1826, having been married since his return. This journey was up the North Platte and Sweetwater and through the South Pass. It was on this journey that he took with him his celebrated wheeled cannon—a six-pounder—to Utah Lake, where he installed it at his trading-post. In July of this year, while at the rendezvous, he sold out his interest in the mountain trade to Jedediah S. Smith, David E. Jackson, and William L. Sublette—a worthy trio indeed, the leaders and best men under Ashley. From this time forward, they traded under the name of the Rocky Mountain Fur Company. They had an agreement with General Ashley whereby he was to supply them with goods. From the rendezvous he at once returned to St. Louis, taking with him the result of the year’s hunt: one hundred and twenty-three packs of beaver-skins. General Ashley never again returned to the mountains, but, having political ambition, was later elected to Congress.

The following year Smith, Sublette, and Jackson sent down one hundred and thirty packs of beaver and were able to liquidate all their indebtedness to General Ashley. The phenomenal success of Ashley set the whole fur-trade in a flurry, and the great American Fur Company began to reach out as we have indicated. Up to this time Ashley had carried from the mountains in three or four years $250,000 worth of furs—a fabulous amount for those days. Many adventurers went to the mountains to seek a fortune, and it was probably some of these stories that influenced Leonard to engage in the trade. We elsewhere give the adventures of Jedediah S. Smith while he was a member of this company. The other two partners carried on a very successful trade in the mountains.

In the spring of 1830, the company made a departure from the old custom of using pack animals, by conveying their supplies to the mountains in wagons. This is the first instance of the use of wagons in this connection although they had long been in use on the Santa Fé trail. They followed what was later known as the Oregon trail to the rendezvous on Wind River.

At the rendezvous of this year, another change took place. The partners, following the example of Ashley, sold out their interest to their leading men—Thomas Fitzpatrick, Milton G. Sublette (brother of William), Henry Fraeb, J. B. Gervais, and James Bridger, the celebrated guide of later years. This transfer occurred August 4, 1830, and the firm continued the use of the name Rocky Mountain Fur Company. The three partners returned to St. Louis at once with an extremely valuable cargo of furs: one hundred and ninety packs of beaver.

After the breaking up of the Wind River rendezvous, in August 1830, Fitzpatrick, Sublette, and Bridger with two hundred men moved north along the Bighorn, crossed the Yellowstone, to the neighborhood of the Great Falls of the Missouri, then to the three forks, and up the Jefferson branch to the divide. They were extremely successful and a large amount of furs was taken, the party being too strong for the treacherous Blackfeet to attack. Having crossed the divide and reached Ogden’s Hole, they fell in with the Hudson Bay Company trader of that name, and Fitzpatrick, following the example of Ashley, proceeded at once to relieve him of his furs. The Hudson Bay people allowed no liquor to be used in their trade—very much to their credit—but the throats of their trappers were dry—enough at any rate to overcome their scruples. The Rocky Mountain Fur Company was fortunately well supplied with this article, and Ogden, the Hudson Bay trader, was perfectly helpless, placed as he was in the hands of the unscrupulous Fitzpatrick. The result was that the latter secured the furs of all the Hudson Bay Company trappers, the product of one whole year’s hard labor, at a very small cost to the Rocky Mountain Fur Company. A great deal of mystery surrounds Ashley’s transaction, and we are therefore unable to say which of the two made the better bargain, he or his unscrupulous successor. It is, however, nothing to the credit of either, and is in striking contrast to the treatment accorded Jedediah S. Smith of the same company some few years previous by the Hudson Bay Company.

After this discreditable transaction at Ogden’s Hole, Fitzpatrick and his party returned eastward to Powder River valley, where they arrived before the cold weather set in. In the spring of 1831, they set out for the Blackfoot country but had not proceeded far before their horses were stolen by the Crows. After some effort they recaptured their own and at the same time secured many of the horses belonging to these Indians. Shortly after this affair, Fitzpatrick with only one companion started for St. Louis, reaching Council Bluffs April 19. It must be remembered that it was just about this time that Leonard departed from St. Louis for the mountains. When the former reached St. Louis he was prevailed upon to accompany Smith, Sublette, and Jackson to Santa Fé, they having entered the Santa Fé trade, and thence to return with the outfit to the rendezvous. It was on this expedition that Jedediah S. Smith was killed on the Cimarron desert by the Comanches. Fitzpatrick, on arriving at Santa Fé, continued north along the eastern base of the mountains, and reached the North Platte near the mouth of the Laramie, late in the year. Leonard, however, says that “Fitzpatrick arrived at the mouth of the Laramie about September 1 on his way to St. Louis.” Fitzpatrick was met near the Platte by Fraeb and conducted to the Powder River valley, where the five partners were gathered together to spend the winter. This is not in accord with Leonard’s statement. They expected to spend a quiet winter, in which they were disappointed, as here appeared for the first time the representatives of the American Fur Company, from the Upper Missouri, presumably under orders from Kenneth MacKenzie. They now for the first time began to feel the pressure of this powerful rival, of thorough organization and unlimited means, which eventually drove them from the mountains and out of business. They at this time wished to share in the profits of the mountain trade. The men in charge of the party who were thus invading the territory of the Rocky Mountain Company were Vanderburgh, Drips, and Fontenelle, whose policy it was to follow the trappers of the above company and leam the best trapping-grounds. It was not a very honorable procedure to say the least, but such were the methods of the mountains and these companies. The Rocky Mountain Company, as we have seen, did not draw the lines very closely in this respect themselves. The object of the American Fur Company now became apparent when the two rival companies were camped side by side. Fitzpatrick and his associates quietly stole out of the country and traveled very rapidly for about four hundred miles west to the forks of the Snake River, having previously fixed the next rendezvous at Pierre’s Hole, while they spent the winter with the Nez Percés and Flatheads. However, the peace, serenity, and prosperity of the Rocky Mountain Fur Company were forever at an end. During all this while, according to Leonard, Fitzpatrick was in St. Louis.

Fitzpatrick and party made their spring hunt along the course of the Snake, Salt, and John Day rivers, and then into Bear River valley, where, much to their disgust, they again met Vanderburgh and Drips, who were evidently trying to find them. They resolved to seek other trapping-grounds at once, which they did, and returned to the assemblage of trappers and Indians, at the summer rendezvous of 1832, at Pierre’s Hole. It must be remembered that during this period Leonard was in the mountains about the Laramie River.

Here again the representatives of the American Fur Company made their appearance, to the infinite vexation of the Rocky Mountain Company, but their presence at this time was a far more serious matter. The time had about arrived for the trappers and Indians to assemble, and should the American Fur Company be the first to receive their supplies, they would reap the harvest that had heretofore fallen to the Rocky Mountain Fur Company. This was a serious consideration and it was of the utmost importance that their convoy of merchandise should arrive first. William L. Sublette had the contract to bring out this year’s supplies. In this dilemma it was decided that Fitzpatrick should go to meet him and hurry him forward with the goods. Fitzpatrick set out with his usual promptness, and made remarkable time; he was an extremely active man, and fortunately met Sublette with the supplies on the Platte below the mouth of the Laramie River, about four hundred miles from the rendezvous. On their way back, June 13, Fitzpatrick hired a party of men at the Laramie River belonging to the firm of Gant and Blackwell, who had experienced a most unsuccessful campaign at trapping during the previous winter. This was the party to which Leonard belonged, although the timing does not quite agree with that of Leonard. We find in this statement that Fitzpatrick was at the mouth of the Laramie River previous to January 1, 1832, and again on June 13 of this year; the question arises, did Leonard see him both times?

When the party arrived at the Sweetwater, Fitzpatrick went on ahead to carry the news of Sublette’s approach, and met with the adventure as related by Leonard. William L. Sublette with the supplies reached the rendezvous at Pierre’s Hole July 8. Further on we shall relate the incidents which occurred at this the most celebrated rendezvous of the mountains.

From the rendezvous at Pierre’s Hole Leonard went with a number of others to trap on the Humboldt or Mary’s River. The rendezvous having broken up July 17, we will again follow the Rocky Mountain Company, simply to show what rivalry and intense feeling of hatred existed against the American Fur Company and its methods.

Fitzpatrick and Bridger went to the trapping-ground on the Jefferson fork of the Missouri, and here they had the mortification of learning that Vanderburgh and Drips were again on their trail. They now offered to compromise by dividing the territory, but the offer was declined. The tactics of the American Fur Company were beginning to show results, and Fitzpatrick and Bridger with all their knowledge and shrewdness could not shake them off, and the trapping season was thus slipping away. Becoming thoroughly exasperated and out of patience, they resolved to lure their opponents to follow in order to teach them a lesson. They now plunged into the forbidden land of the Blackfeet, and lured and encouraged their rivals from point to point, until they were attacked by these Indians and Vanderburgh, one of the leaders, was killed. This was the object which Fitzpatrick and Bridger had in view when they went to this neighborhood, knowing that the others would not be as well prepared and on their guard as they, and probably only regretted that the destruction was not more complete. The party of Fitzpatrick and Bridger barely escaped, and Bridger was severely wounded in the shoulder—an arrowhead remaining in his body for nearly two years, when it was removed by the celebrated missionary physician Doctor Whitman, in the mountains, while on his way to Oregon. After this affair, which shows the intense feeling that existed and the extremes to which both parties would go in matters of trade, the Rocky Mountain Fur Company wintered in the valley of the Snake River, and in the following spring made their usual hunt, and all were gathered together again at the head of Green River, which was the rendezvous for the year 1833.

We here find again side by side the two rival companies, also Captain Bonneville and his company, the energetic Yankee—Nathaniel J. Wyeth—an officer of the English army, Captain Stuart, Robert Campbell, with party and outfit fresh from St. Louis, besides a large number of Indians of various tribes, who visited the rendezvous.

The trade had by this time fallen off very much and the Rocky Mountain Fur Company sent from this rendezvous to St. Louis but fifty-five packs of beaver.

The numerous bands of trappers now departed for their fall hunt. Fitzpatrick accompanied the various parties who were returning to St. Louis by way of the Missouri, as far as the Bighorn, where they parted. He was now in the Crow land where he went to seek permission to trap the coming season, but before he could make his request known, they had robbed him of everything he possessed. Fitzpatrick charged the American Fur Company with being the instigators of this affair, but he was simply being repaid at his own game, and was in no wise to be pitied. It was during this period that Leonard was absent from the mountains with Walker on his California expedition.

The trade was now becoming completely demoralized, and the Rocky Mountain Company was in very much the same condition when they met in Green River valley in 1834. Here a dissolution of the company was agreed upon—Henry Fraeb selling out his interest for forty head of horses, forty beaver traps, eight guns, and $1,000 in merchandise; Gervais doing the same for twenty horses, thirty traps, and $500 in merchandise. This low price of the shares of the company shows that they were not considered of much value. Fitzpatrick, Sublette, and Bridger, who remained, formed a new company trading in their individual names, and assumed the obligations of the old company. Thus, with the summer rendezvous of 1834, at Green River, we have to record the death of the once mighty Rocky Mountain Fur Company.

Fitzpatrick, Sublette, and Bridger bought the post built by William L. Sublette and Robert Campbell in 1834 on the Laramie, the following year, and entered the service of the company which had caused their downfall—the American Fur Company. From this time forward this powerful organization had a monopoly on the trade, and the history of the trade is simply a history of this company. The romance, however, connected with the fur-trade had departed. Besides the leading companies mentioned, there were quite a number of individual traders in the mountains previous to 1835, namely, William L. Sublette, Robert Campbell, J. O. Pattic, Mr. Pilcher, Charles and William Bent, Ceran St. Vrain, and Mr. Gant and Mr. Blackwell.

The introduction by the whites of vices and diseases among the Indians and particularly the latter, undermined and sapped the vitality of the natives, making them today a mere shadow of their former selves, and a hopelessly degenerate race. No estimate can be made of the destructiveness of these agencies, no reliable statistics being available, but that they were exceedingly great, there can be no question. We have alluded to the destructiveness of the wars among the various Indian tribes and between the tribes and the whites—in many instances the loss of life was fearful. With them war meant death—no mercy was asked or given—prisoners, with few exceptions, were taken only with a view to torture. Yet these wars were a mere bagatelle when compared with the loss of life as a result of the vices and diseases introduced by the white people.

The use of alcoholic stimulants to which the Indians soon became slaves, as well as venereal diseases which became universal, undermined the naturally strong constitutions of the natives and tainted and weakened the constitutions of their offspring as well. The far-reaching, deteriorating influence of these conditions can only be imagined. As will be seen by studying the early history and the fur-trading and trapping era of the great West, the trappers and traders—many of them men of low moral standard—were largely responsible for this condition of affairs.

The one disease which, more than any other, is responsible for the depopulation of the Indians, is the smallpox. Whether this disease was prevalent among the Indians previous to the coming of the whites is a question that has not been definitely settled. The destructiveness of this disease among the natives is almost beyond conception—it was fatal beyond anything known to the whites, and the Indians dreaded it as they did no other enemy.

Even among the whites the epidemics of a century or two ago were more dreaded by them than almost any other disease, and in the early colonial days of this country some of the epidemics were frightful. Either the contagion or the epidemics are growing less severe, or the disease is being modified by passing through generation after generation; or vaccination may be modifying the course of the disease; at any rate, epidemics are less frequent and less severe, and the death-rate is far below what it formerly was. At the present time we know more about, and can better manage, this dreadful scourge of former years.

The Indians were absolutely ignorant of the nature of the disease, as much as a child, and their mode of living, particularly in the winter season, had a tendency to produce fatal results; it is rather remarkable that any of them recovered during ordinary epidemics, under the treatment they received.

The armamentarium of the Indian for the treatment of all diseases and ailments is the sweat-house in one form or another, and this is usually followed by a cold plunge even in the northern latitudes, in winter, and particularly along the Missouri, where some of the most dreadful epidemics raged. This is their infallible and universal remedy. If we, who know something of the nature of this disease should take a patient and place him in a sweat-house until he is in a dripping perspiration, then subject him to a cold plunge, and place him in a tepee where the temperature cannot be regulated—how many of our smallpox patients would recover, and what would be the mortality? If any should escape, they would be extremely fortunate, and the mortality would no doubt be almost as high as among the Indians.
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