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CHAPTER ONE


Men to Match the Mountains


The Plains Indians called the Rockies the “Shining Mountains,” and in her anthem “America the Beautiful,” Katharine Lee Bates described them as “Purple mountain majesties above the fruited plain.” They still do shine across the prairies and, yes, they are quite possibly the most majestic mountains on earth.


The Rockies aren’t the world’s highest mountains by a long shot, but only the South American Andes stretch for a further distance. Even the rugged Himalayas don’t cover as much territory as the North American Rockies that run for more than 3,000 miles northward from New Mexico and across Canada into Alaska, by way of Utah, Colorado and Idaho, Wyoming and Montana. Like all mountain chains, they are broken into individual ranges, more than a hundred of them in this case, with wide watershed basins and valleys between them. As many as twenty substantial rivers and thousands of creeks and streams run through the Rockies on their way to ultimately drain into three different oceans: the Atlantic, the Pacific and the Arctic, not to mention the Gulf of Mexico, and whether they flow east, west, north or south depends on their location in relation to the Continental Divide that runs along the crests of the mountains’ highest ridges.


Thanks to a string of American and Canadian National Parks and mile after mile of protected forests and wildlife preserves, the landscapes of the Rocky Mountains haven’t changed much from what awed the Native Americans, and later visitors like K.L. Bates who found mountain majesty at the top of Pike’s Peak in Colorado.


Hundreds of thousands go into these mountains every year for skiing and flyfishing, hiking, rock climbing, hunting, or simply restoring their souls in the midst of the most beautiful surroundings in the world, but relatively few actually live there. The population density is less than five persons per square mile, and most of those people live in cities that are small compared to the American average.
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Katharine Lee Bates visited the Rockies in Summer 1893 when she attended a teaching workshop at Colorado Springs. Her observations were encapsulated in the words of her famous anthem ‘America the Beautiful’.
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Hundreds of thousands go into the Rockies every year for leisure, but for the mountain men, who first opened up the country, it was very different.
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Most of the recruits or engagés, as they were called, came from farming communities in the Midwest, the South and Canada, since the promise of untold riches earned from a few years trapping seemed vastly preferable to life on a ‘hardscrabble’ farm.


When Americans began turning their eyes to the west at the end of the eighteenth century, they couldn’t see beyond the walls of the Rockies. But the barriers eventually came down thanks to a band of men, each part adventurer, part explorer, part Indian fighter, and part fur trapper, who risked their lives up there in the high mountains, deep canyons and broad windswept meadows. It was a new breed of American called mountain men.


Between the years 1807 and 1840 when fur trading dominated in the Rockies thousands of these men came and went, and each of them made his own personal contribution to the mountain man legend. Only a relative handful of their individual stories have survived, but each and every one of them was a textbook example of what are sometimes called rugged individualists who defy pigeonholing. Still, there were some qualities that most of them had in common.


More often than not a mountain trapper was a man in his twenties or thirties who had come from the Southern States or the Midwest or from farms up in Canada. Nearly all of them had spent their boyhoods on farms, in fact, and volunteers from the urban Northeast were nearly nonexistent. Even though the fur companies they worked for preferred to hire bachelors, a surprising majority of them were married men, although they left their wives behind when they went into the wilderness like soldiers marching off to war. Quite a few who went into the mountains as single men, not to mention many who already had wives at home, acquired Indian women who cooked for them, made and mended their clothes, and sometimes served as guides, not to mention providing companionship during weeks and months of virtual solitude. These kinds of arrangements were easily made with their fathers or brothers who were usually more than willing to swap them for a gun or a horse, and the women were never regarded as wives in the world of the white man, although the mountain men themselves frequently saw them as “till death do us part” relationships. Movies and novels have planted the idea that these women were called “squaws,” but that was a word that amounted to an insult to white and red men alike. However, men who entered into such relationships were usually called “squawmen.”
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The indigenous tribes of the Rockies were willing to trade with the white man in all essentials including wives. Many of the mountain men including Jim Beckwourth and Jim Bridger took native brides.


In putting together a composite of the typical mountain man, if any of them could be called typical, there are a couple of stereotypes that may fit most of them, even though like all generalizations, they don’t add up to anything resembling reality. It is true that they were all toughened outdoorsmen who ground down the rough edges of the raw wilderness, and it is also true that the majority of them were loners who were fighting a private battle with the rules of a society that they had rejected.


But if they were determined to escape from society, most of them had at least one of its perceived evils branded deep in their souls. By and large, they became mountain men because they believed that there was money in it, and they saw trapping in the Rocky Mountains as a way to get rich quick. After a couple of months or, at worst, a year or two, most of them figured, they were going to be able to take their money and become big fish in the small pond of the Pacific Northwest where destiny was calling their countrymen.


Many among them, of course, had no intention of going anywhere else. The long arm of the law was waiting back where they came from to make them answer for forgotten crimes of their former life and, to be sure, there were many of those. There were also many who didn’t live to see the payoff. During all of the years that they combed the streams and bogs of the Rockies, an average of one mountain man was killed each and every week, and more often than not, it was a violent death.


For the most part, though, very few of these men ever joined the hordes of emigrants bound to establish homesteads in the far West. No matter what ideas any of them might have had about trapping as a stepping stone to a better future, they quickly found out that it was their future. Tough as the life may have been, it was an addictive one, and even the men who managed to build substantial bank accounts found it nearly impossible not to stay in the mountains for at least one more try to gather up some more of those hairy dollars, as they called the beaver pelts.
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Joe Grandee’s Painting ‘The Mountain Man’ shows in realistic detail the buckskin jacket, beaver skin hat, muzzle loading rifle, and horn handled butcher knife that so typified the garb of the time. He is clean shaven, apart from a pencil slim moustache, as many mountain men seemed to try to retain this semblance of civilization.


Although the fur companies skimmed off the bulk of the profits of their labors and gouged them when they were forced to buy the things they needed at their trading posts, some of the smarter men among them may well have been able to put together a tidy nest egg that could have become their grubstake for an easier life if they didn’t gamble it away in the meantime. After all, their money was no good out there in the woods and they managed to live reasonably well off the land, so any cash they were able to accumulate was their stake in the future.


And it wasn’t as though there wasn’t any money floating around out there, even if fur trading never was a major factor in the overall economy back then. During its heyday, about $300,000 worth of furs was shipped from St. Louis every single year. In today’s dollars, that comes to more than $3.36 million and an equal amount flowed in every year in the form of trade goods. Peanuts? Possibly. But considering the percentage of the total population that was involved in the beaver trade, it was big business, and it was no wonder that so many young men saw a fast buck in it.


For the most part, these country boys drifted into St. Louis with little more than that vague dream. All they knew for sure was that whatever became of them, they were still far better off than their fathers had been trying to scratch out a living on hardscrabble farms.
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The engagé or greenhorn as he was commonly known was employed on chores around the campsite, of which there were many, such as chopping wood for fuel and feeding the horses. Only after he had proved himself to be useful was he allowed to graduate to setting traps.


The easiest and most common first step they took was signing on with one of the fur companies as an engagé. They were the lowest of the low in the overall pecking order, expected to do the heavy lifting, trading post and camp housekeeping and any other chore that the experienced men considered beneath them. Their motivation, obviously, was the hope that one day soon they would be promoted to the status of trapper with company-supplied traps and animals, and after that, they might even be allowed to go off on their own hook, free to wander wherever they pleased with their own gear and sell their pelts to anyone they cared to. This was the rarest breed of all, and it turned out to be only a dream for the majority of them.


For most of these neophytes, it was the first time they had ever done anything and gotten paid for it. An engagé’s salary was typically ten or fifteen dollars a month. They were expected to do a bit of trapping in their spare time, but any furs they might bring in became company property and there were no bonus payments. The company also expected them to pay for all of the things they needed. A new shirt, for instance, could eat up a whole month’s pay.
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The essentials of a mountain man’s life. An authentic collection of equipment [see diagram]


A Buffalo Hide covered water canteens with wooden stoppers


B Possibles bag in Buffalo Hide


C Handmade butcher knife possibly Green River brand.


D Felt Hat with Buffalo Fur band


E Pipe


F Assortment of handmade horn tools


G Horn Spoon.


H Powder horn


I Buffalo fur gauntlets


Some of them had already done some trapping, usually for muskrat, while they were growing up, but most of them didn’t have the slightest idea how to trap and skin a beaver. No matter. They were surrounded by experienced experts and learning the ropes was easier than learning how to play a guitar.


These apprentices constituted a large part of the entourage when big brigades of trappers went out on their expeditions. Their job was to set up and maintain the night camps and take care of the horses and pack animals. On average, there was one such camp keeper for every three four-footed animals.


Whether they were traveling in brigades of fifty or sixty, or in twos and threes, just about every Rocky Mountain trapper carried the same basic equipment. Along with about six steel beaver traps, each of them toted an Indian blanket, a spare pair of wool-lined moccasins to replace the ones they were wearing that would soon wear out or become a meal of last resort in lean times. They carried a powder horn and a bullet pouch along with a bullet mold that were attached to their belt next to a butcher knife and a whetstone to keep it razor sharp. Each of them also carried flint and steel for making fires, a sheet metal frying pan, and a small wooden box that was filled with beaver bait. Most of these things were carried in what they called their “possibles bag,” which they had slung over their backs everywhere they went to keep them prepared for just about any possibility. A rawhide pouch around their necks held a pipe and a supply of tobacco that was compressed into long-lasting cakes
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Types of pipe from artifacts found at Rendezvous sites. A pipe was a vital piece of equipment


When the tobacco was gone, they would follow the lead of the Indians and smoke what the red men called kinnik-kinnik, the inner bark of the red willow, which they scraped from the trees in thin flakes and dried over a fire before rubbing them into a form that resembled tobacco. But the resemblance ended there. While the nicotine in tobacco leaves produces a soothing effect, kinnik-kinnik has a narcotic effect similar to marijuana, and most of the trappers packed plenty of tobacco ahead of any expedition. They needed to keep their wits about them out there.
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Position: Equipment:


1 Buffalo Hide Blanket. 2 Riding saddle. 3 Bear Trap. 4 Beaver Traps. 5 Powder Horn. 6 Tobacco sack and pipe. 7 Moccasins. 8 Indian Blanket. 9 Tomahawk. 10 Possibles bag. 11 Butcher knife in sheath on belt. 12 Pack Saddle. 13Awl. 14 Iron Kettle. 15 Flints in striker box.


If a man’s pipe broke, as they often did, he would carve himself a new one with the folding pocket knife that each of them inevitably carried. His pipe was the only companion a mountain man could count on, and many of them considered it the most important part of the paraphernalia they carried.


Most, though certainly not all, of them also carried a straight razor. Contrary to the popular image of these backwoodsmen, they weren’t all bearded. It was the only attempt any of them ever made to look “civilized.” Still, there was no hint of anything resembling gentility among these rough and ready adventurers, and it might be expected that they would be a foul-mouthed bunch, like the boatmen whose brawn carried goods on the Mississippi in those pre-steamboat days. But strangely, these men wouldn’t as much as say “damn” when things went wrong. The Indians who they emulated didn’t have any vulgarities in their languages, either. When they needed to emphasize any strong feelings, the red men and mountain men alike had a single all-purpose word, “Waugh!,” which was an imitation of the determined growl of a grizzly bear. [See Glossary of Terms, page 138]


If there was a uniform associated with these men, it would be a buckskin shirt and sturdy trousers, also made of cured animal skins, usually antelope, and they wore warm moccasins and a wool cap or a wide-brimmed felt hat. Their shirts and leggings were fringed in the manner that was made popular by Buffalo Bill’s Wild West in the next generation, but the fringe wasn’t entirely a decorative touch. The rawhide strips, which they called “whangs,” could be cut off and used to repair snags in their clothes, which were common among these men who spent so much time crawling through thick underbrush. They also decorated their outfits with porcupine quills that came in handy as needles, although each man carried an awl for tougher repair jobs. After a few weeks of roaming the mountains, their clothes, even their hats, became stained with grease and blood from skinning beaver and butchering game. Combined with the smoke from their campfires, it quickly gave the shiny look of leather to their outfits.
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The mountain man with full equipment mounted on his horse.
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Indian blankets were an important piece of kit both as saddle blankets and for keeping warm at night.


Most of them carried steel tomahawks, as hatchets were called in this Indian country, on their saddles, and a rifle for hunting game as well as a pistol for protection against rattlesnakes and nasty varmints, or maybe even the weapon of last resort in an Indian fight. At first, the majority of them carried the M. 1803 rifle that was standard military issue in the early nineteenth century and had been used by Lewis and Clark’s men. But over time the gun was modified to become the shorter plains rifle that suited them best. They could drop a thousand-pound buffalo and even a grizzly bear, not to mention a rampaging Indian, with a single well-placed shot.



Plains Rifles



The first mountain men used military rifles, many of which had hardly evolved from the War of Independence. A particular favorite was the 1803 Model U.S. flintlock rifle, Harpers Ferry Model. Also modified versions of the French Charleville muskets which were imported at the time of the war with Britain.


Although the percussion system appeared later in the period many mountain men stayed with the flintlock system because it was reliable and didn’t require a supply of caps at a time when every item had to be carried into the mountains.
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The model 1803’s lock bears the mark Harpers Ferry 1819.


[image: image]


Harpers Ferry Model 1803 U.S. Flintlock Rifle with detail of lock. Specifications:


Caliber .54 inch Barrel: Length 36 inches part octagonal, Brass Fittings- ramrod pipes, buttplate, patchbox, and trigger guard. Stock: Walnut.
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Harpers Ferry Model 1803 U.S.


Another example of the 1803 Rifle but with a modified barrel of 32 inches.
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Specifications – Caliber: .41 inch Barrel: 40 inches, octagonal. Stock: Maple with brass fore-end cap.


Kentucky Flintlock Rifle. The backwoodsmen used the longer, heavier, but smaller bore Kentucky rifles and many of these found their way up into the mountains. Ultimately, though, they lacked the stopping power needed for larger game.
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Close-up of the Intricate engraving which characterized many mountain men guns and equipment. It is possible that the hardships of their everyday lives needed the counterbalance of some finesse. The scene depicts hunting deer with some flower motifs also.


Unmarked Full Stock Flintlock Kentucky Rifle with engraving on patchbox. Specifications: Caliber: .32 inch Barrel: 36 inch octagonal with Maple Stock.
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Warm Fur lined moccasins were also standard mountain man garb. They were easier to repair or replace than shop bought boots and better for silent tracking. In extreme cases of hardship they could be boiled to provide a survival meal! These were often traded from local Indian tribes.
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The Buckskin shirt and leggings which were standard mountain men apparel. These were fringed which was not entirely a decorative touch. The rawhide strips were called ‘whangs’ which could be cut off in emergency to repair clothes, torn by crawling through the thorny underbrush in search of game or avoiding hostile tribes.


The bulk of the plains rifles were made by gunsmiths Jacob Hawken and his brother Samuel of St. Louis, whose name defines them. These forty-inch guns, whose range was about two-hundred yards, fired a half-ounce lead ball with a modified flintlock mechanism, and each weighed about twelve pounds. Percussion rifles began appearing about this time, but the trappers generally stuck to the flintlocks that they not only understood, but because they didn’t need a supply of caps to ignite the charge the mountain men regarded them as more convenient.
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The Flintlock Mechanism showing the component parts. This method of ignition was popular with mountain men as it was reliable and required little maintenance.
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The muzzle of a .50 caliber rifled Plains Rifle which plainly shows the rifling grooves on the inside of the barrel.
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Fancy copper powder flask with American Eagle stamp. This type gradually replaced the earlier design made from horn during the time of the mountain men.


The inside of the plains rifle barrel was scored with grooves that gave a spin to the bullet and made its course true all the way to the limits of the weapon’s range. But the mountain men were all crack shots anyway. Most of them were in the prime of life, their hands were steady and their eyes sharp, and the majority had been handling rifles from the time they were first able to stand. Typically, they could hit a two-inch blaze on a tree a hundred yards away, and then put another ball right on top of it. They were forever competing with one another, whenever time became heavy on their hands, with such demonstrations of marksmanship as snuffing out a candle with a bullet fired from fifty feet away, and even cutting bullets in two by hitting the edge of a sharp axe at the same distance.



Hawken Plains Rifles



To satisfy the demand for accurate rifles a number of gunsmiths set up shop in St Louis ‘The Gateway to the West’ which was the jumping off point for all expeditions up river into the mountains. Jacob Hawken and his brother Samuel were two such men. Their name became synonymous with the ‘Plains Rifles’ that they manufactured.


Essentially the Plains Rifle was required to have a heavy but relatively short octagonal barrel. Calibers were large- usually over .45 inch for good stopping power for large game like Buffalo or Grizzly Bears. No good hitting either with a .36! That would just make ‘em mad. The guns were half stocked and were required to have a high standard of finish, ornate patch boxes, scrolled trigger guards, fancy hammers and engraved lock plates. A gun was probably, apart from his pipe, a mountain man’s most treasured possession and he was prepared to spend a bit extra to get a good one.
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