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  WAH-TO-YAH AND THE TAOS TRAIL

  
INTRODUCTION

  BY A. B. GUTHRIE, JR.

  THE FIRST if not the sole service of an introduction to this volume is to set the immediate experience against the background that the author tended to ignore, either out of absorption with affairs at hand or on the assumption of a general acquaintance with the larger scene. For the rest, the book speaks so well for itself that only a little in the way of examination, comparison, and additional information about the author seems appropriate. To praise it is only to second the reader’s sentiments. Any more than a few words of recapitulation appear gratuitous, and so pale by comparison with the original as to be tedious.

  Hector Lewis Garrard (alias Lewis H. Garrard) ventured west, then, at the time of the Mexican War, which accounts among other things for his numerous meetings with details of the military. It was the time, too, or shortly was to be, of a brief but bloody uprising at and near Taos, New Mexico, where Pueblo Indians and Mexicans in revolt at American rule killed twenty people, including Charles Bent, New Mexican governor by appointment. A little later Fort Mann came into process of being as a military post of repair near where the trail crossed the Arkansas River. These items of fact, not textually explicit, need expression to save most of us some sense of bewilderment.

  Garrard, a Cincinnatian, was just seventeen when he started for St. Louis and the great western regions beyond. Presumably the lack of a stout constitution, about which he says virtually nothing, was a factor in his parents’ decision to let him go. From St. Louis he traveled by water and land to Westport Landing, since swallowed up by Kansas City, and joined one of the caravans that made ready there for the long journeys to the wild trading and trapping country penetrated by the Santa Fé and Oregon trails. His luck was good: the leader of the expedition happened to be the experienced and well-known frontiersman, Céran St. Vrain, member of the trading firm of Bent and St. Vrain, which wasn’t noted for sending out ill-equipped trains, and the destination naturally was famous Bent’s Fort, located on an alternate branch of the Santa Fé Trail in the southeastern part of present-day Colorado.

  For a couple of months he lived at the fort and, as companion to venturesome traders, in the lodges of the Cheyenne Indians, apparently enjoying both as completely as a man can enjoy any life. But with the arrival of 1847 came the news of the killings at Taos. Garrard joined a little company of volunteers recruited by William Bent, chief of the fort and brother of the slain governor, and set out for the scene, committed to “kill and scalp every Mexican to be found . . . .” Distance and weather delayed their arrival until after the end of hostilities, but there remained for their eyes and ears the procedures of the frontier court and the hangings of the rebels brought to bar.

  Back at Bent’s Fort in the spring Garrard concluded regretfully that he had had enough of frontier life and so took the opportunity to travel east with a military train. His conclusion was short-lived. He got as far as Fort Mann and there enlisted in the scanty garrison. The reason? He’d never been in an Indian fight and wanted that experience and its excitement. He stayed one dangerous month and then resumed the journey east, arriving at Fort Leavenworth a few weeks afterwards.

  In the next few years, between fits of “abominable chills and fever,” he filled in “the scanty pencilings” of his ten months in the West. His book came out in 1850.

  Not much remains to be said of the man, in contrast to what may be said of his work. Though he wrote a couple of volumes later, neither attained any renown. The years after his great adventure were years of comparative obscurity no matter if of local importance. He returned to Cincinnati. He studied medicine and maybe law. He ventured into the interior Northwest, into Minnesota, and was one of the early settlers and one of the namers of the small town of Frontenac. He moved to Lake City. At one place or the other he was county supervisor, township chairman, state representative, bank founder, and mayor. He moved back to Cincinnati. At fifty-eight he was dead. A full enough life, busy, responsible, important parochially. It is his book, his first book, that makes it anti-climax.

  Other narratives inevitably are brought to mind by this one. Gregg’s Commerce of the Prairies and Chittenden’s History of the American Fur Trade of the Far West are two, though both are more extensive and ambitious. George Frederick Ruxton is closer with his Adventures in Mexico and the Rocky Mountains and Life in the Far West. But first in thought come Francis Parkman and The Oregon Trail, not so much through similarity of work as coincidence of circumstance. Both Parkman and Garrard were young men in 1846, Parkman being about five years the senior. Both traveled west that season, one along the Oregon Trail to Fort Laramie and the Sioux, the other along the Santa Fé to Bent’s Fort and the Cheyennes. Both were less than rugged physically. Both were brave, enduring, curious, observant. Both took notes, and both wrote books.
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  Here end the parallels, except for one. Garrard’s book got a good reception and fell from sight, not to be rescued for three-quarters of a century and then in an emasculated edition. Parkman’s got a good reception, was often reprinted, and won recognition as a classic.

  It’s difficult, or impossible, to understand their different fortunes. Allow for the fact that Parkman followed with other and noteworthy books and so enhanced the reputation of his first. Credit The Oregon Trail with every rightful excellence. Neither later career nor admitted excellence explains the contrast. Wah-to-yah and the Taos Trail bears comparison with Parkman’s masterpiece and in some ways is the better—the fresher, the more revealing, the more engaging, the less labored. It is remindful of Parkman’s rather recently published notes, which had on-the-spot bits of vigor and spark and naturalness that the author was too “literary” to let stand when he returned to his study.

  A further reason for Garrard’s points of superiority suggests itself. He not only liked the rude and unfettered life of the frontier; he liked his companions, the traders, the mountain men, the bucks and squaws and papooses. Occasionally, as if in duty bound, he made contrasts between outpost and settlement, between red life and white, and deplored the barbarity and ignorance of the Indian, but hardly had he set down such sentiments than he hurried on to report good hours with the Cheyennes, good tales from the mountain men, good times all around while the cup or the pipe passed and a stew fretted over the fire. One feels that in criticism he was bowing to convention or perhaps reminding himself of rightnesses taught earlier and now grown unconscionably dim. In any case he liked people. Parkman didn’t, save precious few. To his judgments he brought the attitudes of mind associated with Boston. No wonder, then, that one book seems warmer and closer to life.

  Another author, traveling the mountains and plains in that 1846–47 season, needs additional mention, if here only because he and Garrard preserved for today the affected, effective, peculiar speech of the fur hunter. That man was Ruxton, whom Garrard met in his travels. But for the two, both of whom had ears and appetites for the lingo, we would have lost or thought altogether preposterous such habits of tongue as:

  “Well, hos! I’ll dock off buffler, and then if thar’s any meat that ‘runs’ that can take the shine outen ‘dog,’ you can slide.”

  Or:

  “Hatch, old hos! Hyar’s the coon as would like to hear tell of the time you seed the old gentleman. You’s the one as savvys all ’bout them diggin’s.”

  The quotations can be translated:

  “Well, friend, I’ll except buffalo, and then if there’s any meat afoot that surpasses dog, you’re crazy.”

  “Hatch, old boy, I’d like to hear of the time you saw the devil. You understand all about his place.”

  But what of this book, really? What gives it quality? What sets it apart and above? Why has it been rediscovered, and reprinted now for the third time?

  Some of the answers have been suggested or given, but more as effects or extensions or incidental collaterals of the prime element. Others, though of the same kind, demand at least mention. Garrard’s story of the trials and hangings at Taos is the only eyewitness account. To the fund of knowledge about mountain men, not by any means rich, he deposited sums special to some of the greatest—Céran St. Vrain, William Bent, Lucien B. Maxwell, Kit Carson, Jim Beckwourth, John L. Hatcher. Lonely men out of loneliness tend to become great tall-story tellers, and nowhere is one likely to find more convincing and humorous evidence than in Garrard’s version of Hatcher’s report of his visit to hell. It is a little aside but remarkable nevertheless that a narrative like this one should have come from a teen-ager, as it is aside but remarkable, too, that no writing of consequence was done by him afterwards. To the point is the over-all fact that in these pages, to the satisfaction of the general reader and the delight of the researcher, is the genuine article—the Indian, the trader, the mountain man, their dress and behavior and speech and the country and climate they lived in.

  But while values like these help explain the rank of the book, what explains them? In a kernel it is that Garrard saw with a fresh eye and wrote with a free and innocent confidence that what interested him would interest others. By some happy accident he possessed at seventeen the combination of eye and spirit that recovers life in words.

  The end of his own introduction is end enough now. Mark it well! After observing, quaintly to present-day ears, that some might think his book gross and the quotations uncalled for, he added:

  “I have naught set down in malice, and it is no more my prerogative to exclude than to add.”


  TO MR. ST. VRAIN

  The leader of our party—The traverser of the plains—The revered of the Cheyenne Nation—This book is respectfully inscribed, by one who holds in grateful remembrance his many kind services.
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  WAH-TO-YAH AND THE TAOS TRAIL

  
INTRODUCTORY

  IN OFFERING this little volume to the public, I must, in self-justice, be briefly introduced, so that the obliging peruser, with all the facts before him, may extend a benevolent forbearance, and restrain too severe a criticism on this, my first essay.

  In February, 1846, being then in my seventeenth year, I tossed away schoolbooks, and glided down the Mississippi River, and along the Mexican Gulf, to Texas; and, shortly after, back to the Louisiana coast, where I stayed until the middle of May, visiting friends, riding horses, and shooting alligators, duck, and rail, from the bow of a long canoe in the cypress swamps.

  Returning home, the glowing pages of Frémont’s tour to the Rocky Mountains in 1842–43 were so alluring to my fancy that my parents were persuaded to let me go westward; and they, furnishing letters of credit, cash, a pocket Bible, and rifle, with a few calico shirts, started me to St. Louis, on a low-water steamer, in the hot month of July. The miseries of running “hard aground” on sandbars in the sweltering sun; a surfeit of sleep, and “James’s last,” with an occasional peep at the leaves of my Testament, were the most striking incidents until reaching the narrow St. Louis wharf—where, amid the din of importunate hotel attachés, I passed my baggage into safe hands, and, threading the busy throng, entered my name on the Planters’ House books.

  Through the kindness of Colonel A. B. Chambers, of the Missouri Republican, I was made acquainted with the firm of Pierre Chouteau, Jr., & Co., to whose numerous forts in the Indian Territory I was given a letter of recommendation. Mr. Kenneth McKenzie, one of the first traders with the Blackfeet Indians, treated me and my many queries with even more lenity than I could reasonably expect. Mr. St. Vrain, of the firm of Bent, St. Vrain & Co., Indian and Mexican traders, was at the Planters’ and soon to start for the Rocky Mountains and Santa Fé; on his kindly consenting to accept me in his mess, Colonel Chambers furnished additional letters.

  My elder brothers wished me to note the occurring events for their gratification. It was done, though in a desultory style. Abominable chills and fever greeted my return to civilization, and it was through the intervals of study that the scanty pencilings have thus been augmented—and not until the greater portion was written had I the hardihood to think of publishing. Then, the request of friends, coupled with the bidding of a pardonable vanity, produced them in the present form.

  I have thought proper to so entitle the work, as my wanderings were in sight of the Spanish Peaks and along the Taos Trail. The accent, in pronouncing Wah-to-yah, is on the second syllable. Taos is pronounced Touse, as in house—the Spanish Mexican accent, however, being prolonged on the word, as Ta-ouse.

  Should any account be deemed either meager or fulsome, I cheerfully apologise with the single remonstrance—it has at least the merit of truthfulness. Imagination plays but a very minor part, and in no instance as to give an improper conception of scene, time, or manner. An accusation of grossness may be raised, and that the characters use seemingly uncalled-for expressions. I have naught set down in malice, and it is no more my prerogative to exclude than to add.
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CHAPTER I

  THE START

  HAVING MADE all necessary preparations, such as laying in a good store of caps, fine, glazed powder, etc.; and having seen the shot towers, French Town, public and private buildings at the instance of Mr. St. Vrain, our worthy chef du voyage, I crammed my purchases, clothes, etc., in my trunk, put it in charge of the porter, and walked to the steamer Saluda, bound for Kansas, on the Missouri River, with many kind wishes uttered in my behalf; and, after the third tolling of the bell, and in obedience to the signals of the pilot, we were stemming the uninviting, yellow Mississippi.

  I knew no one, and was left to range of thought and a poor “Havana” without interruption; but, amid the “talk” of fellow passengers, who, in armchairs and feet on the boat railing, were twisting their necks to gaze at a very common-looking man in a check-linen coat and trowsers; I learned that their “center of attraction” was Mr. Edwards, the governor regnant of Missouri. On scrutiny, the countenance of Mr. Edwards indicated considerable shrewdness; but, altogether, he fell below my ideas of a governor.

  At the mouth of the Missouri River, the mingling of the waters was no less novel than curious. A volume of water from the muddy and rapid Missouri, sent by the force of the under current far out in the transparent Mississippi, would boil up to the surface, contrasting oddly enough.

  We had a pleasant trip to Kansas, but the turbid stream and mud bluff banks destroy the pleasing effects generally attendant on northern rivers. Colonel Chick, the principal man at Kansas, treated me kindly during my stay, and with his clever sons, the horse ferry, skiffs, and duck shooting, afforded entertainment.

  To my surprise, Mr. T. B. Drinker, formerly an editor of a paper in Cincinnati, advanced toward me, after looking at the name on my trunk, and introduced himself. We were together much of the time while waiting for Mr. St. Vrain and company to arrive from St. Louis, with whom we expected to traverse the prairie as far as Bent’s Fort.

  The Wyandotte is the nearest Indian tribe to Kansas; and, one afternoon, Mr. Drinker and myself visited the agent, Doctor Hewitt. A walk of a mile, through woods on the river bank, brought us to the mouth of the Kansas, or Kaw River, a stream ferried by a tall, good specimen of a full-blood Wyandotte, who received the toll with a look as if to say, “Your money’s no account, and I’ve a mind to toss you in the river for offering it”; our attempts at conversation failed.

  Mr. Walker, with whom we had previously become acquainted, is one of the first men of the tribe, once editor of the Wyandotte Advocate. Mr. Armstrong is also an intelligent gentleman; he has a white wife, a good farm, and (the year I saw him) was to receive ten thousand dollars improvement money for his farm in Ohio, which state he, with the rest of the nation, were forced to vacate three years previous.

  Returning from our visit, Mr. Drinker walked on out of sight, while I shot repeatedly and ineffectually at a woodpecker. On the third discharge of my rifle, a heavy hand was laid on my shoulder, accompanied by a firm grip. I jumped around, to confront a drunken Indian, whose face was red with paint and blood; and, holding in his free hand a broken bottle, he said,

  “You bad, you shoot, you scare me,” and he tightened his grasp on my collar.

  “No, I didn’t, sir,—I didn’t mean to scare you, sir,” replied I in a tremuolus voice; but, seeing that would not do, I changed tack, and edged in, “Don’t you want a ‘bit’ to buy liquor?” and, as he held out his hand, I left in a hurry.

  Drinker and I, hiring horses, rode through the town of Westport and galloped over the undulating prairie, studded with plum bushes and small oak. Emerging into the bare plain, we saw a group of men busied in loading a wagon, of which there were some twenty or more drawn up in the form of a pen. Mr. Bransford, the gentleman in charge, received my “letters” with the prairie welcome of, “Won’t you make camp?”

  We were invited to stay until Mr. St. Vrain would arrive; and in two days our trunks were there. Every morning we rode to Westport and saw the different Indians, in fanciful dresses, riding in to trade and look around (on their handsome ponies). Some of the squaws were possessed of good features, though gross forms; and both men and women were debased by liquor. The laws are not stringent enough on this point. The unsophisticated Indian, too much exposed to the seductive language of the unprincipled trader in liquor, soon barters away all his valuables and annuity money.

  Heretofore we had been sleeping under a tent made of wagon sheets, but the freight had arrived at Kansas, the sheets taken from us, and the wagons sent to be loaded; from that time we reposed in the open air, which, at first, was refreshing, invigorating, life-inspiring. I used to lay admiring the bright stars until overpowered by sleep.

  There were eighteen or twenty Canadian Frenchmen (principally from St. Louis) composing part of our company, as drivers of the teams. As I have ever been a lover of sweet, simple music, their beautiful and piquant songs, in the original language, fell most harmoniously on the ear as we lay wrapped in our blankets.

  On the first of September, Mr. St. Vrain’s arrival infused some life into our proceedings, but nothing more worthy of note occurred, except riding and looking at horses, of which Drinker and I were in need; one of which, Frank De Lisle, “le maître de wagon” sold me for fifty dollars, whom, from his fanciful color, brown and white spots, and white eyes, was designated, by the descriptive though not euphonious name of “Paint.” He was a noted buffalo chaser, and I anticipated much excitement through his services.

  The way the mules were broken to wagon harness would have astonished the “full-blooded” animals of Kentucky and other horse-raising states exceedingly. It is a treatment none but hardy Mexican or scrub mules could survive. They first had to be lassoed by our expert Mexican, Blas, their heads drawn up to a wagon wheel, with scarce two inches of spare rope to relax the tight noose on their necks, and starved for twenty-four hours to subdue their fiery tempers; then harnessed to a heavy wagon, lashed unmercifully when they did not pull, whipped still harder when they ran into still faster speed, until, after an hour’s bewilderment and plunging and kicking, they became tractable and broken down—a labor-saving operation, with the unflinching motto of “kill or cure.”

  In the afternoon of the 12th of September, the train rolled out—the heavily laden, high before and behind, Pennsylvania wains careening from side to side in the ruts, the shouts of the drivers to the newly-yoked teams, and the “vaya, hu-a, caraho,” of Blas and his two fellow-Mexican herders, and the caballada1 imparted a freshness and added vigor to our movements; horsemen going to and fro for things forgotten and missing, Mr. St. Vrain and De Lisle, passing and re-passing from one end of the train to examine the strength and capabilities of the weaker wagons; and ourselves, with new companions, talking and chirruping to our horses, slowly bringing up the rear, gave an appearance of efficiency and progress. Amid the bustle the foremost teams and ourselves reached the “Delaware Spring” after dark, and the whips and shouts applied to the sluggish oxen of the lagging teams did not cease until far in the night. Our horses were turned out to graze, the blankets unstrapped from the saddles, and we laid down supperless.

  This was a most desirable spot for camping, as wood, grass, and a running, limpid stream were close at hand. It is generally the first day’s drive. On the 16th we encamped at the “Lone Elm,” in the midst of a hard rain which poured on us the entire day; and, the wagons being full of goods and we without tents, a cheerless, chilling, soaking, wet night was the consequence. As the water penetrated, successively, my blankets, coat, and shirt, and made its way down my back, a cold shudder came over me; in the gray, foggy morning a more pitiable set of hungry, shaking wretches were never seen. Oh! but it was hard on the poor greenhorns!

  On the 18th (we still at the “Lone Elm”), a Shawnee Indian rode into camp from out of the high bottom grass to the south, informing us that another Indian had three oxen marked with the company’s brand, “)-B,” upon which intelligence, Messrs. St. Vrain and Bransford started in pursuit, returning with fifteen yoke. On the 19th, the train was started along the heavy road; dense fogs dampened our clothing and spirits, and but for brandy, and other liquors, fever and ague would have predominated; as it was, Blas and Pierre shook, for which “cholagogue,” “quinine,” and pills were administered by the “doctor,” as I was styled. Beauvais and I made quite a detour through the prairie, during which we saw two deer, several prairie chickens, and obtained fine views of the adjacent country. That night we encamped on “Bull Creek,” and, on the 29th, at a most delightfully gushing fountain, Big John Spring, flowing from the hillside, all stopped and drank.

  As we are all collected, it would be well to state the size and intention of the company. It was commanded by St. Vrain, an old mountaineer of the firm of Bent, St. Vrain & Co., Indian and Mexican traders. The firm is rich, and owner of several forts, of which Bent’s or Fort William, on the Arkansas River, is the principal. Mr. St. Vrain was a gentleman in the true sense of the term, his French descent imparting an exquisite, indefinable degree of politeness, and, combined with the frankness of an ingenuous mountain man, made him an amiable fellow traveler. His kindness and respect toward me I shall always gratefully remember. Mr. Folger, another of our company, was a gentleman, so wedded to a roving prairie life that he has accompanied Mr. St. Vrain for several years in pure love of adventure. His mule, “David,” was a comical, antiquated animal; the study of the expression of his grizzled phiz was truly laughable; and much merriment was caused by the master’s sensible and affectionate advice and consolation to David.

  Mr. Beauvais was a Frenchman, employed to trade with the Sioux Indians; Frank De Lisle, a clever fellow, the wagon master, or director—an officer of trust; Bransford was clerk to the company; and General Lee, of St. Louis, Beaubien, of New Mexico, and Drinker and myself, of Cincinnati, constituted our mess. There were, besides, twenty-three teamsters, and the same number of wagons; every man armed, equipped, and ready (if forced upon us) for a fight with the “yellow skins.”

  On the 30th of September, we arrived at Council “Grove”—considered the best camping spot on the road. On the west skirt of the belt of timber, under the wide-spreading protection of a huge oak, was a diminutive blacksmith’s shop, sustained by the government for the purpose of repairing wagons en route to the army at Santa Fé.

  We remained for two days at the “Grove,” to recruit the oxen after the heavy pulling from Westport, and as this is the last place (traveling westward) where hard timber can be procured, the men were busy felling hickories and oaks for spare axletrees, and swinging the rough-hewn pieces under their wagons. I took my rifle in search of a flock of turkeys, whose tantalizing piping was easily heard from camp, and in the evening, Beauvais and I washed our shirts—my first essay—in the clear brook; succeeding tolerably, only.

  What a pleasing appearance have the dark-green fringes of timber, standing far out in the prairie, lit up and variegated by the early tints of fall. I have been extremely delighted, since setting out, with the lovely scenery—a too vivid picture of which cannot be portrayed.

  On leaving Council Grove, the verdure and scenery change; the grass is much shorter, partaking of none of the luxuriant growth of the herbage a few days back; wooded creeks become scarce, and timbered principally with sweet cottonwood.

  The maneuvers of the Mexicans of our company are really astonishing in lassoing unruly mules and horses; dodge as they may, or run about, the lariat noose is sure to fall on their unwilling necks; a loop thrown over the nose, the gagging Spanish bit forced into the mouth, the saddle clapped on, and the rider firmly in that, with galling spurs tickles the side ribs, and flies and curvettes on the plain in less time than it can be written. But it does confound an animal to have a Mexican horse furniture and rider strapped on to him!

  Mr. St. Vrain started in advance of the train, with three or four persons, for Bent’s Fort, but meeting a return government train, who reported the Indians troublesome, he waited for us to come up, preferring slow travel and a large company to a small party and uncertain possession of his scalp. Toward eleven o’clock in the morning, we arrived at Cottonwood Fork—a small stream, so called from the number of cottonwoods growing on its banks. One of the wagons overturned while crossing, breaking two boxes of claret. Those around had a treat most unexpectedly. A government train crossed soon after; and, at sundown, Captain Thompson, U. S. Dragoons, and lieutenant colonel of the Mormon Battalion, arrived with three light wagons and an escort of ten dragoons. He gave us the latest news.

  In the morning, he was off early, in a gallop; his wagons, with clean, tightly drawn sheets and four fast mules attached, showed well, coursing up the hill at a rapid rate.

  We could not leave camp that day. De Lisle was under a wagon containing forty-five hundred-weight of freight, making some repairs, one wheel being off and propped up by a board, when the support gave way, and the wagon fell, confining him to the earth. His cries drew the men together, and while the wagon was lifted off him, he was drawn from under, almost dead. He was so far recovered that the next day we traveled.

  So soon as a faint streak of light appears in the east, the cry “turn out” is given by De Lisle; all rise, and, in half an hour, the oxen are yoked, hitched, and started. For the purpose of bringing everything within a small compass, the wagons are corralled, that is, arranged in the form of a pen, when camp is made; and as no animals in that country are caught without a lasso, they are much easier noosed if driven in the corral. There, no dependence must be placed in anvone but one’s self; and the sooner he rises when the cry is given, the easier can he get his horse.

  Like all persons on the first trip, I was green in the use of the lasso, and Paint was given to all sorts of malicious dodging; perhaps I have worked myself into a profuse perspiration with vexation a hundred and one times in vain attempts to trap him.

  Not being able to catch my horse this morning, I hung my saddle on a wagon and walked, talking to the loquacious Canadians, whose songs and stories were most acceptable. They are a queer mixture anyhow, these Canadians; rain or shine, hungry or satisfied, they are the same garrulous, careless fellows; generally carolling in honor of some brunette Vide Poche or St. Louis Creole beauty, or lauding, in the words of their ancestry, the soft skies and grateful wine of La Belle France; occasionally uttering a “sacré,” or “enfant de garce,” but suffering no cloud of ill humor to overshadow them but for a moment. While walking with a languid step, cheering up their slow oxen, a song would burst out from one end of the train to the other, producing a most charming effect.

  On the 6th of October, we met a government train from Santa Fé, which reported buffalo in plenty ten miles ahead; and, about four o’clock in the afternoon, Edmond Paul, near whom I was walking, shouted “bison!” pointing with his whip to the westward, where were several running and soon disappearing in the mirage, which transformed them into huge, shapeless masses.

  The first time I ever witnessed the mirage was in Texas. The friend with whom I was riding pointed toward the illusion, with the remark: “What a beautiful lake”; and it was not until we found it to be receding at our approach that we were undeceived.

  We encamped on a slope, using “bois de vache” (dried buffalo excrement) for want of better fuel. We, on horses, selected the camp before the wagons came up; Mr. St. Vrain and I, Folger and Chadwick, and Drinker and Bransford, each pair taking an apishiamore (saddle blanket), would collect our blankets full of the fuel (for the “wood” lies in all directions), bring up to the intended fire, and off again, until a pile several feet high would be collected. It burns well and freely, catching the steelsparks like tinder; but, being light, is soon fanned into a hot coal, and turns immediately to ashes. Wind prevails to such an extent on the prairie that no ashes are ever seen about a camp a day or two after the fire is made; nothing but black spots on the ground mark the site.

  Mr. St. Vrain and companions brought in the choice parts of a buffalo, and every person was busied in cooking on their “own hook” and swallowing the tender meat. For the first night or two after entering the buffalo region, we were serenaded by the Coyote wolf, a species of music much like a commingled bark, whine, yelp, and occasionally a spasmodic laugh, now tenor, now basso; then one would take a treble solo, and, after an ear-piercing prelude, all would join in chorus, making an indescribable discord.

  In the morning the train started as usual; Mr. St. Vrain, Drinker, Bransford, Folger, and I left the trail for a buffalo hunt, intending to make a large circuit before meeting the wagons. I had a shot at a large white wolf—the first we had seen. He was loping around camp when my shrill whistle brought him to a stand still; at the sharp crack of my rifle, the keen-faced stranger took to the plain. Their presence indicates the vicinity of buffalo.

  All were on the qui vive for the new game, and Mr. St. Vrain, who was in the lead, “motioned,” with his hand, for us to lean forward on our horses, so as to keep the buffalo from seeing us. In a little while we dismounted in a hollow, and all but Bransford and I, who were left in charge of the horses, “approached” a band of bulls. At the report of the guns we led the animals toward them. “No meat,” was the answer to our queries. The whole country was cut up with innumerable buffalo paths, intersecting one another at all possible angles.

  Mr. St. Vrain on my horse, and Drinker on his own, started in pursuit of a band, and their movements were most exciting. Being without a horse, I waited on the prairie, looking at the flying buffalo, ten or twelve of whom came tearing toward me as I lay in the grass, but they looked so frightful when within thirty yards, I jumped up and fired, without any perceptible effect, as they slightly turned and lumbered on.

  We never eat but twice a day, very often but once in twenty-four hours, at which scarcity of food, of course, there was grumbling. Bransford, who disliked it very much, said, after having concealed his feelings some length of time, “Darn this way of living, anyhow; a feller starves a whole day like a mean ‘coyote,’ and when he does eat, he stuffs himself like a snake that’s swallowed a frog, and is no account for an hour after.” It was about the truth, for our ravenous appetites scarcely knew bounds.

  More buffalo in sight the third day than heretofore—the plain literally covered. We crossed “Big Cow Creek,” but no cows were seen, and thinking best to secure meat, such as it was, while an opportunity presented, our worthy leader approached a band of bulls and fired, bringing down one. It is with difficulty that buffalo can be approached, it requiring a skillful person who will not permit the keen-scented animal to get to his leeward, or in sight; for they run when a person is in view as far as a mile, and from the scent still further; so we waited, with suppressed breathing, for the report of the rifle. There lay a fine, fat, young male—ere long he was on his knees (for the hump prevents his being placed on his back) and the hide off. The men ate the liver raw, with a slight dash of gall by way of zest, which served à la Indian, was not very tempting to cloyed appetites; but to hungry men, not at all squeamish, raw, warm liver, with raw marrow, was quite palatable. Before the buffalo range was half traversed, I liked the novel dish pretty well.

  It would not do for small hunting parties to build fires to cook with; for in this hostile Indian country a smoke would bring inquiring friends. Speaking of hostile Indians reminds me of a question related by one of our men: At a party, in a Missouri frontier settlement, a lady asked a mountaineer, fresh from the Platte, “if the hostile Indians are as savage as those who serve on foot!”

  Returning to camp, the prairie was black with the herds; and, a good chance presenting itself, I struck spurs into Paint, directing him toward fourteen or fifteen of the nearest, distant eight or nine hundred yards. We (Paint and I) soon neared them, giving me a flying view of their unwieldy proportions, and, when within fifteen feet of the nearest, I raised my rifle halfway to the face and fired. Reloading, still in hot pursuit (tough work to load on a full run), I followed, though without catching up. One feels a delightfully wild sensation when in pursuit of a band of buffalo, on a fleet horse, with a good rifle, and without a hat, the winds playing around the flushed brow, when with hair streaming, the rider nears the frightened herd and, with a shout of exultation, discharges his rifle. I returned to the party highly gratified with my first, though unsuccessful, chase; but Mr. St. Vrain put a slight damper on my ardor, by simply remarking—

  “The next time you ‘run meat,’ don’t let the horse go in a trot, and yourself in a gallop” (I had, in my eagerness, leaned forward in the saddle, and a stumble of the horse would have pitched me over his head); by which well-timed and laconic advice I afterward profited.

  We encamped on “Cow Creek”; the buffalo around us in every direction; now lost in the mirage, now appearing, some herds wending slowing to an overflowing slue near camp, and others (the males) who, strutting in all the pomp of conscious dignity and supremacy, until a whiff of wind from camp is wafted to them, would lift their tails on high, scud before the wind, up and down, like a ship in short seas. Two staid old fellows came to the pond; after a half hour’s crawling on our knees (Chadwick, Tibeau, and I), drawing our guns after us; then, when the buffaloes’ backs were turned, running a few steps, then stopping and crawling again, all the time closely watching the sagacious animals, who would stop short every little while to give a side glance around them, we fired, bringing one to his knees.

  In the afternoon, I borrowed General Lee’s double-barreled shot gun, and sallied out again for the slues, returning with five ducks, killed on the wing in seven shots. We picked them, in anticipation of a feast—something new. He (the General) had a saying, “rather tight on the American people”; and, when we were eating but once in twenty-four hours, his “rather tight” always elicited laughter, which, however, was “rather tight” on an empty stomach.

  The morning following our stay at Cow Creek, we were on the hunt for the all-engrossing game, and the General accompanied us for the first time, mounted on a large gray, fit for a charger, who, scenting the buffalo, was so unmanageable he was sent back to the train. Mr. Chadwick (of St. Louis, on his first trip, like several of us, for pleasure) seeing a partially blind bull, concluded to “make meat” of him; crawling up close, the buffalo scented him and pitched about every way, too blind to travel straight or fast. Chad fired; the mad animal, directed by the rifle report, charged. How they did “lick it” over the ground! He pursued, yelling, half in excitement, half in fear, till they were close to the wagons, where the pursuer changed tack, only to be shot by one of the teamsters with a nor’-west fusil.

  We led a horse with us the next hunt; a band of cows were seen; St. Vrain approached, and fired; Lupton gave chase on the led horse; following him for three miles as fast as our horse and mule flesh would permit, we gave it up. Lupton returned unsuccessful.

  We reached the Grand Arkansas for noon camp; here quite broad, with two feet of water, sandy bottom, and high sand buttes on either bank, as bare and cheerless as any misanthrope could wish.

  Toward four o’clock in the afternoon’s travel, I took a pair of holster pistols for a chase. I rode behind a sand butte, and on emerging from it, a “band” was tearing over the ground three hundred yards distant; and giving Paint the rein, we soon neared them, but, as none were cows, I merely kept alongside, taking sight with my pistol, for practice, until the thoughts of Camanches flashed across my mind, and turning Paint’s head, I regained the party. To look at a buffalo, one would think that they could not run with such rapidity; but, let him try to follow with an ordinary horse, and he is soon undeceived.

  The next day, while riding among the hollows, far off the road, we found a mule. In order to secure it, we rode around several times, on each circuit gradually nearing, so as not to frighten by too sudden an approach; and, when within thirty feet, a lasso was thrown over its neck. Mr. St. Vrain and a Mexican ran their horses after a band of cows; they were soon out of sight, scaring the buffalo for miles around, from us, who returned to the wagons, then crossing Walnut Creek.

  We rode through two prairie-dog villages in the course of the day. Generally, as I have ascertained through inquiry and observation the ground selected for the village, is a level, gravelly, sandy soil. The spot constituting the village is dug full of holes a few steps apart, two feet or more in depth, and six or eight inches in diameter at the top, lessening toward the bottom. Underneath the ground, the burrows communicate, forming subterranean chambers, the whole of which, in some instances, covering many acres of ground. The excavated earth is thrown out at these holes, forming cones a foot or more in height, which can be seen some distance before reaching the village, and also serve to keep the rain from draining in and drowning the inmates.

  The prairie dog (a species of marmot) is somewhat larger than the Norway rat; a scanty covering of rusty brown or sandy hair renders the similarity the more striking. Their heads are short, bearing some resemblance to that of a young bulldog.

  It was quite amusing to watch their movements on top of the cones; on our approach, they barked, their short tails nervously fluttering, and receiving a new impetus from the short, quick, and sharp tiny yelp, which they constantly uttered; when they thought themselves in danger, with an incredibly quick motion, they threw themselves back in the holes, and immediately reappeared with an impertinent, daring bark, as if to say, “You can’t get me.” Others slowly “crawfished,” hiding, by their singular way of crouching the back, until nothing but their heads and tails could be seen—these latter shaking tremulously. Succeeding a silence of a few minutes, after scaring in the “dogs,” we could see, by lying flat on the ground, so as to get the tops of the cones between the sky and our eyes, with the closest scrutiny, the head, here and there, of a dog almost imperceptibly moving, and with a cautious reconnoiter to see if the coast be clear, he would show himself, and then, with a knowing yelp, apprise his neighbors of the result of his investigations.

  The snake and prairie owl hold companionship with these dogs; and not infrequently their “pups” become victims to the vipers nestled in their bosoms. These villages are frequent; often we came across them several miles from water; but whether they abstain from it totally is a question not solvable by any mountain men with us. Very little or no dew falls in this region, so these strange animals do not depend upon this source to quench their thirst. They live on grass; as the season advances, for some distance around the villages the ground is bare.

  The grass in this region is short, early, and highly nutritious. It has a withered, brown appearance even early in the spring, and is designated as “buffalo grass,” from the fact that it grows in the present buffalo range and forms their principal food. Mr. St. Vrain came in without meat, and we fared poorly on bread and coffee.

  The day was unusually warm and clear; so that the vertical sunbeams beat down on us with almost scorching intensity; no water was near, and long before night we suffered with thirst. We endeavored until nine or later at night to reach water, but the rapidly failing oxen compelled us to stop without it. Having no water to prepare our food, we made a small bois de vache fire, by which we lit and smoked our pipes in sullen silence. The oxen were turned out to shift for themselves; and several of the thirsty men struck a “bee line” for the river, four or five miles distant. I was too tired to go, and concluded to bear the torment until morning, when I heard Petout’s voice (one of the Canadians) calling me. He came and whispered a few words in my ear, and, thereupon, we went to a wagon, where my friend produced a gallon keg of water from the front part. We drank without speaking, and never did water taste sweeter than that long draught. Petout stole the keg from a brother Creole; and, after slaking our thirst, we acted honorably, returning the keg and contents to its place, saying nothing about it.

  It was two o’clock in the afternoon of the 13th of October that we arrived at “Pawnee Rock”: a point of friable sandstone jutting out from the rising ground to our right. It is thirty-five or forty feet in height, and its accessible front is cut with the names of ambitious travelers who wish future generations to know that they in such a year journeyed along the Santa Fé Trail.

  On the top of the rock, near the edge, was a deposit of earth, where the remains of some poor fellow had been placed. To die anywhere seems hard, but to heave the last breath among strangers, on the burning, desolate prairie, with no kind mother or sister to pay those soothing attentions which divest the bed of sickness of many of its pangs, is hard indeed. How must we pity the invalid, who, after being jolted in a wagon under the scorching rays of a summer’s sun for days, until nature yields, is put into a mere hole, with his blanket for coffin and shroud, without a prayer or tear! Yet such is a frequent fate on the Santa Fé Trail.

  We encamped on Ash Creek; and, up to that time, we had been two days without meat, and, as Lupton said, we were getting “grease hungry.”

  In consultation, next morning, we became desperate for something more substantial than short rations of bread and coffee. Bransford had a gun of which we entertained a poor opinion; he determined before starting from camp to bring in “cow meat,” at which we all laughed. He started by himself in the direction of Pawnee Forks—at great risk, however, as the neighborhood was infested with hostile Indians. I joined a party of two, who deviated to the right of the trace. Toward twelve o’clock we saw a large band of buffalo, among them a number of cows, making their way, leisurely, to a small, intervening stream of water. Mr. St. Vrain dismounting, took his rifle, and soon was on the “approach,” leaving us cached2 behind a rise of the ground to wait the gun report. We laid down with our blankets, which we always carried strapped to the saddle, and, with backs to the wind, talked in a low tone until hearing Mr. St. Vrain’s gun, when we remounted. Again and again the rifle was heard, in hasty succession, and hastening to him, we found a fat cow stretched, and a wounded male limping slowly off. The animals were tied to the horns of our cow; and, with butcher knives, we divested the body of its fine coat; but, finding myself a “green hand,” at least not an adept, in the mysteries of prairie butchering, I mounted Paint for the wounded fellow, who had settled himself, with his fore legs doubled under him, three hundred yards from us. Mine was a high-pommeled, Mexican saddle, with wooden stirrups; and, when once seated, it was no easy matter to be dislodged. Paint went up within twenty yards of the growling, wounded, gore-covered bull, and there stood trembling and imparting some of his fear to myself.

  With long, shaggy, dirt-matted, and tangled locks falling over his glaring, diabolical eyes, blood streaming from nose and mouth, he made the most ferocious looking object it is possible to conceive; and, if nurses could portray to obstinate children, in true colors, the description of a mad buffalo bull, the oft-repeated “bugaboo” would soon be an obsolete idea.

  While looking with considerable trepidation on the vanquished monarch of the Pawnee plains, he started to his feet; and, with a jump, materially lessened the distance between us, which so scared Paint that he reared backward, nearly sliding myself and gun over his tail; and, before the bridle rein could be tightened, ran some rods; but, turning his head and setting the rowels of my spurs in his flanks, I dashed up within thirty feet of the bull; and, at the crack of the gun, the “poor buffler” dropped his head, his skin convulsively shook, his dark eyes, no longer fired with malignancy, rolled back in the sockets, and his spirit departed for the region of perpetual verdure and running waters, beyond the reach of white man’s rifle, or the keen lance of the prairie warrior.
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