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INTRODUCTION

Utah shares exciting pieces of American history with other parts of the West. Yet the stories told by residents of the Beehive State are as unique as the geology of Moab and as mysterious as the foggy mist cloaking the Great Salt Lake. From the tall mountains to the broad, sage-covered valleys, there are secrets waiting to be revealed to those observant enough to recognize the clues.


If while exploring a seemingly barren Utah hillside, you happen to notice a couple of old ruts in the soil, long-since grown over by prairie grass, would you picture in your mind a wagon train rolling slowly along the path some 150 years earlier? If you can see such things unfold in your mind, and you can know that you are standing on a piece of history, you have succeeded in shrinking the gap between past and present, between the pioneers of yesterday and the skiers and mountain bikers of today.


The immediate connection with the history of land is one reason so many people are attracted to great western states like Utah, where the winds roll across vast open plains and the rugged mountains still guard the secrets of centuries past.


Stories have always been a way for cultures to pass information down through generations, and the people of Utah are no exception. Sometimes the stories most frequently told are unsolved mysteries and nearly unbelievable tales. Because we don’t know the whole truth of certain events, it is these stories that undergo the most change over time, as they are told and retold around campfires, in hunting lodges, and in schoolyards.


The Mormon religion, and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, is the major element that separates Utah’s people and history from that of other western states. Many stories, including a few in this book, are deeply intertwined with the mythology found in the Book of Mormon and with the men and women who brought their religion west.


Whether or not they really happened, whether or not they can ever be proven or resolved, all of the stories in this book are part of Utah’s mythology. One thing that is definitely true is that this author did not make up these stories. They were researched and retold, and they were probably changed a little bit, the way every storyteller adds his or her own voice and inflection.


The power of mystery and legend lies in the fact that good stories don’t need to be proven or solved to be exciting or entertaining or to teach us a lesson. Some stories, like the pursuit of Rafael Lopez, seem to lose some of their attraction when they are solved. When the case is closed, we tend to put these stories away, because some of the suspense is lost. This phenomenon reveals much about our own culture and our desire to hear and talk about the unknown. So we exchange our “solved” mysteries for even older, stranger stories, as these are the ones with loose ends, yarns ready to be spun once again around the flickering glow of the campfire.








CHAPTER 1

JEDEDIAH SMITH: TOUGH TRAPPER, SHREWD BUSINESSMAN, EXPLORER EXTRAORDINAIRE

Jedediah Smith took no pleasure in killing his horse. Not just because it was a perfectly good animal, besides being skinny and dehydrated. No, he was so hungry he would have killed the horse he was riding if it wouldn’t leave him stranded. But the men needed food, there was one packhorse left, and the Great Salt Lake was not yet even a mirage on the distant horizon.

After a rough west-to-east crossing of California’s Sierra Nevada mountains, Smith and two companions, Robert Evans and Silas Gobel, had been forced to kill three of their pack animals, as wild game became scarce. They went for days at a time without water until finally they hit the Utah border. Upon seeing the vast Great Basin before them, they prayed to God that the meat of one skinny mare would sufficiently nourish them and that they would survive the torturous, searing heat of the same God’s desert sun.

With a single gunshot the deed was done, and the men cut the horse meat into strips, allowing it to dry. Continuing northeast, along what is now called Thomas Creek, near the Deep Creek mountains, Smith saw a group of antelope, but he could not get a shot with his rifle. He did manage, however, to kill a couple of hares that the men savored, knowing the land ahead would be barren.

A few days later Jedediah climbed a small mountain and saw nothing but another vast, dry valley and a small mountain range (the Stansburys) to the northeast, about sixty miles away. Had he a good pair of binoculars, Smith may have seen the Great Salt Lake just beyond the mountains, but after seeing nothing of great promise, he climbed down and returned, dejectedly, to the other men.

He was the most honest of any mountain man in the West, but even Jedediah knew when to tell a lie. To keep their hopes alive, he told Evans and Gobel that there was a dark spot in the distance, probably a spring. They set out at a moderate pace, stopping occasionally to rest under what little shade they found, digging down to cool sand and lying in the shallow graves for a spell.

On June 25, without an ounce of strength to continue, Evans laid down under the scant shade of a cedar tree and told Smith and Gobel to go on without him. For Smith the decision was not a tough one, but it was not one he wanted to make. Unless he and Gobel went on for help, there would be no hope for any of the three.

After leaving Evans on his own, Smith and Gobel continued north through the Skull Valley, where they saw two Indians in the distance. They were headed in Evans’s direction. A short time later Smith heard gunshots and presumed their partner to be dead. Luckily Smith came across a spring later that afternoon, and after quenching his own thirst, he filled a kettle and headed back to Evans. The Indians had not killed him, after all, and Evans’s strength was restored in short order.

As they followed the Stansbury Range north, the group encountered a few Indians who kindly provided some antelope meat and told them they were close to buffalo country. The next day Smith climbed to a point where he could see the Great Salt Lake, and he was delighted to be near one of his favorite western locations. In his journal he commented on his affinity for Utah and mentioned that the Salt Lake Valley “had become my home of the wilderness.”

Smith was happy to be in familiar territory again, but he knew better than to think he was home free. The natural elements of the outdoors have a way of killing a tired, malnourished man who doesn’t have his wits about him. The party was at least a week away from the 1827 Mountain Man Rendezvous at Bear Lake, and there would be no relaxing until they arrived.

Two days later the men were tested by the rushing Jordan River. There were no easy options for crossing the vicious torrent of whitecaps, and the spot they chose was sixty yards, bank to bank. Evans and Gobel couldn’t swim, but they did their best. Almost instantly after wading in, they were at the mercy of the current, which carried them half a mile downstream.

Smith himself struggled with a makeshift raft, which became a death trap when he tied himself to it and became entangled in the rope as he struggled to reach the opposite bank. But he didn’t come this far to get drowned in a lousy river, and, struggling with all his might, he got himself and his gear across, gathered his men, and continued north.

Smith had not necessarily been looking to become the first white man to make the west-to-east crossing from California to Salt Lake Valley, but he had no other choice. Important business awaited him at the annual Mountain Man Rendezvous.

When the three sun-burned, emaciated men finally reached Bear Lake on July 3, Smith had accomplished one of several historical feats in his young life. He was a humble man, however, and he wasn’t preoccupied with putting feathers in his hat. He simply went where he needed to go. A trapper first, explorer second, it was the pursuit of high-quality beaver pelts that took him to areas where no other white man had ever been.

Most people imagine the character Jedediah Smith as a self-reliant woodsman—a rough, weather-beaten man dressed in buckskin, stinking of beaver musk and toting a musket and a few rusty traps. While this image may be somewhat accurate, it is one perpetuated by popular western mythology and gives us only a glimpse of Jedediah, the character.

What made Jedediah Smith, the man, interesting were the things that separated him from other trappers and frontiersmen. Along with his taste for adventure and a passion for the outdoors, Smith was business savvy, and by age thirty he had become a fur-industry baron. He was not only the leader of his own company but an ambassador to various Indian tribes, many of whom had never encountered whites. With his diplomatic voice and gentle tone, Smith always seemed to win the friendship of natives, regardless of any language barrier.

Born in New York, Smith was never content with simply observing nature, and he spent his youth as an active participant, traipsing through hardwood forests in pursuit of squirrels and rabbits. His choice of careers was a continuation of his energetic childhood. The beaver became his livelihood, the elk his food, the deer his clothing, the buffalo his sleeping bag.

Smith knew how to suffer in the wilderness, without food or water, without complaining, without panicking. And he did it all without maps, as we have them today, and without any solid knowledge of what dangers or sustenance lay within the next wide expanse or beyond the next mountain range.

The virtue of self-sufficiency was important to Smith, but so was his spirituality. It was his faith in God, and a belief in Divine Providence, that got him through the hard times and guided him through the toughest decisions.

By the time the Smith family found themselves in northern Illinois, in 1822, St. Louis, Missouri, had become a boomtown and commercial hub of the western U.S. and Canadian fur companies. It was here that Smith’s life as a hunter and trapper began in earnest, with an unusual call for “enterprising young men,” in the St. Louis Enquirer.

The man responsible for the ad, which ran in several papers between mid-February and late March, was General William Ashley of the Missouri Fur Company. The expedition up the Missouri River “to its source” promised an unspecified form of employment for up to three years. Smith was intrigued by the vague offer. Ever since reading of the Lewis and Clark expedition, he had dreamed of adventure in the unknown West. Finally he had the chance to do it.

After inquiring about the offer, Smith was assigned to follow Major Andrew Henry’s detachment of twenty-one men up the Missouri River. Smith’s job was to provide food for the expedition, and he did so by killing deer and antelope, as well as a variety of small game. The summer and autumn journey took them northwest, almost as far as Great Falls, Montana, where they spent a cold winter on the Musselshell River.

The following May, Henry was faced with a major obstacle in the form of the Rocky Mountains. He decided the only practical way to get through the Yellowstone area was on horseback. Although local bands of Sioux, Crow, and Arikari Indians had horses, trading with them had been difficult in the past, so Henry attempted to get a message downstream to General Ashley, requesting that Ashley obtain some sturdy mounts. In the first of many acts of bravery and duty, Smith volunteered to make the trip, and he set out with a small group of others.

On May 30 Smith encountered Ashley’s group near an encampment of Arakari Indians, just as Ashley had arrived there. The “Rees” had a reputation for being unpredictable, and recent battles with whites had left them edgy. Ashley offered gifts to the two chiefs and tried to assure them that his group came in peace and wanted to trade for horses. The chiefs listened, but they would not admit the whites into their camp, where proud warriors milled about, vastly outnumbering Ashley’s ninety or so.

The Ree elders retreated to discuss whether or not they should even let the whites pass unharmed, while Ashley and his men waited nervously on their boats in the middle of the river. Finally the Rees agreed to put aside any negative feelings and offered to do some trading the next day. Ashley felt more relaxed about the situation now and was encouraged by the Rees’ promise of forty or fifty horses and some buffalo robes.

The following morning Ashley purchased nineteen horses and some other items. But when the Rees wanted guns and ammunition, Ashley’s men refused, and all trading came to halt. The infuriated Indians once again retreated to council. Ashley later accepted an invitation to Chief Bear’s tent, where he was told in no uncertain terms his party would be attacked the following day. He was even advised to swim across the river in order to escape. Ashley returned to his boat with a sick feeling in his stomach. He wasn’t so sure the Rees really wanted him to get away.

Shortly after midnight, shouting was heard among the Indians, and moments later news came that a white man, Aaron Stephens, had been killed. All of Ashley’s men were rousted and called to arm themselves. Around daybreak a Ree came forward to offer the body of Stephens in exchange for a horse. As tension rose with the prolonged deliberation over the exchange of the horse, someone claimed that Stephens’s body had been mutilated. Ashley’s men were outraged, but still outnumbered.

Amid the confusion and chaos, Jedediah tried to size up the situation. He was willing to fight for the men he was with, but he must have had a bitter taste about his luck and timing: to arrive in camp just in time for an Indian attack.

As the sun broke over the horizon, Smith looked toward the lower Ree camp and observed a strange sight. For a second or two, it appeared as if the camp had blossomed with giant, fluffy white flowers. But even before Jedediah recognized the white puffs as bursts of musket smoke, or heard the muffled reports of exploding black powder, the little lead balls were whistling past him, slamming through boat hulls.

A few men returned fire immediately, but they were caught out in the open and were wounded or killed. Others scrambled to escape the melee, ignoring Ashley’s orders to fight back. Smith was one of a handful of cool heads who found cover behind a couple of wounded horses. Yet their position was not good; they were exposed out on the beach, pinned down by gunfire.

One by one each man on the beach made a dash for the river, frantically swimming for the far bank, as lead balls tore through the water around him. Some made it, some did not. Finally it was Smith’s turn, and, after firing one last shot at the Rees, he tucked his rifle into his belt and sprinted for the water. The current carried him past the splashing rain of gunfire, and he made it safely downstream. Later that day he reunited with Ashley, hearing the news that fourteen men had died in the attack and nine others were wounded.

It was the first time Smith had met Ashley, his boss and future business partner, and Smith’s bravery during the fight did not go unnoticed. The general had a feeling Smith could be relied on, and it was confirmed when Smith volunteered to deliver the news of the attack back to Henry’s party.

Smith and a French Canadian departed for the Yellowstone area, and when they arrived, Smith was made captain of a company of fighters called the Missouri Legion, organized to fight the Rees. As he continued to prove his leadership abilities, Smith was appointed, by Ashley, to head an exploration west, through the Badlands and Black Hills, in search of beaver.

Smith spent the next year learning about the West, the native tribes of the mountains, and the ins and outs of the fur industry. If what he had already experienced was typical of the trapper’s life, he was sure to encounter more danger along his path. Still he couldn’t help but fall in love with the sights, the freedom, and the opportunity of the vast American wilderness.

The next big opportunity presented itself to Smith in the fall of 1825, when Major Henry decided he wanted out of the partnership with Ashley. Smith had accompanied Ashley to St. Louis, where they unloaded around $50,000 in beaver pelts, accumulated by all the trappers of the Missouri Fur Company. Ashley was eager to send another expedition west, before winter set in, and he knew Smith was the right man to lead the group.

Less than a month later, Smith was off to the Rockies again, this time with seventy men, 160 horses, and some $20,000 in supplies and trading goods. Now he was not just working for the Missouri Fur Company, he was representing the firm as Ashley’s new business partner.

Smith took his men south of Wyoming’s Teton Mountains, to the Salt Lake Valley, where they spent the winter. The following spring a trapping excursion took Smith north, into Idaho, before returning back to Bear Lake, where he met up with other trappers at the 1826 Mountain Man Rendezvous. The annual event was held in late summer so that fur trappers could sell their pelts and stock up on supplies for the next season. That year Ashley sold his share of the Missouri Fur Company to Smith for around $5,000, and two other men stepped in to form the trading firm Smith, Jackson, and Sublett.

Smith’s goal for his next expedition, departing the Rendezvous in August, was to find out whether or not a mythical river called the Buenaventura actually existed. Some claimed that the Great Salt Lake fed the uncharted river, which made its way all the way to the Pacific Ocean. Although no white man had ever explored the area, Smith envisioned the Buenaventura coursing through virgin territory, holding untold numbers of high-grade beaver.

The previous spring, Smith had investigated the northwestern shores of the Salt Lake and found no river outlet, so he decided to take his group southwest in hopes of finding the Buenaventura. But Smith’s optimism was always tempered with caution, and he was humbled as he set out with his fifteen men toward the rocky, treeless desert. This was the real uncharted West, and this would be the trip that would determine what the young leader was made of.

As they made their way south, through Utah Valley, the group encountered Ute Indians who had not been visited by foreigners since the Spaniards Escalante and Dominguez came, bearing crosses and the news of Jesus, in 1776. To show his peaceful intentions, Smith provided the Utes with gifts of knives, tobacco, and gunpowder. The Utes, however, were of little help in describing the land south and west of Utah Lake.

The trappers followed the Sevier River (named “Ashley’s River” by Smith) for about seventy miles, but they were forced to abandon its course when steep canyon walls closed around the banks. Smith knew he was not in beaver country. The high desert, with its stunted cedars and junipers and endless miles of sagebrush, was not the right climate or habitat for the large, toothy water rodents.

On October 4, Smith crossed the Colorado River and followed it for another month before reaching the desolate and dangerous Mojave Desert. Of course they had spent months in the desert already, and perhaps their utter innocence of the territory actually helped them. A true picture of the challenge that lay before them would have weighed heavily on their minds. On November 26, Smith’s group reached the fertile San Bernadino Valley and the Pacific Ocean. They were now in territory still ruled by the Spanish, and they were careful not to upset the local authorities.

After two weeks of lazing around the bountiful orchards of the Spanish missions, enjoying the mild Pacific breeze, Smith had a meeting with Governor-General Jose Maria Echeandia. The governor did not seem to understand the act of beaver trapping, and he showed a fair amount of suspicion toward Smith and his men. The resourceful Smith was able to find a shipmaster in San Diego, however, who took a look at the company’s fur-trading papers and convinced Echeandia that the whites meant no harm. Echeandia was put at ease and decided to allow Smith’s group to pass through, but they were forbidden from going north, up the coast. Smith agreed not to go up the coast and instead went inland, before turning north along the Sierra Nevada mountains, traveling until early May.

With no way around the massive mountain range, Smith chose a rushing torrent now known as the American River to follow into the Sierras, hoping it would lead to the mythical Buenaventura. They had succeeded in their quest to find beaver, and as they grunted through the foothills, toward the granite teeth of the Sierras, their horses toted some 1,500 pounds of pelts. Smith realized his load was too big and his men too many for an efficient mountain crossing, especially if he wanted to make the Rendezvous by July. Leaving the majority of the party behind with the beaver pelts, Smith took Evans and Gobel and headed up into the mountains, promising the others he would return in four months.

Smith’s crossing of the Sierras was another first, and he had done it in only eight days, losing two horses and a mule along the way. No other white man had made the trip from the west, from California through Nevada. Finally, the tired and hungry trio found themselves back in Utah, where we encountered them at the beginning of our story.

Smith’s year-long trip had done a lot for establishing him as a successful trapper, businessman, and diplomat. Yet even with several “first routes” to his credit, his role as an explorer was just beginning.

In the fall of 1828, Smith set off on another expedition, taking the same southwestern route out of Utah, to California. This time, instead of heading east through the Sierras again, he took his expedition north along the coast, past the Columbia River, nearly to Canada. The loop was much bigger than the previous expedition and proved to be very profitable.

A few years later, after bringing a great load of beaver pelts to market in St. Louis, Smith once again stocked up on supplies and headed west. The terrain was not particularly rough, following the Santa Fe Trail to the Arkansas River, but it was a new route for Smith, and he knew they would be traveling through hostile territory.

Smith had always managed to make peace with different tribes, but each encounter was different, and required caution. At some point, Smith’s group had turned south, away from the river, and by May 27, 1831, they had endured several days without water. Smith and two others searched for a spring, but when they had no luck, Smith suggested the two others wait for him while he investigated a potential water source several miles away.

As he approached the water hole, Smith noticed a small band of Comanches hiding among the rocks and sparse trees, apparently lying in wait for buffalo. He had barely slowed to a trot before he was practically surrounded by the well-camouflaged hunters. So he did what he had done many other times, and rode up to one of the men to introduce himself.

The language barrier was the least of his problems, as Smith quickly realized the Comanches did not want to be friends. Sensing the tension, and noticing others encircling him from behind, Smith spun his horse and tried to escape. He made it only a few yards before a musket ball ripped through his left shoulder. With his good arm he discharged a shot, killing a Comanche. But before he could reach for his pistols, Smith was fatally wounded by several additional shots.
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Jedediah Smith explored more of the western United States than any other white man during the 1820s.
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After searching for Smith for some time, his party went on without him. The story of his death was related by American Indians who came forward later with Smith’s pistols and rifle.

The importance of Jedediah Smith’s travels have generally been overlooked by historians, who tend to revere the earlier explorations of Lewis and Clark. Yet the fact remains that, by 1830, Smith had laid eyes on more of Western America than any other white man. In doing so, he opened up travel routes for countless others to follow.

Jedediah Smith was truly one of a kind, for no other mountain man had the same combination of intellect and entrepreneurial spirit. And no other businessman could survive and thrive in the wild like Smith had. Most important, he showed the country that the American Dream could be found in the uncharted lands west of the Mississippi, if one was willing to work for it.
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