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As the following pages have been hastily compiled, at the urgent
    request of a number of my friends, from a series of Letters and Notes
    written by myself during several years’ residence and travel amongst
    a number of the wildest and most remote tribes of the North American
    Indians, I have thought it best to make this page the beginning of my
    book; dispensing with Preface, and even with Dedication, other than
    that which I hereby make of it, with all my heart, to those who will
    take the pains to read it.

If it be necessary to render any apology for beginning thus
    unceremoniously my readers will understand that I had no space in
    these, my first volumes, to throw away; nor much time at my disposal,
    which I could, in justice, use for introducing myself and my works to
    the world.

Having commenced thus abruptly then, I will venture to take upon myself
    the sin of calling this one of the series of Letters of which I have
    spoken; although I am writing it several years later, and placing it
    at the beginning of my book; by which means I will be enabled briefly
    to introduce myself to my readers (who, as yet, know little or nothing
    of me), and also the subjects of the following epistles, with such
    explanations of the customs described in them, as will serve for a
    key or glossary to the same, and prepare the reader’s mind for the
    information they contain.

Amidst the multiplicity of books which are, in this enlightened age,
    flooding the world, I feel it my duty, as early as possible, to beg
    pardon for making a book at all; and in the next (if my readers should
    become so much interested in my narrations, as to censure me for the
    brevity of the work) to take some considerable credit for not having
    trespassed too long upon their time and patience.

Leaving my readers, therefore, to find out what is in the book, without
    promising them anything, I proceed to say—of myself, that I was
    born in Wyöming, in North America, some thirty or forty years since,
    of parents who entered that beautiful and famed valley soon after the
    close of the revolutionary war, and the disastrous event of the “Indian
    massacre.”

The early part of my life was whiled away, apparently, somewhat
    in vain, with books reluctantly held in one hand, and a rifle or
    fishing-pole firmly and affectionately grasped in the other.

At the urgent request of my father, who was a practising lawyer, I
    was prevailed upon to abandon these favourite themes, and also my
    occasional dabblings with the brush, which had secured already a corner
    in my affections; and I commenced reading the law for a profession,
    under the direction of Reeve and Gould, of Connecticut. I attended
    the lectures of these learned judges for two years—was admitted
    to the bar—and practised the law, as a sort of Nimrodical
    lawyer, in my native land, for the term of two or three years; when
    I very deliberately sold my law library and all (save my rifle and
    fishing-tackle), and converting their proceeds into brushes and paint
    pots; I commenced the art of painting in Philadelphia, without teacher
    or adviser.

I there closely applied my hand to the labours of the art for several
    years; during which time my mind was continually reaching for some
    branch or enterprise of the art, on which to devote a whole life-time
    of enthusiasm; when a delegation of some ten or fifteen noble and
    dignified-looking Indians, from the wilds of the “Far West,” suddenly
    arrived in the city, arrayed and equipped in all their classic
    beauty,—with shield and helmet,—with tunic and manteau,—tinted and
    tasselled off, exactly for the painter’s palette!

In silent and stoic dignity, these lords of the forest strutted about
    the city for a few days, wrapped in their pictured robes, with their
    brows plumed with the quills of the war-eagle, attracting the gaze
    and admiration of all who beheld them. After this, they took their
    leave for Washington City, and I was left to reflect and regret, which
    I did long and deeply, until I came to the following deductions and
    conclusions.

Black and blue cloth and civilization are destined, not only to
    veil, but to obliterate the grace and beauty of Nature. Man, in the
    simplicity and loftiness of his nature, unrestrained and unfettered
    by the disguises of art, is surely the most beautiful model for the
    painter,—and the country from which he hails is unquestionably the best
    study or school of the arts in the world: such I am sure, from the
    models I have seen, is the wilderness of North America. And the history
    and customs of such a people, preserved by pictorial illustrations,
    are themes worthy the life-time of one man, and nothing short of the
    loss of my life, shall prevent me from visiting their country, and of
    becoming their historian.

There was something inexpressibly delightful in the above resolve,
    which was to bring me amidst such living models for my brush: and at
    the same time to place in my hands again, for my living and protection,
    the objects of my heart above-named; which had long been laid by to
    rust and decay in the city, without the remotest prospect of again
    contributing to my amusement.

I had fully resolved—I opened my views to my friends and relations,
    but got not one advocate or abettor. I tried fairly and faithfully,
    but it was in vain to reason with those whose anxieties were ready to
    fabricate every difficulty and danger that could be imagined, without
    being able to understand or appreciate the extent or importance of
    my designs, and I broke from them all,—from my wife and my aged
    parents,—myself my only adviser and protector.

With these views firmly fixed—armed, equipped, and supplied, I started
    out in the year 1832, and penetrated the vast and pathless wilds
    which are familiarly denominated the great “Far West” of the North
    American Continent, with a light heart, inspired with an enthusiastic
    hope and reliance that I could meet and overcome all the hazards
    and privations of a life devoted to the production of a literal and
    graphic delineation of the living manners, customs, and character of an
    interesting race of people, who are rapidly passing away from the face
    of the earth—lending a hand to a dying nation, who have no historians
    or biographers of their own to pourtray with fidelity their native
    looks and history; thus snatching from a hasty oblivion what could be
    saved for the benefit of posterity, and perpetuating it, as a fair and
    just monument, to the memory of a truly lofty and noble race.

I have spent about eight years already in the pursuit above-named,
    having been for the most of that time immersed in the Indian country,
    mingling with red men, and identifying myself with them as much as
    possible, in their games and amusements; in order the better to
    familiarize myself with their superstitions and mysteries, which are
    the keys to Indian life and character.

It was during the several years of my life just mentioned, and whilst I
    was in familiar participation with them in their sports and amusements,
    that I penned the following series of epistles; describing only such
    glowing or curious scenes and events as passed under my immediate
    observation; leaving their early history, and many of their traditions,
    language, &c. for a subsequent and much more elaborate work, for which
    I have procured the materials, and which I may eventually publish.

I set out on my arduous and perilous undertaking with the determination
    of reaching, ultimately, every tribe of Indians on the Continent
    of North America, and of bringing home faithful portraits of their
    principal personages, both men and women, from each tribe; views of
    their villages, games, &c. and full notes on their character and
    history. I designed, also, to procure their costumes, and a complete
    collection of their manufactures and weapons, and to perpetuate them in
    a Gallery unique, for the use and instruction of future ages.

I claim whatever merit there may have been in the originality of such
    a design, as I was undoubtedly the first artist who ever set out upon
    such a work, designing to carry his canvass to the Rocky Mountains;
    and a considerable part of the following Letters were written and
    published in the New York Papers, as early as the years 1832 and 1833;
    long before the Tours of Washington Irving, and several others, whose
    interesting narratives are before the world.

I have, as yet, by no means visited all the tribes; but I have
    progressed a very great way with the enterprise, and with far greater
    and more complete success than I expected.

I have visited forty-eight different tribes, the greater part of which
    I found speaking different languages, and containing in all 400,000
    souls. I have brought home safe, and in good order, 310 portraits in
    oil, all painted in their native dress, and in their own wigwams;
    and also 200 other paintings in oil, containing views of their
    villages—their wigwams—their games and religious ceremonies—their
    dances—their ball plays—their buffalo hunting, and other amusements
    (containing in all, over 3000 full-length figures); and the landscapes
    of the country they live in, as well as a very extensive and curious
    collection of their costumes, and all their other manufactures, from
    the size of a wigwam down to the size of a quill or a rattle.

A considerable part of the above-named paintings, and Indian
    manufactures, will be found amongst the very numerous illustrations
    in the following pages; having been, in every instance, faithfully
    copied and reduced by my own hand, for the engraver, from my original
    paintings; and the reader of this book who will take the pains to step
    in to “Catlin’s North American Indian Gallery,” will find
    nearly every scene and custom which is described in this work, as well
    as many others, carefully and correctly delineated, and displayed upon
    the walls, and every weapon (and every “Sachem” and every “Sagamore”
    who has wielded them) according to the tenor of the tales herein
    recited.

So much of myself and of my works, which is all that I
    wish to say at present.

Of the Indians, I have much more to say, and to the following
    delineations of them, and their character and customs, I shall make no
    further apology for requesting the attention of my readers.

The Indians (as I shall call them), the savages or red men of the
    forests and prairies of North America, are at this time a subject of
    great interest and some importance to the civilized world; rendered
    more particularly so in this age, from their relative position to, and
    their rapid declension from, the civilized nations of the earth. A
    numerous nation of human beings, whose origin is beyond the reach of
    human investigation,—whose early history is lost—whose term of national
    existence is nearly expired—three-fourths of whose country has fallen
    into the possession of civilized man within the short space of 250
    years—twelve millions of whose bodies have fattened the soil in the
    mean time; who have fallen victims to whiskey, the small-pox, and the
    bayonet; leaving at this time but a meagre proportion to live a short
    time longer, in the certain apprehension of soon sharing a similar fate.

The writer who would undertake to embody the whole history of such a
    people, with all their misfortunes and calamities, must needs have much
    more space than I have allotted to this epitome; and he must needs
    begin also (as I am doing) with those who are living, or he
    would be very apt to dwell upon the preamble of his work, until the
    present living remnants of the race should have passed away; and their
    existence and customs, like those of ages gone bye, become subjects of
    doubt and incredulity to the world for whom his book was preparing.
    Such an historian also, to do them justice, must needs correct many
    theories and opinions which have, either ignorantly or maliciously,
    gone forth to the world in indelible characters; and gather and arrange
    a vast deal which has been but imperfectly recorded, or placed to
    the credit of a people who have not had the means of recording it
    themselves; but have entrusted it, from necessity, to the honesty and
    punctuality of their enemies.

In such an history should be embodied, also, a correct account of their
    treatment, and the causes which have led to their rapid destruction;
    and a plain and systematical prophecy as to the time and manner of
    their final extinction, based upon the causes and the ratio of their
    former and present declension.

So Herculean a task may fall to my lot at a future period, or it
    may not: but I send forth these volumes at this time, fresh and
    full of their living deeds and customs, as a familiar and unstudied
    introduction (at least) to them and their native character; which I
    confidently hope will repay the readers who read for information and
    historical facts, as well as those who read but for amusement.

The world know generally, that the Indians of North America are
    copper-coloured; that their eyes and their hair are black, &c.; that
    they are mostly uncivilized, and consequently unchristianized; that
    they are nevertheless human beings, with features, thoughts, reason,
    and sympathies like our own; but few yet know how they live, how
    they dress, how they worship, what are their actions,
    their customs, their religion, their amusements, &c. as they practise
    them in the uncivilized regions of their uninvaded country, which it is
    the main object of this work, clearly and distinctly to set forth.

It would be impossible at the same time, in a book of these dimensions,
    to explain all the manners and customs of these people; but as
    far as they are narrated, they have been described by my pen, upon the
    spot, as I have seen them transacted; and if some few of my narrations
    should seem a little too highly coloured, I trust the world
    will be ready to extend to me that pardon which it is customary to
    yield to all artists whose main faults exist in the vividness of their
    colouring, rather than in the drawing of their pictures; but there
    is nothing else in them, I think, that I should ask pardon for, even
    though some of them should stagger credulity, and incur for me the
    censure of those critics, who sometimes, unthinkingly or unmercifully,
    sit at home at their desks, enjoying the luxury of wine and a good
    cigar, over the simple narration of the honest and weather-worn
    traveller (who shortens his half-starved life in catering for the
    world), to condemn him and his work to oblivion, and his wife and his
    little children to poverty and starvation; merely because he describes
    scenes which they have not beheld, and which, consequently, they are
    unable to believe.

The Indians of North America, as I have before said, are
    copper-coloured, with long black hair, black eyes, tall, straight, and
    elastic forms—are less than two millions in number—were originally
    the undisputed owners of the soil, and got their title to their lands
    from the Great Spirit who created them on it,—were once a happy and
    flourishing people, enjoying all the comforts and luxuries of life
    which they knew of, and consequently cared for:—were sixteen millions
    in numbers, and sent that number of daily prayers to the Almighty,
    and thanks for his goodness and protection. Their country was entered
    by white men, but a few hundred years since; and thirty millions of
    these are now scuffling for the goods and luxuries of life, over
    the bones and ashes of twelve millions of red men; six millions of
    whom have fallen victims to the small-pox, and the remainder to the
    sword, the bayonet, and whiskey; all of which means of their death and
    destruction have been introduced and visited upon them by acquisitive
    white men; and by white men, also, whose forefathers were welcomed
    and embraced in the land where the poor Indian met and fed them with
    “ears of green corn and with pemican.” Of the two millions remaining
    alive at this time, about 1,400,000, are already the miserable living
    victims and dupes of white man’s cupidity, degraded, discouraged and
    lost in the bewildering maze that is produced by the use of whiskey and
    its concomitant vices; and the remaining number are yet unroused and
    unenticed from their wild haunts or their primitive modes, by the dread
    or love of white man and his allurements.

It has been with these, mostly, that I have spent my time, and of
    these, chiefly, and their customs, that the following Letters treat.
    Their habits (and their’s alone) as we can see them transacted, are
    native, and such as I have wished to fix and preserve for future ages.

Of the dead, and of those who are dying, of those who have suffered
    death, and of those who are now trodden and kicked through it, I may
    speak more fully in some deductions at the close of this book; or at
    some future time, when I may find more leisure, and may be able to
    speak of these scenes without giving offence to the world, or to any
    body in it.

Such a portrait then as I have set forth in the following pages (taken
    by myself from the free and vivid realities of life, instead of the
    vague and uncertain imagery of recollection, or from the haggard
    deformities and distortions of disease and death), I offer to the world
    for their amusement, as well as for their information; and I trust they
    will pardon me, if it should be thought that I have over-estimated the
    Indian character, or at other times descended too much into the details
    and minutiæ of Indian mysteries and absurdities.

The reader, then, to understand me rightly, and draw from these Letters
    the information which they are intended to give, must follow me a vast
    way from the civilized world; he must needs wend his way from the city
    of New York, over the Alleghany, and far beyond the mighty Missouri,
    and even to the base and summit of the Rocky Mountains, some two or
    three thousand miles from the Atlantic coast. He should forget many
    theories he has read in the books of Indian barbarities, of wanton
    butcheries and murders; and divest himself, as far as possible of the
    deadly prejudices which he has carried from his childhood, against this
    most unfortunate and most abused part of the race of his fellow-man.

He should consider, that if he has seen the savages of North America
    without making such a tour, he has fixed his eyes upon and drawn his
    conclusions (in all probability) only from those who inhabit the
    frontier; whose habits have been changed—whose pride has been cut
    down—whose country has been ransacked—whose wives and daughters have
    been shamefully abused—whose lands have been wrested from them—whose
    limbs have become enervated and naked by the excessive use of
    whiskey—whose friends and relations have been prematurely thrown into
    their graves—whose native pride and dignity have at last given way to
    the unnatural vices which civilized cupidity has engrafted upon them,
    to be silently nurtured and magnified by a burning sense of injury and
    injustice, and ready for that cruel vengeance which often falls from
    the hand that is palsied by refined abuses, and yet unrestrained by the
    glorious influences of refined and moral cultivation.—That if he has
    laid up what he considers well-founded knowledge of these people, from
    books which he has read, and from newspapers only, he should pause at
    least, and withhold his sentence before he passes it upon the character
    of a people, who are dying at the hands of their enemies, without the
    means of recording their own annals—struggling in their nakedness with
    their simple weapons, against guns and gunpowder—against whiskey and
    steel, and disease, and mailed warriors who are continually trampling
    them to the earth, and at last exultingly promulgating from the very
    soil which they have wrested from the poor savage, the history of his
    cruelties and barbarities, whilst his bones are quietly resting under
    the very furrows which their ploughs are turning.

So great and unfortunate are the disparities between savage and civil,
    in numbers—in weapons and defences—in enterprise, in craft, and in
    education, that the former is almost universally the sufferer either in
    peace or in war; and not less so after his pipe and his tomahawk have
    retired to the grave with him, and his character is left to be entered
    upon the pages of history, and that justice done to his memory which
    from necessity, he has intrusted to his enemy.

Amongst the numerous historians, however, of these strange people, they
    have had some friends who have done them justice; yet as a part of all
    systems of justice whenever it is meted to the poor Indian, it comes
    invariably too late, or is administered at an ineffectual distance; and
    that too when his enemies are continually about him, and effectually
    applying the means of his destruction.

Some writers, I have been grieved to see, have written down the
    character of the North American Indian, as dark, relentless, cruel and
    murderous in the last degree; with scarce a quality to stamp their
    existence of a higher order than that of the brutes:—whilst others
    have given them a high rank, as I feel myself authorized to do, as
    honourable and highly-intellectual beings; and others, both friends and
    foes to the red men, have spoken of them as an “anomaly in nature!”

In this place I have no time or inclination to reply to so
    unaccountable an assertion as this; contenting myself with the belief,
    that the term would be far more correctly applied to that part of the
    human family who have strayed farthest from nature, than it could be to
    those who are simply moving in, and filling the sphere for which they
    were designed by the Great Spirit who made them.

From what I have seen of these people I feel authorized to say, that
    there is nothing very strange or unaccountable in their character; but
    that it is a simple one, and easy to be learned and understood, if the
    right means be taken to familiarize ourselves with it. Although it has
    its dark spots, yet there is much in it to be applauded, and much to
    recommend it to the admiration of the enlightened world. And I trust
    that the reader, who looks through these volumes with care, will be
    disposed to join me in the conclusion that the North American Indian in
    his native state, is an honest, hospitable, faithful, brave, warlike,
    cruel, revengeful, relentless,—yet honourable, contemplative and
    religious being.

If such be the case, I am sure there is enough in it to recommend it
    to the fair perusal of the world, and charity enough in all civilized
    countries, in this enlightened age, to extend a helping hand to a
    dying race; provided that prejudice and fear can be removed, which
    have heretofore constantly held the civilized portions in dread of the
    savage—and away from that familiar and friendly embrace, in which alone
    his true native character can be justly appreciated.

I am fully convinced, from a long familiarity with these people, that
    the Indian’s misfortune has consisted chiefly in our ignorance of their
    true native character and disposition, which has always held us at a
    distrustful distance from them; inducing us to look upon them in no
    other light than that of a hostile foe, and worthy only of that system
    of continued warfare and abuse that has been for ever waged against
    them.

There is no difficulty in approaching the Indian and getting acquainted
    with him in his wild and unsophisticated state, and finding him an
    honest and honourable man; with feelings to meet feelings, if the above
    prejudice and dread can be laid aside, and any one will take the pains,
    as I have done, to go and see him in the simplicity of his native
    state, smoking his pipe under his own humble roof, with his wife and
    children around him, and his faithful dogs and horses hanging about
    his hospitable tenement.—So the world may see him and smoke
    his friendly pipe, which will be invariably extended to them; and
    share, with a hearty welcome, the best that his wigwam affords for the
    appetite, which is always set out to a stranger the next moment after
    he enters.

But so the mass of the world, most assuredly, will not see these
    people; for they are too far off, and approachable to those only whose
    avarice or cupidity alone lead them to those remote regions, and whose
    shame prevents them from publishing to the world the virtues which they
    have thrown down and trampled under foot.

The very use of the word savage, as it is applied in its general sense,
    I am inclined to believe is an abuse of the word, and the people to
    whom it is applied. The word, in its true definition, means no more
    than wild, or wild man; and a wild man may have been
    endowed by his Maker with all the humane and noble traits that inhabit
    the heart of a tame man. Our ignorance and dread or fear of these
    people, therefore, have given a new definition to the adjective; and
    nearly the whole civilized world apply the word savage, as
    expressive of the most ferocious, cruel, and murderous character that
    can be described.

The grizzly bear is called savage, because he is blood-thirsty,
    ravenous and cruel; and so is the tiger, and they, like the poor red
    man, have been feared and dreaded (from the distance at which ignorance
    and prejudice have kept us from them, or from resented abuses which we
    have practised when we have come in close contact with them), until Van
    Amburgh shewed the world, that even these ferocious and unreasoning
    animals wanted only the friendship and close embrace of their master,
    to respect and to love him.

As evidence of the hospitality of these ignorant and benighted people,
    and also of their honesty and honour, there will be found recorded
    many striking instances in the following pages. And also, as an offset
    to these, many evidences of the dark and cruel, as well as ignorant
    and disgusting excesses of passions, unrestrained by the salutary
    influences of laws and Christianity.

I have roamed about from time to time during seven or eight years,
    visiting and associating with some three or four hundred thousand of
    these people, under an almost infinite variety of circumstances; and
    from the very many and decided voluntary acts of their hospitality
    and kindness, I feel bound to pronounce them, by nature, a kind and
    hospitable people. I have been welcomed generally in their country,
    and treated to the best that they could give me, without any charges
    made for my board; they have often escorted me through their enemies’
    country at some hazard to their own lives, and aided me in passing
    mountains and rivers with my awkward baggage; and under all of these
    circumstances of exposure, no Indian ever betrayed me, struck me a
    blow, or stole from me a shilling’s worth of my property that I am
    aware of.

This is saying a great deal, (and proving it too, if the reader will
    believe me) in favour of the virtues of these people; when it is borne
    in mind, as it should be, that there is no law in their land to punish
    a man for theft—that locks and keys are not known in their country—that
    the commandments have never been divulged amongst them; nor can any
    human retribution fall upon the head of a thief, save the disgrace
    which attaches as a stigma to his character, in the eyes of his people
    about him.

And thus in these little communities, strange as it may seem, in the
    absence of all systems of jurisprudence, I have often beheld peace
    and happiness, and quiet, reigning supreme, for which even kings and
    emperors might envy them. I have seen rights and virtue protected,
    and wrongs redressed; and I have seen conjugal, filial and paternal
    affection in the simplicity and contentedness of nature. I have
    unavoidably, formed warm and enduring attachments to some of these
    men which I do not wish to forget—who have brought me near to their
    hearts, and in our final separation have embraced me in their arms, and
    commended me and my affairs to the keeping of the Great Spirit.

For the above reasons, the reader will be disposed to forgive me for
    dwelling so long and so strong on the justness of the claims of these
    people; and for my occasional expressions of sadness, when my heart
    bleeds for the fate that awaits the remainder of their unlucky race;
    which is long to be outlived by the rocks, by the beasts, and even
    birds and reptiles of the country they live in;—set upon by their
    fellow-man, whose cupidity, it is feared, will fix no bounds to the
    Indian’s earthly calamity, short of the grave.

I cannot help but repeat, before I close this Letter, that the tribes
    of the red men of North America, as a nation of human beings, are on
    their wane; that (to use their own very beautiful figure) “they are
    fast travelling to the shades of their fathers, towards the setting
    sun;” and that the traveller who would see these people in their native
    simplicity and beauty, must needs be hastily on his way to the prairies
    and Rocky Mountains, or he will see them only as they are now seen
    on the frontiers, as a basket of dead game,—harassed, chased,
    bleeding and dead; with their plumage and colours despoiled; to be
    gazed amongst in vain for some system or moral, or for some scale by
    which to estimate their true native character, other than that which
    has too often recorded them but a dark and unintelligible mass of
    cruelty and barbarity.



Without further comments I close this Letter, introducing my readers
    at once to the heart of the Indian country, only asking their
    forgiveness for having made it so long, and their patience whilst
    travelling through the following pages (as I journeyed through those
    remote realms) in search of information and rational amusement; in
    tracing out the true character of that “strange anomaly” of man
    in the simple elements of his nature, undissolved or compounded into
    the mysteries of enlightened and fashionable life.



NOTE.

As the singular manners of the Country set forth in the following
    pages, and the extraordinary scenes represented in the very numerous
    illustrations, are of such a character as to require all possible aids
    for the satisfaction of the readers; I hope they will excuse me for
    intruding in this place the numerous Certificates which follow, and
    which have been voluntarily furnished me by men whose lives, it will
    be seen, have been spent, in great part, in the Indian Country, and in
    familiarity with the men and manners set forth in the work:

CERTIFICATES.

“I hereby certify, that the persons whose signatures are affixed to
    the certificates here below, by Mr. Catlin, are officers in
    the service of the United States, as herein set forth; and that their
    opinions of the accuracy of the likenesses, and correctness of the
    views, &c. exhibited by him in his ‘Indian Gallery,’ are
    entitled to full credit.

“J. R. POINSETT, Secretary of War, Washington.”

“With regard to the gentlemen whose names are affixed to certificates
    below, I am fully warranted in saying, that no individuals have had
    better opportunities of acquiring a knowledge of the persons, habits,
    costumes, and sports of the Indian tribes, or possess stronger claims
    upon the public confidence in the statements they make, respecting
    the correctness of delineations, &c. of Mr. Catlin’s Indian
    Gallery; and I may add my own testimony, with regard to many
    of those Indians whom I have seen, and whose likenesses are in the
    collection, and sketched with fidelity and correctness.

“C. A. HARRIS, Commissioner of Indian Affairs, Washington.”



“I have seen Mr. Catlin’s Collection of Portraits of Indians,
    east of the Rocky Mountains many of which were familiar to me, and
    painted in my presence: and as far as they have included Indians of
    my acquaintance, the likenesses are easily recognized, bearing
    the most striking resemblance to the originals, as well as faithful
    representations of their costumes.

“W. CLARK, Superintendent of Indian Affairs, St. Louis.”



“I have examined Mr. Catlin’s Collection of the Upper Missouri
    Indians to the Rocky Mountains, all of which I am acquainted with;
    and indeed most of them were painted when I was present, and I do
    not hesitate to pronounce them correct likenesses, and readily to be
    recognized. And I consider the costumes, as painted by him, to
    be the only correct representations I have ever seen.




        “JOHN F. A. SANFORD,

        “U. SS. Indian Agent for Mandans, Rickarees, Minatarees,

Crows, Knisteneaux, Assinneboins, Blackfeet, &c.”
      







“We have seen Mr. Catlin’s Portraits of Indians east of the
    Rocky Mountains, many of which are familiar to us; the likenesses are
    easily recognized, bearing a strong resemblance to the originals, as
    well as a faithful representation of their costumes.


“J. DOUGHERTY, Indian Agent.

“November 27th, 1837.J. GANTT.”




“We hereby certify, that the Portraits of the Grand Pawnees, Republican
    Pawnees, Pawnee Loups, Tappage Pawnees, Otoes, Omahaws, and Missouries,
    which are in Mr. Catlin’s Indian Gallery, were painted from
    life by Mr. Geo. Catlin, and that the individuals sat to him
    in the costumes precisely in which they are painted.


“J. DOUGHERTY, I. A. for Pawnees, Omahaws, and Otoes.

“New York, 1837.J. GANTT.”




“I have seen Mr. Catlin’s Collection of Indian Portraits, many
    of which were familiar to me, and painted in my presence at their own
    villages. I have spent the greater part of my life amongst the tribes
    and individuals he has represented, and I do not hesitate to pronounce
    them correct likenesses, and easily recognized: also his sketches of
    their manners and customs, I think, are excellent; and
    the landscape views on the Missouri and Mississippi, are correct
    representations.

“K. M‘KENZIE, of the Am. Fur Co. Mouth of Yellow Stone.”



“We hereby certify, that the Portraits of Seminoles and Euchees, in Mr.
    Catlin’s Gallery, were painted by him, from the life, at Fort
    Moultrie; that the Indians sat or stood in the costumes precisely in
    which they are painted, and that the likenesses are remarkably good.


“P. MORRISON, Capt. 4th Inft.H. WHARTON, 2d. Lieut. 6th Inft.

J. S. HATHAWAY, 2d Lieut. 1st Art.F. WEEDON, Assistant Surgeon.

Fort Moultrie, Jan. 26, 1838.”




“Having examined Mr. Catlin’s Collection of Portraits of
    Indians of the Missouri to the Rocky Mountains, I have no hesitation
    in pronouncing them, so far as I am acquainted with the Individuals,
    to be the best I have ever seen, both as regards the expression of
    countenance, and the exact and complete manner in which the costume has
    been painted by him.

“J. L. BEAN, S. Agent for Indian Affairs.”



“I have been for many years past in familiar acquaintance with
    the Indian tribes of the Upper Missouri to the Rocky Mountains,
    and also with the landscape and other scenes represented in Mr.
    Catlin’s Collection; and it gives me great pleasure to assure
    the world, that on looking them over, I found the likenesses of my
    old friends easily to be recognized; and his sketches of Manners and
    Customs to be pourtrayed with singular truth and correctness.

“J. PILCHER, Agent for Upper Missouri Indians.”



“It gives me great pleasure in being enabled to add my name to the
    list of those who have spontaneously expressed their approbation of
    Mr. Catlin’s Collection of Indian Paintings. His Collection
    of materials place it in his power to throw much light on the Indian
    character, and his portraits, so far as I have seen them, are drawn
    with great fidelity as to character and likeness.

“H. SCHOOLCRAFT, Indian Agent for Wisconsin Territory.”



“Having lived and dealt with the Black Feet Indians for five years
    past, I was enabled to recognize every one of the Portraits of
    those people, and of the Crows also, which Mr. Catlin has in
    his Collection, from the faithful likenesses they bore to the originals.

“St. Louis, 1835. “J. E. BRAZEAU.”



“Having spent sixteen years in the continual acquaintance with the
    Indians of the several tribes of the Missouri, represented in Mr.
    Catlin’s Gallery of Indian Paintings, I was enabled to judge
    of the correctness of the likenesses, and I instantly recognized
    every one of them, when I looked them over, from the striking
    resemblance they bore to the originals—so also, of the Landscapes on
    the Missouri.

“HONORE PICOTTE.”



“The Portraits, in the possession of Mr. Catlin, of Pawnee
    Picts, Kioways, Camanches, Wecos, and Osages, were painted by him
    from life, when on a tour to their country, with the United
    States Dragoons. The likenesses are good, very easily to be
    recognized, and the costumes faithfully represented.


“HENRY DODGE, Col. of Drag.D. PERKINS. Capt. of Drag.

R. H. MASON, Major of Ditto.M. DUNCAN,   Ditto.

D. HUNTER, Capt.Ditto.T. B. WHEELOCK, Lieut. Drag.”




“The Landscapes, Buffalo-Hunting scenes, &c. above-mentioned, I have
    seen, and although it has been thirty years since I travelled over that
    country; yet a considerable number of them I recognized as faithful
    representations, and the remainder of them are so much in the peculiar
    character of that country as to seem entirely familiar to me.

“WM. CLARK, Superintendent of Indian Affairs.”



“The Landscape Views on the Missouri, Buffalo Hunts, and other scenes,
    taken by my friend Mr. Catlin, are correct delineations of the
    scenes they profess to represent, as I am perfectly well acquainted
    with the country, having passed through it more than a dozen times. And
    further, I know, that they were taken on the spot, from nature, as I
    was present when Mr. Catlin visited that country.

“JOHN F. A. SANFORD, U. SS. Indian Agent.”



“It gives me great pleasure to be able to pronounce the Landscape
    Views, Views of Hunting, and other scenes, taken on the Upper Missouri
    by Mr. Catlin, to be correct delineations of the scenery they
    profess to represent; and although I was not present when they were
    taken in the field, I was able to identify almost every one between St.
    Louis and the grand bend of the Missouri.

“J. L. BEAN, S. Agent of Indian Affairs.”



“I have examined a series of paintings by Mr. Catlin,
    representing Indian Buffalo Hunts, Landscapes, &c., and from an
    acquaintance of twenty-seven years with such scenes as are represented,
    I feel qualified to judge them, and do unhesitatingly pronounce them
    good and unexaggerated representations.

“JNO. DOUGHERTY, Indian Agent for Pawnees, Omahaws, and Otoes.”
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MOUTH OF YELLOW STONE, UPPER MISSOURI, 1832.

I arrived at this place yesterday in the steamer “Yellow Stone,”
    after a voyage of nearly three months from St. Louis, a distance of
    two thousand miles, the greater part of which has never before been
    navigated by steam; and the almost insurmountable difficulties which
    continually oppose the voyageur on this turbid stream, have
    been by degrees overcome by the indefatigable zeal of Mr. Chouteau, a
    gentleman of great perseverance, and part proprietor of the boat. To
    the politeness of this gentleman I am indebted for my passage from St.
    Louis to this place, and I had also the pleasure of his company,
    with that of Major Sanford, the government agent for the Missouri
    Indians.

The American Fur Company have erected here, for their protection
    against the savages, a very substantial Fort, 300 feet square, with
    bastions armed with ordnance (plate 3); and our approach
    to it under the continued roar of cannon for half an hour, and the
    shrill yells of the half-affrighted savages who lined the shores,
    presented a scene of the most thrilling and picturesque appearance. A
    voyage so full of incident, and furnishing so many novel scenes of the
    picturesque and romantic, as we have passed the numerous villages of
    the “astonished natives,” saluting them with the puffing of steam and
    the thunder of artillery, would afford subject for many epistles; and I
    cannot deny myself the pleasure of occasionally giving you some little
    sketches of scenes that I have witnessed, and am witnessing; and
    of the singular feelings that are excited in the breast of the stranger
    travelling through this interesting country. Interesting (as I have
    said) and luxurious, for this is truly the land of Epicures; we
    are invited by the savages to feasts of dog’s meat, as the most
    honourable food that can be presented to a stranger, and glutted with
    the more delicious food of beavers’ tails, and buffaloes’ tongues. You
    will, no doubt, be somewhat surprised on the receipt of a Letter from
    me, so far strayed into the Western World; and still more startled,
    when I tell you that I am here in the full enthusiasm and practice of
    my art. That enthusiasm alone has brought me into this remote region,
    3500 miles from my native soil; the last 2000 of which have furnished
    me with almost unlimited models, both in landscape and the human
    figure, exactly suited to my feelings. I am now in the full possession
    and enjoyments of those conditions, on which alone I was induced to
    pursue the art as a profession; and in anticipation of which alone, my
    admiration for the art could ever have been kindled into a pure flame.
    I mean the free use of nature’s undisguised models, with the privilege
    of selecting for myself. If I am here losing the benefit of the
    fleeting fashions of the day, and neglecting that elegant polish, which
    the world say an artist should draw from a continual intercourse with
    the polite world; yet have I this consolation, that in this country,
    I am entirely divested of those dangerous steps and allurements which
    beset an artist in fashionable life; and have little to steal my
    thoughts away from the contemplation of the beautiful models that
    are about me. If, also, I have not here the benefit of that feeling
    of emulation, which is the life and spur to the arts, where artists
    are associates together; yet am I surrounded by living models of such
    elegance and beauty, that I feel an unceasing excitement of a much
    higher order—the certainty that I am drawing knowledge from the true
    source. My enthusiastic admiration of man in the honest and elegant
    simplicity of nature, has always fed the warmest feelings of my bosom,
    and shut half the avenues to my heart against the specious refinements
    of the accomplished world. This feeling, together with the desire to
    study my art, independently of the embarrassments which the ridiculous
    fashions of civilized society have thrown in its way, has led me to the
    wilderness for a while, as the true school of the arts.
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I have for a long time been of opinion, that the wilderness of our
    country afforded models equal to those from which the Grecian sculptors
    transferred to the marble such inimitable grace and beauty; and I am
    now more confirmed in this opinion, since I have immersed myself in
    the midst of thousands and tens of thousands of these knights of the
    forest; whose whole lives are lives of chivalry, and whose daily feats,
    with their naked limbs, might vie with those of the Grecian youths in
    the beautiful rivalry of the Olympian games.

No man’s imagination, with all the aids of description that can be
    given to it, can ever picture the beauty and wildness of scenes that
    may be daily witnessed in this romantic country; of hundreds of these
    graceful youths, without a care to wrinkle, or a fear to disturb
    the full expression of pleasure and enjoyment that beams upon their
    faces—their long black hair mingling with their horses’ tails, floating
    in the wind, while they are flying over the carpeted prairie, and
    dealing death with their spears and arrows, to a band of infuriated
    buffaloes; or their splendid procession in a war-parade, arrayed in all
    their gorgeous colours and trappings, moving with most exquisite grace
    and manly beauty, added to that bold defiance which man carries on his
    front, who acknowledges no superior on earth, and who is amenable to no
    laws except the laws of God and honour.

In addition to the knowledge of human nature and of my art, which I
    hope to acquire by this toilsome and expensive undertaking, I have
    another in view, which, if it should not be of equal service to me,
    will be of no less interest and value to posterity. I have, for many
    years past, contemplated the noble races of red men who are now spread
    over these trackless forests and boundless prairies, melting away
    at the approach of civilization. Their rights invaded, their morals
    corrupted, their lands wrested from them, their customs changed, and
    therefore lost to the world; and they at last sunk into the earth, and
    the ploughshare turning the sod over their graves, and I have flown
    to their rescue—not of their lives or of their race (for they are
    “doomed” and must perish), but to the rescue of their looks and
    their modes, at which the acquisitive world may hurl their poison and
    every besom of destruction, and trample them down and crush them to
    death; yet, phœnix-like, they may rise from the “stain on a painter’s
    palette,” and live again upon canvass, and stand forth for centuries
    yet to come, the living monuments of a noble race. For this purpose,
    I have designed to visit every tribe of Indians on the Continent, if
    my life should be spared; for the purpose of procuring portraits of
    distinguished Indians, of both sexes in each tribe, painted in their
    native costume; accompanied with pictures of their villages, domestic
    habits, games, mysteries, religious ceremonies, &c. with anecdotes,
    traditions, and history of their respective nations.

If I should live to accomplish my design, the result of my labours will
    doubtless be interesting to future ages; who will have little else left
    from which to judge of the original inhabitants of this simple race of
    beings, who require but a few years more of the march of civilization
    and death, to deprive them of all their native customs and character.
    I have been kindly supplied by the Commander-in-Chief of the Army and
    the Secretary of War, with letters to the commander of every military
    post, and every Indian agent on the Western Frontier, with instructions
    to render me all the facilities in their power, which will be of great
    service to me in so arduous an undertaking. The opportunity afforded me
    by familiarity with so many tribes of human beings in the simplicity of
    nature, devoid of the deformities of art; of drawing fair conclusions
    in the interesting sciences of physiognomy and phrenology; of manners
    and customs, rites, ceremonies, &c.; and the opportunity of examining
    the geology and mineralogy of this western, and yet unexplored
    country, will enable me occasionally to entertain you with much new
    and interesting information, which I shall take equal pleasure in
    communicating by an occasional Letter in my clumsy way.
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MOUTH OF YELLOW STONE, UPPER MISSOURI.

Since the date of my former Letter, I have been so much engaged in
    the amusements of the country, and the use of my brush, that I have
    scarcely been able to drop you a line until the present moment.

Before I let you into the amusements and customs of this delightful
    country however, (and which, as yet, are secrets to most of the world),
    I must hastily travel with you over the tedious journey of 2000 miles,
    from St. Louis to this place; over which distance one is obliged to
    pass, before he can reach this wild and lovely spot.

The Missouri is, perhaps, different in appearance and character
    from all other rivers in the world; there is a terror in its manner
    which is sensibly felt, the moment we enter its muddy waters from
    the Mississippi. From the mouth of the Yellow Stone River, which is
    the place from whence I am now writing, to its junction with the
    Mississippi, a distance of 2000 miles, the Missouri, with its boiling,
    turbid waters, sweeps off, in one unceasing current; and in the whole
    distance there is scarcely an eddy or resting-place for a canoe. Owing
    to the continual falling in of its rich alluvial banks, its water is
    always turbid and opaque; having, at all seasons of the year, the
    colour of a cup of chocolate or coffee, with sugar and cream stirred
    into it. To give a better definition of its density and opacity, I
    have tried a number of simple experiments with it at this place, and
    at other points below, at the results of which I was exceedingly
    surprised. By placing a piece of silver (and afterwards a piece of
    shell, which is a much whiter substance) in a tumbler of its water,
    and looking through the side of the glass, I ascertained that those
    substances could not be seen through the eighth part of an inch; this,
    however, is in the spring of the year, when the freshet is upon the
    river, rendering the water, undoubtedly, much more turbid than it would
    be at other seasons; though it is always muddy and yellow, and from its
    boiling and wild character and uncommon colour, a stranger would think,
    even in its lowest state, that there was a freshet upon it.

For the distance of 1000 miles above St. Louis, the shores of this
    river (and, in many places, the whole bed of the stream) are filled
    with snags and raft, formed of trees of the largest size, which have
    been undermined by the falling banks and cast into the stream;
    their roots becoming fastened in the bottom of the river, with their
    tops floating on the surface of the water, and pointing down the
    stream, forming the most frightful and discouraging prospect for the
    adventurous voyageur. (See plate 4.)

Almost every island and sand-bar is covered with huge piles of these
    floating trees, and when the river is flooded, its surface is almost
    literally covered with floating raft and drift wood which bid positive
    defiance to keel-boats and steamers, on their way up the river.

With what propriety this “Hell of waters” might he denominated the
    “River Styx,” I will not undertake to decide; but nothing could be more
    appropriate or innocent than to call it the River of Sticks.

The scene is not, however, all so dreary; there is a redeeming beauty
    in the green and carpeted shores, which hem in this huge and terrible
    deformity of waters. There is much of the way though, where the mighty
    forests of stately cotton wood stand, and frown in horrid dark and
    coolness over the filthy abyss below; into which they are ready to
    plunge headlong, when the mud and soil in which they were germed and
    reared have been washed out from underneath them, and with the rolling
    current are mixed, and on their way to the ocean.

The greater part of the shores of this river, however, are without
    timber, where the eye is delightfully relieved by wandering over the
    beautiful prairies; most of the way gracefully sloping down to the
    water’s edge, carpeted with the deepest green, and, in distance,
    softening into velvet of the richest hues, entirely beyond the reach
    of the artist’s pencil. Such is the character of the upper part of the
    river especially; and as one advances towards its source, and through
    its upper half, it becomes more pleasing to the eye, for snags and raft
    are no longer to be seen; yet the current holds its stiff and onward
    turbid character.

It has been, heretofore, very erroneously represented to the world,
    that the scenery on this river was monotonous, and wanting in
    picturesque beauty. This intelligence is surely incorrect, and that
    because it has been brought perhaps, by men who are not the best
    judges in the world, of Nature’s beautiful works; and if they were,
    they always pass them by, in pain or desperate distress, in toil and
    trembling fear for the safety of their furs and peltries, or for their
    lives, which are at the mercy of the yelling savages who inhabit this
    delightful country.

One thousand miles or more of the upper part of the river, was, to
    my eye, like fairy-land; and during our transit through that part of
    our voyage, I was most of the time rivetted to the deck of the boat,
    indulging my eyes in the boundless and tireless pleasure of roaming
    over the thousand hills, and bluffs, and dales, and ravines; where the
    astonished herds of buffaloes, of elks, and antelopes, and sneaking
    wolves, and mountain-goats, were to be seen bounding up and down and
    over the green fields; each one and each tribe, band, and gang, taking
    their own way, and using their own means to the greatest advantage
    possible, to leave the sight and sound of the puffing of our boat;
    which was, for the first time, saluting the green and wild shores of
    the Missouri with the din of mighty steam.

From St. Louis to the falls of the Missouri, a distance of 2600 miles,
    is one continued prairie; with the exception of a few of the bottoms
    formed along the bank of the river, and the streams which are falling
    into it, which are often covered with the most luxuriant growth of
    forest timber.

The summit level of the great prairies stretching off to the west and
    the east from the river, to an almost boundless extent, is from two to
    three hundred feet above the level of the river; which has formed a bed
    or valley for its course, varying in width from two to twenty miles.
    This channel or valley has been evidently produced by the force of the
    current, which has gradually excavated, in its floods and gorges, this
    immense space, and sent its débris into the ocean. By the continual
    overflowing of the river, its deposits have been lodged and left with a
    horizontal surface, spreading the deepest and richest alluvion over the
    surface of its meadows on either side; through which the river winds
    its serpentine course, alternately running from one bluff to the other,
    which present themselves to its shores in all the most picturesque and
    beautiful shapes and colours imaginable—some with their green sides
    gracefully slope down in the most lovely groups to the water’s edge
    (plate 5); whilst others, divested of their verdure, present
    themselves in immense masses of clay of different colours, which arrest
    the eye of the traveller, with the most curious views in the world.

These strange and picturesque appearances have been produced by the
    rains and frosts, which are continually changing the dimensions, and
    varying the thousand shapes of these denuded hills, by washing down
    their sides and carrying them into the river.

Amongst these groups may be seen tens and hundreds of thousands of
    different forms and figures, of the sublime and the picturesque; in
    many places for miles together, as the boat glides along, there is
    one continued appearance, before and behind us, of some ancient and
    boundless city in ruins—ramparts, terraces, domes, towers, citadels
    and castles may be seen,—cupolas, and magnificent porticos, and here
    and there a solitary column and crumbling pedestal, and even spires
    of clay which stand alone—and glistening in distance, as the sun’s
    rays are refracted back by the thousand crystals of gypsum which are
    imbedded in the clay of which they are formed (plate 6). Over
    and through these groups of domes and battlements (as one is compelled
    to imagine them), the sun sends his long and gilding rays, at morn or
    in the evening; giving life and light, by aid of shadows cast, to the
    different glowing colours of these clay-built ruins; shedding a glory
    over the solitude of this wild and pictured country, which no one can
    realize unless he travels here and looks upon it.

It is amidst these wild and quiet haunts that the mountain-sheep, and
    the fleet-bounding antelope sport and live in herds, secure from their
    enemies, to whom the sides and slopes of these bluffs (around which
    they fearlessly bound) are nearly inaccessible.

The grizzly bear also has chosen these places for his abode; he
    sullenly sneaks through the gulphs and chasms, and ravines, and frowns
    away the lurking Indian; whilst the mountain-sheep and antelope are
    bounding over and around the hill tops, safe and free from harm of man
    and beast.

Such is a hasty sketch of the river scenes and scenery for 2000 miles,
    over which we tugged, and puffed, and blowed, and toiled for three
    months, before we reached this place. Since we arrived here, the
    steamer has returned and left me here to explore the country and visit
    the tribes in this vicinity, and then descend the river from this place
    to St. Louis; which Tour, if I live through it, will furnish material
    for many a story and curious incident, which I may give you in detail
    in future epistles, and when I have more leisure than I have at the
    present moment. I will then undertake to tell how we astonished the
    natives, in many an instance, which I can in this Letter but just
    hint at and say adieu. If anything did ever literally and completely
    “astonish (and astound) the natives,” it was the appearance of our
    steamer, puffing and blowing, and paddling and rushing by their
    villages which were on the banks of the river.

These poor and ignorant people for the distance of 2000 miles, had
    never before seen or heard of a steam-boat, and in some places they
    seemed at a loss to know what to do, or how to act; they could not,
    as the Dutch did at Newburgh, on the Hudson River, take it to be a
    “floating saw-mill”—and they had no name for it—so it was, like
    every thing else (with them), which is mysterious and unaccountable,
    called medicine (mystery). We had on board one twelve-pound
    cannon and three or four eight-pound swivels, which we were taking up
    to arm the Fur Company’s Fort at the mouth of Yellow Stone, and at the
    approach to every village they were all discharged several times in
    rapid succession, which threw the inhabitants into utter confusion and
    amazement—some of them laid their faces to the ground, and cried to
    the Great Spirit—some shot their horses and dogs, and sacrificed them
    to appease the Great Spirit, whom they conceived was offended—some
    deserted their villages and ran to the tops of the bluffs some miles
    distant; and others, in some places, as the boat landed in front of
    their villages, came with great caution, and peeped over the bank of
    the river to see the fate of their chiefs whose duty it was (from the
    nature of their office) to approach us, whether friends or foes, and
    to go on board. Sometimes, in this plight, they were instantly thrown
    ‘neck and heels’ over each other’s heads and shoulders—men, women
    and children, and dogs—sage, sachem, old and young—all in a mass, at
    the frightful discharge of the steam from the escape-pipe, which the
    captain of the boat let loose upon them for his own fun and amusement.

There were many curious conjectures amongst their wise men, with regard
    to the nature and powers of the steam-boat. Amongst the Mandans, some
    called it the “big thunder canoe;” for when in distance below the
    village, they saw the lightning flash from its sides, and heard
    the thunder come from it; others called it the “big medicine canoe
    with eyes;” it was medicine (mystery) because they could not
    understand it; and it must have eyes, for said they, “it sees its own
    way, and takes the deep water in the middle of the channel.”
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They had no idea of the boat being steered by the man at the wheel, and
    well they might have been astonished at its taking the deepest water. I
    may (if I do not forget it) hereafter give you an account of some other
    curious incidents of this kind, which we met with in this voyage; for
    we met many, and some of them were really laughable.

The Fort in which I am residing was built by Mr. M‘Kenzie, who now
    occupies it. It is the largest and best-built establishment of the kind
    on the river, being the great or principal head-quarters and depôt
    of the Fur Company’s business in this region. A vast stock of goods
    is kept on hand at this place; and at certain times of the year the
    numerous out-posts concentrate here with the returns of their season’s
    trade, and refit out with a fresh supply of goods to trade with the
    Indians.

The site for the Fort is well selected, being a beautiful prairie
    on the bank near the junction of the Missouri with the Yellow Stone
    rivers; and its inmates and its stores well protected from Indian
    assaults.

Mr. M‘Kenzie is a kind-hearted and high-minded Scotchman; and seems to
    have charge of all the Fur Companies’ business in this region, and from
    this to the Rocky Mountains. He lives in good and comfortable style,
    inside of the Fort, which contains some eight or ten log-houses and
    stores, and has generally forty or fifty men, and one hundred and fifty
    horses about him.

He has, with the same spirit of liberality and politeness with
    which Mons. Pierre Chouteau treated me on my passage up the river,
    pronounced me welcome at his table, which groans under the luxuries of
    the country; with buffalo meat and tongues, with beavers’ tails and
    marrow-fat; but sans coffee, sans bread and butter. Good
    cheer and good living we get at it however, and good wine also; for a
    bottle of Madeira and one of excellent Port are set in a pail of ice
    every day, and exhausted at dinner.

At the hospitable board of this gentleman I found also another, who
    forms a happy companion for mine host; and whose intellectual
    and polished society has added not a little to my pleasure and
    amusement since I arrived here.

The gentleman of whom I am speaking is an Englishman, by the name
    of Hamilton, of the most pleasing and entertaining conversation,
    whose mind seems to be a complete store-house of ancient and modern
    literature and art; and whose free and familiar acquaintance with the
    manners and men of his country gives him the stamp of a gentleman, who
    has had the curiosity to bring the embellishments of the enlightened
    world, to contrast with the rude and the wild of these remote regions.



We three bons vivants form the group about the dinner-table,
    of which I have before spoken, and crack our jokes and fun over the
    bottles of Port and Madeira, which I have named; and a considerable
    part of which, this gentleman has brought with great and precious care
    from his own country.

This post is the general rendezvous of a great number of Indian tribes
    in these regions, who are continually concentrating here for the
    purpose of trade; sometimes coming, the whole tribe together, in a
    mass. There are now here, and encamped about the Fort, a great many,
    and I am continually at work with my brush; we have around us at this
    time the Knisteneaux, Crows, Assinneboins and Blackfeet, and in a few
    days are to have large accessions.

The finest specimens of Indians on the Continent are in these regions;
    and before I leave these parts, I shall make excursions into their
    respective countries, to their own native fire-sides; and there study
    their looks and peculiar customs; enabling me to drop you now and then
    an interesting Letter. The tribes which I shall be enabled to see and
    study by my visit to this region, are the Ojibbeways, the Assinneboins,
    Knisteneaux, Blackfeet, Crows, Shiennes, Grosventres, Mandans, and
    others; of whom and their customs, their history, traditions, costumes,
    &c., I shall in due season, give you further and minute accounts.
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MOUTH OF YELLOW STONE.

The several tribes of Indians inhabiting the regions of the Upper
    Missouri, and of whom I spoke in my last Letter, are undoubtedly the
    finest looking, best equipped, and most beautifully costumed of any on
    the Continent. They live in a country well-stocked with buffaloes and
    wild horses, which furnish them an excellent and easy living; their
    atmosphere is pure, which produces good health and long life; and they
    are the most independent and the happiest races of Indians I have met
    with: they are all entirely in a state of primitive wildness, and
    consequently are picturesque and handsome, almost beyond description.
    Nothing in the world, of its kind, can possibly surpass in beauty and
    grace, some of their games and amusements—their gambols and parades, of
    which I shall speak and paint hereafter.

As far as my travels have yet led me into the Indian country, I have
    more than realized my former predictions that those Indians who could
    be found most entirely in a state of nature, with the least knowledge
    of civilized society, would be found to be the most cleanly in their
    persons, elegant in their dress and manners, and enjoying life to the
    greatest perfection. Of such tribes, perhaps the Crows and Blackfeet
    stand first; and no one would be able to appreciate the richness and
    elegance (and even taste too), with which some of these people dress,
    without seeing them in their own country. I will do all I can, however,
    to make their looks as well as customs known to the world; I will paint
    with my brush and scribble with my pen, and bring their plumes and
    plumage, dresses, weapons, &c., and every thing but the Indian himself,
    to prove to the world the assertions which I have made above.

Every one of these red sons of the forest (or rather of the prairie)
    is a knight and lord—his squaws are his slaves; the only things which
    he deems worthy of his exertions are to mount his snorting steed, with
    his bow and quiver slung, his arrow-shield upon his arm, and his long
    lance glistening in the war-parade; or, divested of all his plumes and
    trappings, armed with a simple bow and quiver, to plunge his steed
    amongst the flying herds of buffaloes, and with his sinewy bow, which
    he seldom bends in vain, to drive deep to life’s fountain the whizzing
    arrow.


The buffalo herds, which graze in almost countless numbers on these
    beautiful prairies, afford them an abundance of meat; and so much is
    it preferred to all other, that the deer, the elk, and the antelope
    sport upon the prairies in herds in the greatest security; as the
    Indians seldom kill them, unless they want their skins for a dress.
    The buffalo (or more correctly speaking bison) is a noble animal,
    that roams over the vast prairies, from the borders of Mexico on the
    south, to Hudson’s Bay on the north. Their size is somewhat above
    that of our common bullock, and their flesh of a delicious flavour,
    resembling and equalling that of fat beef. Their flesh which is easily
    procured, furnishes the savages of these vast regions the means of a
    wholesome and good subsistence, and they live almost exclusively upon
    it—converting the skins, horns, hoofs and bones, to the construction
    of dresses, shields, bows, &c. The buffalo bull is one of the most
    formidable and frightful looking animals in the world when excited to
    resistance; his long shaggy mane hangs in great profusion over his neck
    and shoulders and often extends quite down to the ground (plate
    7). The cow is less in stature, and less ferocious; though not
    much less wild and frightful in her appearance (plate 8).

The mode in which these Indians kill this noble animal is spirited and
    thrilling in the extreme; and I must in a future epistle, give you
    a minute account of it. I have almost daily accompanied parties of
    Indians to see the fun, and have often shared in it myself; but much
    oftener ran my horse by their sides, to see how the thing was done—to
    study the modes and expressions of these splendid scenes, which I am
    industriously putting upon the canvass.

They are all (or nearly so) killed with arrows and the lance, while at
    full speed; and the reader may easily imagine, that these scenes afford
    the most spirited and picturesque views of the sporting kind that can
    possibly be seen.

At present, I will give a little sketch of a bit of fun I joined in
    yesterday, with Mr. M‘Kenzie and a number of his men, without the
    company or aid of Indians.

I mentioned the other day, that M‘Kenzie’s table from day to day
    groans under the weight of buffalo tongues and beavers’ tails, and
    other luxuries of this western land. He has within his Fort a spacious
    ice-house, in which he preserves his meat fresh for any length of time
    required; and sometimes, when his larder runs low. he starts out,
    rallying some five or six of his best hunters (not to hunt, but to “go
    for meat”). He leads the party, mounted on his favourite buffalo horse
    (i. e. the horse amongst his whole group which is best trained
    to run the buffalo), trailing a light and short gun in his hand, such
    an one as he can most easily reload whilst his horse is at full speed.

Such was the condition of the ice-house yesterday morning, which caused
    these self-catering gentlemen to cast their eyes with a wishful look
    over the prairies; and such was the plight in which our host took
    the lead, and I, and then Mons. Chardon, and Ba’tiste Défonde and
    Tullock (who is a trader amongst the Crows, and is here at this time,
    with a large party of that tribe), and there were several others whose
    names I do not know.
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As we were mounted and ready to start, M‘Kenzie called up some four
    or five of his men, and told them to follow immediately on our trail,
    with as many one-horse carts, which they were to harness up, to bring
    home the meat; “ferry them across the river in the scow,” said he,
    “and following our trail through the bottom, you will find us on the
    plain yonder, between the Yellow Stone and the Missouri rivers, with
    meat enough to load you home. My watch on yonder bluff has just told
    us by his signals, that there are cattle a plenty on that spot, and we
    are going there as fast as possible.” We all crossed the river, and
    galloped away a couple of miles or so, when we mounted the bluff; and
    to be sure, as was said, there was in full view of us a fine herd of
    some four or five hundred buffaloes, perfectly at rest, and in their
    own estimation (probably) perfectly secure. Some were grazing, and
    others were lying down and sleeping; we advanced within a mile or so
    of them in full view, and came to a halt. Mons. Chardon “tossed the
    feather” (a custom always observed, to try the course of the wind),
    and we commenced “stripping” as it is termed (i. e. every man
    strips himself and his horse of every extraneous and unnecessary
    appendage of dress, &c. that might be an incumbrance in running): hats
    are laid off, and coats—and bullet pouches; sleeves are rolled up,
    a handkerchief tied tightly around the head, and another around the
    waist—cartridges are prepared and placed in the waistcoat pocket, or
    a half dozen bullets “throwed into the mouth,” &c., &c., all of which
    takes up some ten or fifteen minutes, and is not, in appearance or
    in effect, unlike a council of war. Our leader lays the whole plan
    of the chase, and preliminaries all fixed, guns charged and ramrods
    in our hands, we mount and start for the onset. The horses are all
    trained for this business, and seem to enter into it with as much
    enthusiasm, and with as restless a spirit as the riders themselves.
    While “stripping” and mounting, they exhibit the most restless
    impatience; and when “approaching”—(which is, all of us abreast,
    upon a slow walk, and in a straight line towards the herd, until
    they discover us and run), they all seem to have caught entirely the
    spirit of the chase, for the laziest nag amongst them prances with
    an elasticity in his step—champing his bit—his ears erect—his eyes
    strained out of his head, and fixed upon the game before him, whilst
    he trembles under the saddle of his rider. In this way we carefully
    and silently marched, until within some forty or fifty rods; when the
    herd discovering us, wheeled and laid their course in a mass. At this
    instant we started! (and all must start, for no one could check
    the fury of those steeds at
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