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    At the heart of The Life of Kit Carson lies the tension between legend-making and the rugged, often ambiguous realities of the American frontier. Edward S. Ellis frames his subject as a figure shaped by hard country and harder choices, a man whose name became shorthand for daring long before the West was settled by pages and print. The book invites readers into a world of mountains, deserts, and river valleys where reputation is currency and survival a daily test. Without telegraphing outcomes, Ellis sketches a life in motion, attentive to tracks, weather, and rumor. The result balances admiration with an undercurrent of uncertainty.

First published in the nineteenth century, Ellis’s work belongs to the tradition of narrative biography written for a broad American audience. It follows the career of Kit Carson, also known as Christopher Carson, across the expanses then known as the West, presenting a chronicle rooted in the early- to mid-nineteenth-century United States. As an American author of frontier histories and juvenile literature, Ellis arranges the era’s circulating stories into a continuous account, emphasizing action, character, and place. The book reflects a widespread appetite for instructive, engaging portraits of notable figures, standing between history and folklore while remaining anchored in recognizable locations and historical currents.

Readers meet Carson as a working man of the trail, and watch him become a guide whose skills are sought wherever maps thin and trails cross. Ellis’s voice is brisk and direct, favoring vivid episodes over extended reflection, yet he pauses to note the demands of weather, terrain, and logistics. The tone is admiring without being purely celebratory, inviting curiosity about how courage, chance, and preparation interlock. Scenes begin at campfires, fords, and foothills, build through compressed action, and end with understated consequence. The narrative remains accessible, moving step by step through journeys that illuminate both a career and a country.

Among the book’s abiding themes are endurance, adaptability, and the shaping power of place. Ellis portrays the frontier as an arena where skill and judgment determine outcomes more than rank, and where alliances—temporary or lasting—can change the course of a day. The text also explores how reputations are made, how stories travel faster than people, and how individual decisions ripple into communal effects. While respectful of its subject, the narrative remains alert to risk, scarcity, and miscalculation. In tracing a life through landscapes, it links character to geography, suggesting that mountains and mesas are as formative as mentors and rivals.

Contemporary readers will find the book valuable as both a story of movement and a case study in how national myths are made. It reveals the mechanics of popular biography—selection, emphasis, and pacing—while reflecting nineteenth-century attitudes that call for critical attention, especially in depictions of Indigenous peoples and frontier conflict. Reading Ellis today encourages comparison with primary sources and modern scholarship, fostering media literacy across time. It also offers a chance to question what is celebrated, what is omitted, and why certain patterns persist. The text thus becomes an object of inquiry as well as an engaging narrative.

Stylistically, the book balances swift momentum with concrete detail, favoring clear description of routes, resources, and routines over digression. Ellis often structures episodes around practical problems—finding water, choosing a path, negotiating guidance—so that readers feel the pull of decisions without dwelling on technical minutiae. The moral frame is evident without becoming heavy-handed, presenting conduct and consequence in close proximity. The prose favors summary and transition rather than extended conversation, and movement is frequently governed by geography. The effect is a steady forward motion that mirrors travel itself, keeping attention on what must be done next rather than on retrospective theorizing.

Ultimately, The Life of Kit Carson endures because it illuminates two histories at once: a person’s journey through perilous country and a culture’s urge to craft models of character from that journey. Ellis’s biography invites admiration, skepticism, and reflection in equal measure, making it a productive starting point for discussions of exploration, responsibility, and narrative truth. Read alongside diverse perspectives, it helps clarify how stories shape civic identity and ethical imagination. For all its period flavor, the book remains a prompt to consider how we navigate uncertainty, interpret risk, and decide what counts as worthy in our collective memory.
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    The Life of Kit Carson by Edward S. Ellis is a nineteenth-century popular biography that presents the career of Christopher (Kit) Carson as emblematic of the American frontier. Written in a brisk, anecdotal style, it follows Carson from obscurity to national recognition, aligning personal episodes with the broader momentum of westward expansion. Ellis emphasizes practical skill, resolve under pressure, and service to exploration and national enterprise, shaping a heroic but orderly narrative. The book moves chronologically, selecting episodes that reveal character through action, and frames dangers and narrow escapes as tests that consolidate reputation, preparing the reader for the larger public roles Carson later assumes.

Ellis begins with Carson’s youth on the edge of settlement, describing a rough education in woodcraft and responsibility. He recounts an early apprenticeship in a trade unsuitable to a restless temperament, leading to a decisive break when Carson joins a caravan on the Santa Fe Trail. That journey introduces the landscapes and peoples of the Southwest, and establishes recurring motifs of long travel, scarcity, and quick judgment. The narrative depicts how a novice learns discipline among seasoned hands, absorbing languages, routes, and the unwritten rules of survival. By the time he reaches trading centers, Carson’s aptitude has aligned with a life in the open.

The central section details the trapping years, when the fluctuating fur economy sends small companies deep into mountain ranges and river systems. Ellis highlights winter camps, perilous passes, and the constant arithmetic of risk that governs every decision. Carson’s reputation grows through steady conduct in emergencies rather than theatrics: tracking game in storms, reading sign, and navigating unfamiliar territory at speed. Encounters with wildlife and occasional hostilities sharpen the portrait of competence under duress. The book uses these episodes to mark incremental advances in standing among peers, presenting Carson as reliable, taciturn, and exacting, qualities that draw the attention of leaders planning larger enterprises.

Those enterprises arrive with government-sponsored exploration, most notably expeditions that aim to map routes across the interior West. Ellis portrays Carson as a chief guide whose local knowledge, endurance, and calm in crisis enable progress where instruments and charts alone would falter. River crossings, snowbound passes, and contentious decisions over routes supply narrative tension, while moments of rescue and rapid communication display his value as courier and scout. Without dwelling on technical science, the book ties exploration to national objectives and safe passage for settlers, suggesting that Carson’s fieldcraft repeatedly bridges the gap between ambitious plans and the realities of difficult terrain.

Transitioning from exploration to conflict, Ellis situates Carson within the upheavals surrounding the Mexican-American War in the far West. As troops and settlers vie for control, Carson’s familiarity with routes and communities makes him a trusted intermediary, guide, and messenger. The narrative underscores arduous marches, lean provisioning, and the hazards of relaying intelligence over long distances. Political changes on the ground are rendered through the lens of military columns and scattered posts rather than formal diplomacy. In this framework, Carson’s actions serve emerging territorial authorities, and the book presents his contributions as practical, decisive, and aligned with the consolidation of new American governance.

Later chapters turn to administrative and military service on the frontier, where Carson’s experience informs roles ranging from agency duties to command of volunteer forces. Ellis describes efforts to keep fragile peace alongside punitive expeditions, written from a nineteenth-century perspective that privileges settler security and reads negotiations through that priority. The narrative recounts marches, engagements, and attempts to impose order across vast distances, emphasizing logistics, discipline, and restraint under pressure. While the book centers Carson’s duty and perseverance, it also acknowledges the intractable strain of overlapping claims to land and livelihood, with successive campaigns reflecting the era’s conflicted approach to authority in the borderlands.

The biography concludes by assessing how a life of service, hardship, and visibility on pivotal expeditions coalesced into national renown. Ellis’s portrayal crystallizes a durable figure: the scout as sober professional rather than braggart, defined by precision, stamina, and reliability. As a product of its time, the book helped codify an image of the West that celebrates endurance and enterprise while employing period assumptions about conquest and settlement. Its enduring resonance lies in showing how individual expertise can shape collective undertakings, and in revealing how nineteenth-century storytelling converted lived experience into a template for American frontier character.
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    Edward S. Ellis (1840–1916) was a prolific American writer of juvenile literature and popular biographies, working in an era when dime novels and mass-market histories shaped public views of the frontier. His Life of Kit Carson belongs to a late nineteenth‑century tradition that celebrated explorers, scouts, and soldiers as national exemplars. The book targets readers seeking accessible accounts of western adventure and nation‑building, drawing on widely circulated reports, memoirs, and newspaper stories. It emerged in a post–Civil War culture interested in reconciliation and expansion, when schools and libraries increasingly stocked instructive narratives about American heroes and the settlement of the trans‑Mississippi West.

Carson’s world took form during the early republic’s westward surge after the Louisiana Purchase (1803). Missouri, then a frontier state, served as the gateway to the plains via the Missouri River and the Santa Fe Trail, opened in 1821. Traders, trappers, and teamsters linked St. Louis, Independence, and Franklin to Bent’s Fort, Taos, and Santa Fe, under Mexican sovereignty until 1848. The Rocky Mountain fur trade operated through annual “rendezvous” gatherings in the 1820s–1840s, involving companies like the Rocky Mountain and American Fur Companies. These institutions fostered networks among Euro‑American mountaineers and Indigenous nations, including Ute, Cheyenne, Comanche, Apache, and Navajo communities.

By the 1840s, federal exploration accelerated through the U.S. Army’s Corps of Topographical Engineers. John C. Frémont led expeditions in 1842, 1843–1844, and 1845 to survey routes across the Rockies, the Great Basin, and toward California and Oregon. Their published reports, widely read and accompanied by Charles Preuss’s maps, captivated readers and politicians alike, promoting transcontinental pathways. Kit Carson’s role as a guide and scout on these journeys brought him national notice. Newspapers amplified stories of endurance and peril, consolidating Carson’s image as a dependable pathfinder at a time when geographical knowledge and cartographic authority carried political weight.

The Mexican–American War (1846–1848) transformed the borderlands, bringing U.S. military columns down the Santa Fe Trail and into California. The Bear Flag Revolt, Commodore Stockton’s forces, and General Stephen W. Kearny’s Army of the West featured prominently in public accounts of the conquest. Carson served as guide, courier, and scout in this theater, including at the Battle of San Pasqual (1846). The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ceded vast territories to the United States, reorganizing governance in New Mexico and California. This wartime crucible helped solidify Carson’s public stature and supplied narrative episodes that later authors drew upon to frame midcentury western change.

Western conflicts did not abate after annexation. As the Civil War reached New Mexico in 1862, volunteer regiments defended the territory against Confederate incursions. Carson became colonel of the First New Mexico Volunteer Infantry, later leading campaigns against the Navajo in 1863–1864 under territorial command. Federal strategy targeted crops, sheep, and orchards to compel surrender, culminating in the Long Walk of 1864, which forced thousands of Navajo to Bosque Redondo at Fort Sumner. The reservation experiment proved disastrous, with crop failures, hunger, and disease prompting policy reversal. The 1868 treaty allowed the Navajo to return to a portion of their homeland.

The broader western economy shifted rapidly in Carson’s lifetime. Demand for beaver pelts collapsed by the late 1830s and early 1840s as silk hats displaced beaver felt, pushing trappers toward guiding, soldiering, or buffalo hunting. Wagon traffic increased along the Oregon, California, and Santa Fe Trails, aided by a growing network of army posts and mail routes. The 1848–1849 California Gold Rush accelerated migration and violence on the overland corridors. Federal integration advanced through the transcontinental telegraph (1861) and the Pacific Railroad Acts (1862), culminating in the first transcontinental railroad (1869). These changes redefined mobility, authority, and frontier labor.

Ellis wrote within a publishing marketplace energized by dime novels and adventure biographies that foregrounded courage, piety, and patriotism. Such works often framed frontier conflict in civilizational terms, prioritizing settler perspectives and compressing Indigenous diversity into stereotypes. Simultaneously, official reports and reform literature documented failures in federal Indian policy. The collapse of Bosque Redondo became a case study in mismanagement, while writers like Helen Hunt Jackson, in A Century of Dishonor (1881), criticized treaty violations and abuses. This mixed record—heroic celebration alongside emerging critique—shaped how late nineteenth‑century readers encountered figures like Carson and judged the costs of expansion.

The Life of Kit Carson reflects its era’s confidence in Manifest Destiny and an appetite for exemplary lives that could instruct younger readers. It affirms national consolidation through exploration, war, and settlement, presenting institutional power—the Army, surveyors, and territorial governance—as engines of progress. At the same time, the historical backdrop now invites scrutiny: the human toll of conquest, coerced removals, and the failures of reservation policy. By elevating a frontier guide to emblematic status, Ellis’s narrative both preserves contemporary ideals of fortitude and reveals the selective memory through which Gilded Age America reconciled violence, heroism, and the making of the West.
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Christopher Carson, or as he was familiarly called, Kit Carson, was a
man whose real worth was understood only by those with whom he was
associated or who closely studied his character. He was more than hunter,
trapper, guide, Indian agent and Colonel in the United States Army[1q]. He
possessed in a marked degree those mental and moral qualities which would
have made him prominent in whatever pursuit or profession he engaged.

His lot was cast on the extreme western frontier, where, when but a
youth, he earned the respect of the tough and frequently lawless men with
whom he came in contact. Integrity, bravery, loyalty to friends,
marvelous quickness in making right decisions, in crisis of danger,
consummate knowledge of woodcraft, a leadership as skilful as it was
daring; all these were distinguishing traits in the composition of Carson
and were the foundations of the broader fame which he acquired as the
friend and invaluable counselor of Fremont, the Pathfinder[1], in his
expeditions across the Rocky Mountains.

Father Kit, as he came to be known among the Indians, risked his life
scores of times for those who needed, but had no special claim upon his
services. The red men were quick to learn that he always spoke with a
“single tongue,” and that he was their unselfish friend. He
went among his hostiles when no one of his race dare follow him; he
averted more than one outbreak; he secured that which is impossible to
secure —justice for the Indian —and his work from the time
when a mere boy he left his native Kentucky, was always well done. His
memory will forever remain fragrant with those who appreciate true
manhood and an unswerving devotion to the good of those among whom he
lived and died.

CHAPTER I.
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Kit Carson's Youth —His Visit to New Mexico —Acts as
Interpreter and in Various Other Employments —Joins a Party of
Trappers and Engages in a Fight with Indians —Visits the Sacramento
Valley.

“Kit Carson,” the most famous hunter, scout and guide ever
known in this country, was a native of Kentucky, the scene of the
principal exploits of Daniel Boone, Simon Kenton, the Wetzel brothers and
other heroic pioneers whose names are identified with the history of the
settlement of the West.

Christopher Carson was born in Madison county, December 24, 1809, and,
while he was still an infant, his father removed to Central Missouri,
which at that day was known as Upper Louisiana. It was an immense
wilderness, sparsely settled and abounding with wild animals and
treacherous Indians. The father of Carson, like most of the early
pioneers, divided his time between cultivating the land and hunting the
game in the forests. His house was made strong and was pierced with
loopholes, so as to serve him in his defence against the red men that
were likely to attack him and his family at any hour of the day or night.
In such a school was trained the wonderful scout, hunter and guide.

No advantages in the way of a common school education were within
reach of the youth situated as was Kit Carson. It is to be believed,
however, that under the tutelage of his father and mother, he picked up a
fair knowledge of the rudimentary branches, for his attainments in that
respect were above the majority of those with whom he was associated in
after life.

While a mere stripling, Kit became known as one of the most skilful
rifle shots in that section of Missouri which produced some of the finest
marksmen in the world. It was inevitable that he should form a passion
for the woods, in which, like the great Boone, he would have been happy
to wander for days and weeks at a time.

When fifteen years old, he was apprenticed to a saddler, where he
stayed two years[2q]. At the end of that time, however, the confinement had
become so irksome that he could stand it no longer. He left the shop and
joined a company of traders, preparing to start for Santa Fe[2], the capital
of New Mexico, one of the most interesting towns in the southwest. The
majority of its population are of Spanish and Mexican origin and speak
Spanish. It is the centre of supplies for the surrounding country, and is
often a scene of great activity. It stands on a plateau, more than a mile
above the sea level, with another snow capped mountain rising a mile
higher. The climate is delightful and the supply of water from the
springs and mountains is of the finest quality.

Santa Fe, when first visited by the Spaniards in 1542, was a populous
Indian pueblo. It has been the capital of New Mexico for nearly two
hundred and fifty years. The houses of the ancient town are made of
adobe, one story high, and the streets are unpaved, narrow, crooked and
ill looking. The inhabitants are of a low order, scarcely entitled to be
ranked above the half civilized, though of late years the infusion of
western life and rugged civilization has given an impetus and character
to the place for which, through three centuries, it waited in vain.

The company to which young Kit Carson attached himself, was strongly
armed and it made the perilous journey, across rivers, mountains and
prairies, through a country infested with fierce Indians, without the
loss of one of their number. This immunity was due to their vigilance and
knowledge of the ways of the hostiles who, it may be said, were on all
sides, from the beginning to the end of their journey.

After reaching Santa Fe, Carson left the party and went to Taos[3], a
small station to the north of Santa Fe. There he stayed through the
winter of 1826-27, at the home of a veteran pioneer, from whom he gained
not only a valuable knowledge of the country and its people, but became
familiar with the Spanish language —an attainment which proved
invaluable to him in after years. In the spring, he joined a party which
set out for Missouri, but before reaching its destination, another
company of traders were met on their way to Santa Fe. Young Carson joined
them, and some days later was back again in the quaint old capital of New
Mexico.

The youth's engagement ended with his arrival in the town, but there
was nothing indolent in the nature of Carson, who immediately engaged
himself as teamster to a company about to start to El Paso[4], on the Rio
Grande, near the frontier of New Mexico. He did not stay long before
drifting back to Santa Fe, and finally to Taos, where he hired out as a
cook during the following winter, but had not wrought long, when a
wealthy trader, learning how well Carson understood the Spanish language,
engaged him as interpreter.

This duty compelled the youth to make another long journey to El Paso
and Chihuahua[5], the latter being the capital of the province of the same
name, and another of those ancient towns whose history forms one of the
most interesting features of the country. It was founded in 1691 and a
quarter of a century later, when the adjoining silver mines were in full
operation, had a population of 70,000, though today it has scarcely a
fifth of that number.

The position of interpreter was more dignified than any yet held by
Carson, and it was at his command, as long as he chose to hold it; but to
one of his restless nature it soon grew monotonous and he threw it up,
making his way once more to Taos. The employment most congenial to
Carson's nature, and the one which he had been seeking ever since he left
home, was that of hunter and trapper. The scarred veterans whom he met in
the frontier and frontier posts gave him many accounts of their trapping
experiences among the mountains and in the gloomy fastnesses where, while
they hunted the bear, deer, beaver and other animals, the wild Indian
hunted them.

Carson had been in Taos a short time only when he gained the
opportunity for which he was searching. A party of trappers in the employ
of Kit's old friend had just come to Taos, having been driven from their
trapping grounds by the Indians. The employer set about raising a party
strong enough to return to the trapping grounds, chastise the hostiles
and resume business. Knowing the skill and bravery of the young
Kentuckian, the gentleman made him an offer to join the party and Kit
eagerly accepted it.

The Mexicans have never been particularly friendly toward their
neighbors north of the Rio Grande, and at that time a very strict law was
in force which forbade the issuance of any license to American citizens
to trap within Mexican territory. The company which mounted their horses
and rode out of Taos gave the authorities to understand that their errand
was simply to chastise the red men, whereas their real purpose was to
engage in trapping. With a view of misleading the officers, they took a
roundabout route which delayed their arrival in the section.
Nevertheless, the hunters were desirous of punishing the Indians who had
taken such liberties with the small party that preceded them. On one of
the tributaries of the Gila, the trappers came upon the identical band
whom they attacked with such fierceness that more than a dozen were
killed and the rest put to flight. The fight was a desperate one, but
young as Carson was, he acquitted himself in a manner which won the
warmest praise of those with him. He was unquestionably daring, skilful
and sagacious[3q], and was certain, if his life was spared, to become one of
the most valuable members of the party.

Having driven the savages away, the Americans began or rather resumed
their regular business of trapping. The beavers were so abundant that
they met with great success. When the rodents seemed to diminish in
number, the hunters shifted their quarters, pursuing their profession
along the numerous streams until it was decided to divide into two
parties, one of which returned to New Mexico, while the other pushed on
toward the Sacramento Valley in California. Carson accompanied the
latter, entering the region at that early day when no white man dreamed
of the vast wealth of gold and precious metals which so crowded her soil
and river beds that the wonder is the gleaming particles had not been
detected many years before; but, as the reader knows, they lay quietly at
rest until that eventful day in 1848, when the secret was revealed by
Captain Sutter's raceway[7] and the frantic multitudes flocked thither from
the four quarters of the earth.

CHAPTER II.
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California —Sufferings of the Hunters —The Mission of San
Gabriel[8] —The Hudson Bay Trappers —Characteristics of Carson
—He Leads the Party which Captures an Indian Village and Secures
some Criminals.

California, one of the most magnificent regions of the earth, with its
amazing mineral wealth, its rich soil and “glorious climate,”
has its belts of sterility and desolation, where the bones of many a
traveller and animal lie bleaching in the sun, just as they fell years
ago, when the wretched victim sank down and perished for want of food and
water.

The hunting party to which Carson was attached numbered eighteen, and
they entered one of those forbidding wastes, where they suffered
intensely. All their skill in the use of the rifle was of no avail, when
there was no game to shoot and it was not long before they were forced to
live on horse flesh to escape starvation. This, however, was not so
trying as might be supposed, provided it did not last until the entire
party were dismounted.

Fortunately, in their straits, they encountered a party of Mohave
Indians, who sold them enough food to remove all danger. These Indians
form a part of the Yuma nation of the Pima family, and now make their
home on the Mohave and Colorado rivers in Arizona. They are tall, well
formed, warlike and industrious cultivators of the soil. Had they chosen
to attack the hunters, it would have gone ill with the whites, but the
latter showed commendable prudence which might have served as a model to
the hundreds who came after them, when they gained the good will of the
red men.

Extricating themselves from the dangerous stretch of country, the
trappers turned westward until they reached the mission of San Gabriel,
one of those extensive establishments formed by the Roman Catholic clergy
a hundred years ago. There were over a score, San Diego being the oldest.
Each mission had its priests, a few Spanish or Mexican soldiers, and
scores, hundreds and sometimes thousands of Indian converts who received
a scant support and some religious instruction.

The Mission of San Gabriel was by no means the largest in California,
and yet at the time of Carson's visit it owned 70,000 head of cattle, 200
horses, 3,000 mares, hundreds of mules, oxen and sheep, while the
vineyards produced 600 barrels of wine every year.

Those old sovereigns of the soil dispensed hospitality without stint
to all who knocked at their gates. When the trappers caught sight of the
Mission, as they rode out from the wilderness, they knew what awaited
them in the way of entertainment. They were treated right royally, but
remained only one day[7q].

Not far away they reached another Mission of less extent than the
former, but, without halt, they pressed steadily forward toward the
Sacramento River. The character of the section changed altogether. It was
exceedingly fertile and game was so abundant that they feasted to their
heart's content. When fully rested, they proceeded to the San Joaquin
river down which they began trapping.

While thus employed, they were surprised to discover signs of another
trapping party near them. They wondered where they came from and it did
not take them long to learn that their neighbors were a company of
trappers belonging to the Hudson Bay Company[6] —that enormous
corporation, founded two centuries before, whose agents and employees
tramp over British America, far to the northward of the frozen circle,
and until a recent date hunted through Oregon.

The two parties were rivals in business, but they showed excellent
sense by meeting on good terms and treating each other as friends. They
trapped near each other until they came to the Sacramento once more, when
they parted company. The Hudson Bay trappers started for the Columbia
River, while the one to which Carson was attached went into camp where
they were for the rest of the summer. With the approach of warm weather
the trapping season ended and they devoted themselves to hunting and
making ready for cold weather.

It will be borne in mind that Kit Carson was still a youth, not having
reached his majority. He was of short, compact stature, no more than five
feet, six inches tall[6q], with light brown hair, gray eyes, large head, high
forehead, broad shoulders, full chest, strong and possessing remarkable
activity. Even at that early age, he had impressed the veteran hunters
and trappers around him as one possessing such remarkable abilities,
that, if his life was spared, he was certain to become a man of mark. If
we should attempt to specify the particular excellencies in which he
surpassed those around him, it would be said that while Carson was one of
the most fearless men who lived, yet he possessed splendid judgment. He
seemed to know instinctively what could be accomplished by himself and
friends in positions of extreme peril, and he saw on the moment precisely
how to do that which often was impossible to others.

His knowledge of woodcraft and the peculiarities of the savage tribes
around him was as perfect as it could be. He was a matchless hunter, and
no man could handle a rifle with greater skill. The wilderness, the
mountains, the Indians, the wild animals —these constituted the
sphere in which nature intended Kit Carson should move and serve his
fellow men as no one before or after him has done.

Added to these extraordinary qualifications, was the crowning one of
all —modesty[4q]. Alas, how often transcendent merit is made repelling
by overweening conceit[5q]. Kit Carson would have given his life before he
would have travelled through the eastern cities, with his long hair
dangling about his shoulders, his clothing bristling with pistols and
knives, while he strutted on the mimic stage as a representative of the
untamed civilization of the great west.

Carson was a superior hunter when a boy in Missouri, and the
experience gained among the experienced hunters and trappers, soon caused
him to become noted by those who had fought red men, trapped beaver and
shot grizzly bears before he was born. And yet it could not have been
that alone: it must have been his superior mental capacity which caused
those heroes of a hundred perils to turn instinctively to him for counsel
and guidance in situations of extreme peril. Among them all was no one
with such masterful resources in that respect as he.

While the trappers were encamped at this place, a messenger visited
them from the Mission of San Rafael, with a request that they would help
chastise a party of Indians, who, after committing some outrages at the
Mission, had fled to an Indian village. When a demand was made for the
surrender of the refugees, the villagers not only refused to give them
up, but attacked the party and drove them off. Appreciating the
importance of upholding their authority, the priests sent to the trappers
for assistance in bringing the guilty ones and their friends to
terms.

As soon as the request was made known, Carson and eleven of his
companions volunteered to help their visitors. Thus reinforced, the
company from the Mission set out again for the Indian village.

Nothing can attest more strongly the skill and bravery of Kit Carson,
than the fact that he was at once selected to lead the party on its
dangerous errand. While he was as modest as a woman and with a voice as
gentle and persuasive, he could not be ignorant of his own capacities,
and he assumed charge without any pretense of unfitness.

It is easy to understand the great care required in this expedition,
for the warriors in the village, having beaten off their assailants,
naturally looked for their return with reinforcements, and, in order to
insure success, it was necessary that the attack should be a
surprise.

Having brought his men quite close to the village unperceived, Kit
gave the signal and the whole company swept through the place like a
cyclone. There were a few minutes of terrific fighting, during which a
score of warriors were killed, and then the entire village was captured.
Carson as the leader of the assailants, demanded the surrender of the
offenders against the Mission. Not daring to disobey such a summons, they
were delivered up to the authorities, and Carson, seeing nothing more to
do for his friends, returned with his companions to camp and resumed
hunting and their preparations for cold weather.

CHAPTER III.
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The Trapper's Life —Indian Horse Thieves —Carson's Skilful
Pursuit and Surprise of the Savages —Arrival at Los Angeles —
Trouble with the Authorities —A Singular Escape.

The trappers being in the heart of the Indian country, with hostile on
every hand, were cautious in all their movements. When one of the
grizzled hunters in the depths of the wilderness fired his gun at some
deer, antelope or bear, he hastily reloaded his rifle, listening
meanwhile for sounds of the stealthy footprints of his enemy. He knew not
when the treacherous shot would be sent from behind the rock or clump of
bushes, but he had learned long before, that, when he penetrated the
western wilds and followed the calling of trapper, he took his life in
his hands and he was ready to “go under,” whenever the fate
so decreed.

The most flagrant crime on the frontier is horse stealing. He who
shoots one of his fellow men has a chance of escaping punishment almost
as good as that afforded in civilized communities, but if he steals a
horse and is caught, his case is hopeless. It may be said that the value
of the animal to the hunter or trapper is beyond all calculation, and,
inasmuch as the red man is equally appreciative, Carson always warned his
friends to be on the watch against the dusky thieves. Sentinels were on
guard while others slept, but the very calamity against which they thus
sought to protect themselves overtook them.

One dark night a number of Indians stole by the sentinels and before
their presence was discovered, drove off the major part of the horses. In
the morning, when the alarming truth became known, the employer of the
trappers asked Carson to take twelve of the men and do his utmost to
recover those that were stolen. Carson assented at once, and, in his
quiet, self possessed fashion, collected his comrades who were speedily
in the saddle and galloping along the trail of the thieves.

It may strike the reader that an offhand statement like the foregoing
relates to a proceeding of no special difficulty or peril. A party of
brave white men were pursuing a company of Indian horse thieves and the
chances of escape and capture were about equal. Thus the matter presents
itself to the ordinary spectator, whereas the truth was far
different.

In the first place, the savages, being as well mounted as their
pursuers, were sure to maintain a swift pace, so long as they believed
any danger threatened. They would keep a keen watch of the back trail and
would be quick to detect the approach of enemies. If pressed hard, they
would act as the Apaches and Comanches do, when they find the United
States troops at their heels —break up in so many small parties
that it is impossible to follow them.

First of all, therefore, Carson had two achievements before him
—and the accomplishment of either seemed to render the other
impossible: he must travel at a faster rate than the thieves, and, at the
same time keep them in ignorance of his pursuit. It is on such occasions
that a man's woodcraft and knowledge of the country serve him so well.
Many a time, during the career of Kit Carson, did he outwit the red men
and white criminals, not by galloping along with his eye upon their
footprints, but by reasoning out with unerring skill, the destination or
refuge which the criminals had in mind. Having settled that all important
question, he aimed at the same point and frequently reached it first.
Thus it came about that often the fugitive, while hurrying along and
glancing furtively behind him, suddenly found himself face to face with
his pursuer, whose acquaintance with the country enabled him to find the
shorter route.

It took Carson only a few minutes to satisfy himself that the
criminals were heading for the Sierra Nevada Mountains, but, inasmuch as
they were following a direct course, he could only take their trail.
Where there were so many animals in flight, it was impossible to hide
their tracks and the thieves made no attempt to do so. They struck the
horses into a sweeping gallop, which with a few interruptions they
maintained until they were a hundred miles from the camp of the white men
and among the fastnesses of the Sierras.

Then it was the red men made a careful survey of the trail behind
them. The black penetrating eyes scanned the country with a piercing
keenness which it would seem shut out all possibility of concealment.
Nowhere could they detect the faint smoke climbing toward the sky from
among the trees nor could they gain sight of the line of horsemen winding
around the rocks in the distance. Nothing resembling a human being was
visible. Surely they were warranted in believing themselves perfectly
secure.

Such being their conclusion, they prepared for a great feast. Six of
the stolen horses were killed and the red men became as ardent hipophagi
as was the club of advanced Parisians a short time ago. The roasted meat
tasted as fine to them as though it was the choicest slices from the
bison or deer, and they ate and frolicked like so many children let loose
for a holiday.

But in the midst of their feast was heard a series of frightful yells
and whoops. The appalled Indians had scarcely time to turn their eyes
when a dozen horsemen, that seemed to have risen from the very ground,
thundered down upon them. Carson and his men had overtaken the thieves
and they now swept down upon them with resistless fury. The fight was as
short as it was fierce. The red men fell on the right and left, and those
who escaped the wrath of the trappers, scattered and ran as if a hundred
bomb shells were exploding around them. Every horse stolen (except the
six killed for the feast) were recovered and Carson took them back to
camp without the loss of a man.

The hunters stayed until early autumn, when their employer decided to
go to New Mexico. The journey led for a great portion of the way through
a country
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