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The end of General Forbes's road on the bank of the Monongahela opposite Pittsburgh about 1800, an early "Gateway to the West."
Here travelers to the town crossed the river on a flatboat ferry.
Those going on west, down the Ohio, paused to build or buy a loopholed ark for the hazardous journey, or to seek passage as payment for their labor on the craft of a prosperous family.
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The first McCormick reaper, 1831
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FOREWORD



AT FIRST GLANCE it would appear that the way to write this account would be territory by territory, state by state, but we haven’t enough book for that and it would be repetitive; so it seems better to let time, section, and circumstance point the way. We shall talk about the conditions of daily living, changing materially as men and women moved the frontier westward, met new conditions, and at the same time, settled new bases behind it and gradually improved communication with them and with the old ones. In a sense there were two frontiers: the harsh edge that moved ahead of law, and the still primitive consolidation behind that edge, where men set about apportioning land and forcing it to yield.


Circumstance is an integral part of this account. The other two factors, time and section, also get into the text, but there is an effort to keep them sorted by inserting maps, along with scraps of history, between some of the chapters and even within some of them. Those who are wholly familiar with American history may pass these by or merely glance at them critically.


We all know that the hardy cowhand, presented in colors that would have astonished him, that have in fact colored his modern successor, is the world-wide symbol of the American frontier. Accepting his pre-eminence, many of us tacitly assume that that frontier began at Dodge City, Kansas. It actually started quite a long way east of the cow country, and there was a lot more to frontier living than running gun fights ending in necktie parties. This book tries to restore proportions, but the author confesses to presenting conditions east of the Mississippi River in rather more detail than those west of it. This may be excused, he hopes, by the fact that nearly every phase of the far West has been dealt with in popular literature, sometimes with honesty and accuracy, while the forest frontier, with a very few notable exceptions, has been bypassed since James Fenimore Cooper stopped romancing about it.
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1THE DEEPWATER FRONTIER

IN 1607 THE WHOLE of the English frontier in North America was Jamestown Island in Virginia. Its colonists had pushed eighty miles up the James River by 1620 and in so doing created a pattern that persisted along the coast through the eighteenth century: The base colony was always on or near a river mouth and its inland extensions stuck close to navigable water. Wide spaces between rivers remained uninhabited for years.


Human curiosity to see what is beyond the next hill sent some individuals over the Appalachians in the seventeenth century, but the mountains long remained the great barrier; in fact, that’s what the coastal colonists called them. The Indians on their western slopes felt no pressure from the white men before 1700, so the few explorers and traders went among them in reasonable safety, and a number of trading posts operated in the Ohio valley. The traders brought in wonders in the way of mirrors and beads and, alas, rum, for which the natives gladly exchanged valuable furs.


The coast settlements remained isolated pockets until the middle of the eighteenth century. Separately, they looked to England, not to one another. Such communication as existed between them was by water; there were no roads longer than a few miles. Each colony thought of itself as English and made a reasonably successful stab at reproducing English life in the new country, just as Englishmen were doing elsewhere around the world. While some colonies sought immigrants in the mother country, only William Penn invited all comers of any nation. The land ownership and religious freedom he offered were bait enough for the Palatine Germans and the Scotch-Irish. They poured in, unfettered by any sentimental attachment to England. Wherever they landed they tended to head inland, the first trickle of the tide of white men that ran inexorably across the continent for two centuries, flowing through gaps and around obstacles, seeping always westward wherever resistance weakened a little.
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NORTH AMERICA IN 1725

The English colonies occupied only a small part of the continent. Their boundaries were vague and many of them overlapped. The Appalachian Range was a barrier to settlement, but most of the colonies presumed indefinite extension of their boundaries beyond it. The English claims extendedfrom Newfoundland to some unmarked line between the Carolinas and Florida. The spread of inland settlement was stopped north of Albany by the grim Iroquois Indians, and the presence of the Cherokees in the western Carolinas discouraged expansion to the south.


France controlled the major part of known and habitable North America in two great tracts: New France (Canada) included the Great Lakes and extended to Labrador; Louisiana was the entire Mississippi Basin, a vast inverted triangle with its apex at New Orleans and its base north of the headwaters of the Missouri River. The east side of the triangle was the ridge of the Appalachian Mountains; its west side was the Rockies. There were not more than enough French settlers in both areas together to populate one respectable colony. The French weren't interested in settlement; they wanted space for trapping.


Mexico, or New Spain, as it was called, reached eastward almost to New Orleans. From there its edge ran northwest approximately to the Grand Canyon, then west in a vague arc to the dent in the California coast where Los Angeles is now. There were Spanish missions and military posts north of the Rio Grande, but the population was sparse. The same was true of Spanish Florida


Between the eastern edge of the Great Plains and the Pacific, a huge area was completely unexplored.
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A clearing in the "fur back"

2THE PIEDMONT

THE FIRST shipload of Palatine Germans reached Philadelphia in 1710 and they continued to arrive even after the Revolutionary War. We wrongly and confusingly call these people “Pennsylvania Dutch.” They preferred to cling to their own language and ways; to run their own affairs and to remain aloof from those of the colony. They bought cheap land beyond the ring of Quaker farms, and with encouragement from the English, pushed westward into unsettled country. From the colony’s viewpoint the Germans made a good buffer against the Indians; nobody noticed until too late that they had the best farm land in Pennsylvania. By 1720 German farms and villages almost reached the Susquehanna River. This was the heart of the Piedmont, the great plateau between the Appalachians and the Atlantic Ocean.


The earlier Swedish settlers along the Delaware built the first log dwellings on this side of the water. The Germans certainly saw those houses and noted how perfectly they suited a country that was all trees, but whether the idea was new to them or whether they remembered such homes in the Black Forest is uncertain. Either way, they built neat log cabins for themselves and passed the method on to others who built them less carefully as far west in America as trees grew.


For neighbors the Germans around Lancaster had the people usually called Scotch-Irish, which isn’t a very accurate name. They were not Irish; they had visited in Ireland only a hundred years. They were Scots and fighters. When James I confiscated most of Ulster in 1607, these people had moved over from the Scottish Border and run the native Irish into the hills. But after a century things were bad in Ulster; so, bringing their cross-grained independence along, thousands of them came to America where, it was said, land could be had for the taking. They came to nearly all of the Colonies, but most of them came to Pennsylvania. Their influx started in 1710 and they at once set about acquiring the “free” land. They had no money, and they had no patience with such nonsense as recorded titles. The land was there; only heathen Indians were using it. So the white men took it and some of them were able to keep it. Many later arrivals, forewarned, skipped the official nosiness of Philadelphia and came in the back door by way of the Chesapeake Bay and the Susquehanna River. Ten thousand landed in a single year and there came a time when one sixth of the colonial population were Scots.
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Pennsylvania German cabin


They were bad farmers. Many of them had been spinners and weavers in Ireland, and of those who settled permanently some may have continued these trades around Lancaster, but most of them became hunters and trappers. They followed the game west as it thinned out locally, drawing with them a few young Germans, who lost touch with their church groups and whose children, like those of the Scots, grew up illiterate but self-reliant in the wilderness.


THE FLINTLOCK RIFLE


Hunting required firearms. The guns the Scots brought with them were smoothbore muskets, wildly inaccurate. The Germans had the Jaeger rifle, but it was very heavy and its bullet fitted its bore so tightly that the ball had to be forced down the barrel by hammering on the ramrod with a mallet! Such a gun wasn’t much good in the American wilderness. The hunters persuaded the gunsmiths of Lancaster to make them a lighter rifle with a longer barrel and a much smaller bore. The forerunners of such guns appeared as early as 1719. The final design came about 1727. The bullets used in it were smaller than the bore, and to make them tight enough to shoot they were loaded with greased leather patches wrapped around them.


Clever men among the hunters soon copied the new guns at little forges in the woods. The pattern moved with the frontier. In time Daniel Boone carried such a rifle into Kentucky and so did others who followed him, and because the whole civilized world was then agog over the new Promised Land, the gun became known as the Kentucky rifle.


Most of these guns were a couple of inches under five feet long. The outside of the barrel was octagonal and was usually browned with acid. The stock extended the full length of the barrel and was generally made of hard maple, darkened with soot and polished until it looked almost like tortoise shell. Kentucky rifles had more “personality” than any guns ever made; they were loved by the men who used them and were given feminine pet names.


A long recess in the underside of the stock held the indispensable hickory ramrod, scorched with dark bands for ornament. The butt of the stock was protected by a nicely fitted brass plate; and on the right side, just against the butt plate, the wood was hollowed out and fitted with a hinged brass cover. This was the patch box for bullet patches and a lump of patch grease.


Also on the right side was the flintlock that caused the gun to shoot when the trigger was squeezed. Though it wasn’t absolutely sure-fire, this was the most practical gunlock used in the eighteenth century. It was also used for muskets, blunderbusses, and pistols. It allowed a gun to be held ready for immediate use and provided a means of conveying fire from flint and steel to the powder charge in the barrel. To load, the hunter measured a charge from his powder horn and funnelled it from his hand into the muzzle of his gun; then he placed the patch, with a bullet on it, over the gun muzzle and shoved the two together to the bottom of the bore, using both hands on his ramrod to do it. He primed the lock with a little powder and closed the pan cover over it; then, as soon as he cocked the lock, it was ready to fire. The loading operation took about a minute.


PEOPLE IN THE WOODS


With a rifle, a good ax, and the skill to use them, the pioneer had the essentials of survival in the woods. He could defend himself and get food and clothing with the gun, and with the ax he could build himself a shelter and clear away the trees for planting crops.


Not all of the pioneers were Scots or Germans; there were Englishmen among them and even some Irishmen. Some were the younger sons of large families in the coast colonies. Their only opportunities at home were work as hired farm hands or a long apprenticeship in a craft; the woods looked good to them. Large families were the rule on the frontier, too, and younger children usually moved a few miles deeper into the wilderness to try to make a place for themselves. They lived a rough life that tended to produce rough men and women. The strong and resourceful might survive; the others retreated or died.


American fiction writers, and some who were not supposed to be writing fiction, have usually idealized the frontiersmen. Beyond doubt there were gentle, God-fearing, and even educated folk among the early woods dwellers, but not enough of them to set the tone of living. One suspects it was often they who found the life too hard and retreated. The successful frontiersmen had many of the attributes the novelists give them: they were fearless and keen-eyed marksmen, strong of body, self-reliant, and well-grounded in the things they had to know. But an examination of old documents reveals that more than a third of them couldn’t write their names. They were unwashed and infested with fleas, bedbugs, and body lice. In justice it must be said that no one who slept under a bearskin on a cold night could very well avoid these companions. But bearskins didn’t make people superstitious, foulmouthed, and belligerent, as the majority of these were.


Dr. Benjamin Rush, the great Philadelphia physician, a signer of the Declaration of Independence, described three successive types of frontiersmen, admitting that an individual might progress from one class to the next. First there was the hunter, the true pioneer, the breaker of the woods. He was a shiftless drunkard “with the manners of an Indian,” who threw up a rough shelter and cleared enough space for a little patch of corn. He might own two scrawny nags and a single cow.
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A Pennsylvania, or Kentucky, rifle and the mold for its bullets

   
The second man was primarily a farmer but not a good one. He, too, was a loafer and a drunk, but he had a better cabin, he grew some wheat and rye in addition to corn, and he planted some fruit trees. He put up weak fences, and wild animals broke into his fields. His horses had too little food to enable them to work properly, and his cattle sometimes starved to death in the spring waiting for the grass to grow. He added some acres to the total of cleared land, but he finally had to sell out or was sold out to pay his debts.


The third man, who might be the buyer of the second man’s farm, had enough capital to provide himself with good animals and proper farm tools. Perhaps he built no better house, but he did build a good barn, because warm animals need less food. His fences were strong and his orchard was well-pruned. He added oats, buckwheat, and forage peas to his crops and planted a vegetable garden to supply his table. His descendants may still be living on his land.
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Something like this succession repeated itself time after time as the frontier moved west. In the long view, it’s evident that the first two men, unattractive though they may have been, were as necessary to the settlement of the country as was the third man. He built on their crude foundation. The first two fought Indians, killed off “varmints,” and made a beginning at clearing away the forest to make agriculture possible. Such men and their hard-bitten, long-suffering women were the cutting edge of civilization. They were almost savages; but their improvidence and their lack of graces should be balanced against the hardships of the lives they had to lead.


INVASION


We, who never saw it, rhapsodize about the magnificence of the untouched natural forest. But the unanimous reports of the white people who first invaded it are of gloom, oppressive silence, and unrelieved loneliness. It seemed empty. There were woodpeckers, but almost none of our familiar songbirds; the grass seeds and weed seed they feed on didn’t grow in the woods. For the same reason, deer, which prefer grass to leaves for grazing, were not as plentiful as has been imagined.


Probably preceded by a questing dog, a young couple venturing into this limitless green cave made a small caravan led by the husband on foot, his long rifle, loaded and primed, lying in the crook of his arm. Two horses followed him. The first was ridden by his wife, wedged between as much additional freight as the animal could carry. The second horse, on a lead rein, wore a pack-saddle on which were lashed the minimum necessities of a new establishment: an ax, a hoe, a sack or two of corn for food and seed, an iron pot and perhaps a long-handled skillet, a pottery jug or two, and possibly a pewter mug and a wooden noggin. A few more tools and some extra clothing were tied on somewhere. If a cow brought up the rear, she probably carried a small burden, too.
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This was a slow procession, making long stops to allow the animals to browse on leaves and shrubs, since it wasn’t possible to carry enough grain to feed them. At night they were hobbled. The travelers made a fire if the weather were dry enough to allow anything to be ignited with flint and steel and found what shelter they could beside an overhanging rock or a big log, sleeping “with one eye open” for trouble. The trace they followed, if there was any whatever, was no more than a footpath. On either side of it stood trees that quite commonly had trunks up to five and six feet thick, towering more than a hundred feet high, with foliage so dense that almost no sunlight reached the ground.


In most cases the journey was a short one and our couple were in surroundings such as they were accustomed to see. This was what their parents had done before them. These youngsters had been raised in the woods, and moving fifty miles west of their home farms put them in pristine country. They looked for land in a valley that was reasonably flat and fertile. They tried to judge its fertility by the kinds of trees they found. The next matter of importance was a spring, an easy thing to find in an all-wooded country. They would locate their shelter close to it. Nearness to neighbors, if there were any, would also be considered; people needed to consolidate for defense when Indian trouble started.


The first urge was to let in some sunlight. The husband felled young trees and used their trunks to throw up a “half-faced camp.” Two forked posts, set about ten feet apart, supported a pole against one side of which light logs were leaned. More logs, stacked horizontally, closed the ends. A covering of bark was added to keep out most of the rain. One whole side was entirely open, with a fire burning in front of it. When the camp was finished, the large trees near-by were girdled and killed by cutting through the bark all the way around the trunks.
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Half-faced camp

   
Some corn had to be raised the first season and they planted a crop at once between the dying trees in holes made, hither and yon, with a hoe or even with an ax. With luck, there might be a little grain for the winter. Meanwhile, the man ranged the woods to get game for food. It was probably the thing he did best. The great lack was bread. When the corn brought from home ran out, the settlers ate lean venison and the breasts of wild turkeys and, rather pathetically, called them bread; when they said “meat” they meant bear meat.


THE LOG CABIN


The half-faced camp wouldn’t do for winter weather, so the man used all his spare time cutting trees for a real cabin. He selected trees about ten inches thick. When seventy or eighty had been cut down he asked the neighbors to a log raisin’, and they came from miles around, bringing their axes and probably their own food. The hosts provided at least a gallon of whisky and whatever game they could. Despite their crudities, the frontier people seldom failed to give help to one another. A log raisin’ was treated as a frolic, as was any event that brought people together and gave them an excuse for socializing. Enthusiasm was kept up by frequent application to the jug, but the work went forward. The festivities didn’t end until the morning of the fourth day, and families who had traveled as far as thirty miles either camped in the woods or strained the capacity of near-by cabins.


The first day’s work was cutting logs from the felled trees, snaking them to the site with horses or oxen, and laying the foundation of the house. The finished cabin would be about twenty feet long by sixteen feet wide. Two big logs, laid parallel the length of the house, served as a foundation. If there was to be a wood floor, it was made with half-logs, called puncheons, laid flat side up with their ends resting on the foundation logs; but few early cabins had any better floor than packed earth. While one group settled the foundation and another snaked logs a third rived clapboards for the roof. The roof men cut logs three feet long, propped them on end, and split slabs from them with a froe. This tool was a long stout blade with a socket at one end from which a wooden handle projected upward at a right angle to the back of the blade. The blade had to be long enough to reach across a log and beyond it a few inches, because the needed force was applied by banging with a wooden club on the back of the projecting blade. In order to stand such treatment, and also because this was a splitting and not a cutting operation, the blade was nearly an inch thick at its back and was distinctly wedge-shaped in section. The rived planks were about an inch thick and varied in width.


The main “do” was on the second day when the neighbors gathered again to “roll up” the cabin walls. Four experts acted as corner men. The rest of the men supplied the ample muscle needed to roll twenty-two-foot logs up inclined poles to the top of the wall. The corner men used their axes to cut saddle-shaped notches in both sides of each end of each log, leaving a little less than a third of the original thickness of wood between opposed notches. A length of grapevine or a strip of hide measured the distance between notches.


The cabin grew by pairs of logs: two on the sides, followed by two on the ends, and so on, with the lower notches of each new log resting on the upper ones of the preceding pair. The notches locked the logs in place and at the same time reduced the spaces between them. The logs extended irregularly beyond the corners. The log crib was built about seven feet high with no openings in it except the gaps between logs. At the seven-foot level, eight or nine six-inch logs were laid the short way across the crib as joists for the floor of the loft. Their ends were notched halfway through, and they lay notch-side down on the walls. Loft floors were sometimes made with puncheons, which needed no joists since they were supported by their own ends. A course of wall logs or as many as three courses were run above the loft joists. Three gave a little extra head room in the loft and held the joists in place.
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Riving clapboards
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Saddle-notched logs


The last two end logs below the roof projected farther beyond the side walls than the rest. Long logs, resting on these a little beyond the walls, made a kind of plate-cornice for the roof. Six-foot-high forked posts were set up at each end of the cabin to support the ridgepole. They stood inside the gable ends on the projecting logs mentioned above.


The builders made the gables of progressively shorter logs and beveled the ends of them to the roof angle. These logs were simply stacked, with no others interlocking to keep them in place; once the roof was on, their ends were held by it. The roof had no sloping rafters. Instead, stout poles were spaced horizontally as purlins from end to end, and the roof clapboards were laid directly on them. Some very primitive cabins had bark roofs. These were even leakier than the clapboard ones under which dry spots were scarce in a wind-driven rain. A steep pitch would have helped a lot, but most cabin roofs seem to have been pitched little more than thirty degrees from the horizontal. As a rule the clapboards overlapped like shingles, but long ones reaching from ridgepole to eaves were not unknown. Nails couldn’t be spared for them, so they were held down by poles laid over them that ran the full length of the roof and were pinned or lashed to the projecting ends of the purlins.


The earliest cabins are said to have had no chimneys and no constructed fireplaces. The fire burned on the dirt floor, and the smoke escaped through a hole in the roof as it did from an Indian wigwam. Nobody can have been happy with such an arrangement. The cabins that have survived or were drawn while they survived show fireplaces built outside their walls.
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Rolling up the walls


The builders cut an opening in one end, after the walls were up, and built a smaller crib against it to contain the fireplace, interlocking the logs of the little one with those of the main cabin. They may have notched the cabin logs for this purpose before they put them in place, since it would have been difficult to do afterward. They lined three sides of the fireplace crib with stones bedded in mud and added a hearth of flat stones. The fireplace was made large enough to handle at least a four-foot backlog, and some of them burned six-foot logs.


The chimney was again a crib laid up with small logs or sticks and thickly plastered with mud. To reduce the risk of fire, they usually built it as an independent structure standing a foot or so from the house wall.


The openings for the fireplace and door were cut with a saw. Blocks inserted between the logs on either side of the openings kept them from sagging where they were cut.


A small group of specialists finished the cabin on the third day. They rived and hewed planks to frame the doorway, pinning them to the cut ends of the logs with wooden treenails driven into auger holes. With similar planks they built an Indian-proof batten door and hung it on wooden hinges. They added a strong wooden latch and an extra bar for use in time of attack. Such doors are scarce now. The one illustrated is a guess; its hinges were made for an eighteenth-century barn. It was wise to peer down through a crack from the loft every morning just to be sure no Indian was standing against the door, waiting to rush it when it was opened. The builders made a small hole in the door for the thong that lifted the latch from the outside. The latchstring was pulled inside at night, of course.


[image: chp_fig_012]

A “block cheer,” a bedstead, and a puncheon bench and table



Windows were risky; few early cabins had any at all. When they did have them, there was no glass in them; they were merely holes covered at night and in bad weather with heavy sliding shutters. The carpenters floored the attic with rough rived boards, leaving an opening over the cabin door. Behind the door they bored a vertical row of holes and drove pegs into them to make a ladder so the boys, who slept in the loft, could get to bed. A row of pegs near the ceiling served to hang up clothes. A plank across two pegs made a shelf for the family’s meager “table furniture.” Two more pegs over the fireplace were the resting place of the owner’s rifle, powder horn, and shot bag.
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The inside of a cabin door


[image: chp_fig_014]

Roof


The only furniture was what could be made on the spot. A sixteen-inch-long section of a hickory log, stood on end, made an enormously heavy “block cheer.” The settlers bored holes into puncheons and drove the whittled-down ends of sticks into them as legs to make stools and benches. Three puncheons, side by side, made the top of a two-legged table. It rested on two billets thrust between the logs of a wall, each supported with a leg under its outer end.


A bed went into a corner at the end of the cabin opposite the fireplace. For it the carpenter selected a post with a branch a couple of feet from its thicker end. He made a hole in the floor for its butt; the upper end he fastened to the ceiling. This post was set about four feet from the end wall and six feet from the side wall. The carpenter thrust one end of a pole between two side-wall logs and rested the other on the branch of his post. Split planks, running crosswise with their outer ends resting on the pole and their inner ends in a wall crack, completed the bedstead and made a “spring” that only fatigue could endure; the padding, made of corn husks or dry leaves covered with a couple of deerhides, did little to soften it.


Outside, other men chinked the spaces between the logs. There were a couple of ways of doing this, but the Reverend Joseph Doddridge, who was born in a western Pennsylvania cabin in 1769, wrote that chinking billets were rived from logs. These went lengthwise into the openings between the logs, and the cracks around them were stuffed with a mud-and-moss mixture.


The cabin was complete; there remained only the housewarming. Everybody who had been connected with the job and all of their children attended. A fiddler scraped jigs and reels. The dancing and drinking and potpie-eating went on until sunrise. Since seating space was scarce, the women rested on the men’s laps between “square sets.” Behavior wasn’t always seemly and the party was likely to be enlivened now and then by a rough-and-tumble fight which was watched by all with interest and shouts of enthusiasm. It would never have occurred to anyone to stop a fight. They all went home eventually, leaving the
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