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Two Journeys Towards Faith & Love: A Pair of  Old West Tales

Jessie's Journey With the Native American Man

Teaser: A woman traveling on a wagon train west, helps a wounded Native American man found by the side of the road, and throughout their journey fights to heal him, and protect him against the prejudices of others. This is a Christian tale about the fact that we call be kinder and gentler, and live a life less filled with hatred and injustice.
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Chapter One


[image: ]


Jessie dipped her kerchief in the pool of water beside the trail and wiped her face and neck.  Sometimes she wondered if anything she would meet at the Spaulding Mission would be a trying as getting there.  For what seemed like months, they had been creeping westwards at a snail’s pace in a cloud of dust and every night the place they stopped seemed just like the night before’s.

Every morning she scanned the western horizon in vain for a sign of the mountains she knew they would have to cross to get to Lewiston, just east of Oregon Territory, where the mission was. The Great American Desert wasn’t just great, it was endless –- or so it seemed.  When she joined up in Tennessee, she was told to expect that the journey from the Mississippi to be uncomfortable and hard, but nobody had told her how depressing it would be. At first she’d been interested in the vegetation which was completely different from that at home, and from time to time there were new animals to enjoy looking at –- the cheeky prairie dogs and an occasional coyote –- but after a couple of weeks, it had all palled.

Then there were the constant piles of debris along the way.  Many of the pioneers found that if they were going to make all the way, they had to offload everything that wasn’t essential –- furniture, even a potbellied stove from time to time, treasured heirlooms, trunks of clothes and, worst of all, bodies in various stages of decay. 

In many cases they had been buried, but too shallowly to keep the predators from digging it up. Many still stank. All and all, when it wasn’t gruesome, it was very sad. So many lost dreams. Jessie hoped that in the end none of them would be hers.

When her father died, Jessie had no one left in Tennessee and no way to continue doing the things she’d learnt by helping her father. Eventually she’d thought of joining a mission. So here she was. She hoped her work at the mission was worth the trip.

Most of the folk in the five other wagons in the train she hadn’t much in common with.  The couple who had agreed to take her along as a passenger, Rob and Maryanne, were good Christian people, made her welcome enough and were willing to share her prayers every evening, but few of the others seemed to be believers, at least not strong believers, and there was one wagon that carried three really rough characters, foul mouthed and often drunk –- men she would have steered well clear of at home.  Their attitude toward a single woman traveling alone wasn’t one she cared for, and though she’d become inured to their over-bold stares and suggestive looks, she didn’t really feel safe when they were close by. 

The work she had taken on for her father until he died often placed her in situations most single young women didn’t get into in 1846, so she was used to being misunderstood and had learnt how to deal with men who thought she was something she wasn’t, but it was still a strain.  There had been that certain bonding in the group that shared hardship tends to develop, and mostly they got along all right, but she was sure that at journey’s end they would split up without regret.
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Chapter Two
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She didn’t mind the hard work, the wood gathering, the food preparation, the cooking over an open fire. She was used to that at home when she had accompanied her father on his trips of mercy. In fact, when the women were working together at it, it was almost enjoyable –- better than just sitting and watching another clump of tumbleweed go by.  And at night, sitting around the fire, they told each other stories and shared bits of their lives. 

Most of the pioneers were basically people from the urban or prosperous areas, so she could entertain them with descriptions of what life had been like in the hardscrabble south, with doctors far and few between and medicines in short supply.  

Early on she had told them that her father had been a doctor and worked himself to death trying to look after people widely spread over a large area. After her mother died, she had taken to helping him, doing a bit of nursing, looking after the sick her father visited as best she could, because there wasn’t anybody else to do it. It hadn’t been easy, but it had taught her what could be accomplished with next to nothing to work with –- clean water and bandages torn from old clothes.  Her tales raised some eyebrows — Ed and Flo especially, middle-class town folk, had been somewhat taken aback, but also raised her up in most people’s regard, and she was asked to tend to minor wounds and illnesses in the group. Fortunately, so far, nothing very serious had occurred.

Now, if their guide, Pete, could be believed, the prairie part of their journey was almost over and tomorrow, if all went well, or the next day, they would reach Fort Laramie. After that they had to cross the Rocky Mountains, which would be harder, but less boring, she suspected. Because the great migration of 1842, four years before, when thousands of immigrants had traveled the trail, improving it in spots and certainly making the path clear, it was easy enough to follow.  

Pete wasn’t so much a guide, as an encyclopedia, helping them to deal the multitude of new things, both dangers and blessings, they were encountering.  He was an experienced guide, but originally from Pennsylvania and had obviously had quite a lot of education somewhere along the way.

Jessie trusted him, and it was certainly a blessing to know that Fort Laramie was nearby.

At this moment she didn’t suspect just how much less depressing the journey was going to be, for everybody, but particularly for her.
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Finally, everybody was ready to go.  The fires were staunched and any bits of firewood or dried horse dung that hadn’t been completely burned were collected in sacks. Boxes of hardtack, sugar, tea and saleratus were loaded.  The horses, 24 of them, had been fed and hitched to the wagons.  Pete, Helmut, a veteran of the Thirty Years War in Europe, and Ed, had ridden on ahead, scouting for the best route and possible dangers: rattlers, which were common, and Native Americans which were possible, though so far, they hadn’t seen any. 

Jessie liked to spend the first hours of the day when it was cool walking a bit away from the train where there was less dust, unpleasant smells and noise. The countryside was in its way, quite beautiful. She’d heard it described as “The Big Sky” country and that certainly fit, for the sky stretched much farther than it had in Tennessee, like a vast canopy from horizon to horizon, usually a dazzling blue, but sometimes filled with the most spectacular clouds Jessie had ever seen, and there was something exhilarating about the lack of things to hem the eyes in.  It spoke of the greatness of God, she thought, but at the same time made her feel surrounded by Him.

Her thoughts partly on God, she was practically upon the Indian before she noticed him.  He was curled up in the shelter of some rocks, so at first all she saw was a pair of
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