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			Preface 

			An Invitation to a Mystery

			Before considering the myths and legends that lie between the covers of this book, you might want to suspend your preconceived notions about the nature of reality. Try to take these small bits and pieces of information (some of which require, admittedly, a leap of faith) at face value. Consider that, as far as we know, no one involved in any of these myths or legends is (or was) attempting to perpetrate a hoax.

			For instance, when former Deputy Dan Campbell says that he saw dead cows in trees, we should try to believe him. After all, he grew up on a Montana ranch and was, at one point, a livestock inspector. Dan knows a cow when he sees one. And when members of the law enforcement community and the United States Air Force agree on the presence of unidentifiable craft occupying the space overhead, maybe their observations are worth a second look. In addition, consider a closer examination of the ghost towns Bannack and Virginia City even though these days the streets are pretty civilized, filled with browsing tourists.

			It’s easy to forget that in the 1860s these same streets were filled with prospectors looking for their fortunes and scoundrels (perhaps even the sheriff) interested in separating the prospectors from their money.

			Lest there be any confusion, we’re not trying to convince you that any of these myths and legends are real. But since it is mostly impossible to prove a negative (like the nonexistence of a monster living in Flathead Lake), how about we just agree that some of these mysteries are, well, pretty darn mysterious?

			So sit down with this small sampling of tales from Big Sky Country and, if nothing else, let yourself be entertained. Forge ahead. Turn the page. Have fun.

		

	
		
			What Happened to Meriwether’s Boat?

			Should you decide to engage in a Montana treasure hunt along the Missouri River near Great Falls, Ken Karsmizki believes there’s a chance you may unearth a 38-foot boat that once belonged to Meriwether Lewis.

			Here’s the background: Not long after the United States declared its independence from King George, Jefferson and his fellow newcomers to this land of opportunity began looking to the western horizon for new places to explore. Since most of the area west of the Appalachians belonged to foreigners, this meant some international wheeling and dealing. The end result? The Louisiana Purchase.

			According to an agreement made with France and signed on April 30, 1803, for the bargain price of $15 million, the United States bought 2 million square miles of land, stretching from the Mississippi River to the Rocky Mountains. After the Senate ratified the deal on October 20, 1803, the Spanish, who had never relinquished physical possession of Louisiana to the French, did so in a ceremony at New Orleans. At a second ceremony the French turned the Louisiana Territory over to the United States, and Jefferson had the cat in the bag.

			Thirty-year-old Meriwether Lewis, in addition to being a close personal friend to the president, enjoyed a reputation as a bright and inventive individual, an excellent organizer, and a tightfisted manager. When it came time for Jefferson to organize an expedition into the new territory, a “Corps of Discovery,” Lewis seemed like a natural choice for leader.

			To prepare for his expedition into the new territory, Lewis completed courses in medicine, botany, zoology, and celestial observation. He also studied the journals of those explorers who had preceded him as far west as North Dakota. In June he contacted William Clark, a thirty-three-year-old ex-army lieutenant and skilled river man, geographer, and cartographer with whom he had first become acquainted when he’d been Clark’s underling. Clark was offered the position of co-commander, and the expedition was named the “Lewis and Clark Corps of Discovery.”

			The duo got along famously, perhaps because they were temperamental opposites. Lewis was introverted and moody; Clark was extroverted, even-tempered, and gregarious. The more refined Lewis, who possessed a philosophical, romantic, and speculative mind, was at home with abstract ideas; Clark, the pragmatist, was a man of action. Their relationship ranks high in the realm of notable associations, a rare example of two men sharing responsibilities in a dangerous enterprise without ever losing each other’s respect or loyalty.

			During the summer before their journey, Lewis oversaw the construction of an iron-framed keelboat he sometimes referred to as “a canoe.” The virtue of it would be that it could be collapsed, carried along, and then reassembled as needed. Initial construction took place at Harper’s Ferry, West Virginia, but turned out to be a bigger task than anticipated. Lewis wrote, “My greatest difficulty was the frame of the canoe, which could not be completed without my personal attention to such portion of it as would enable the workman to understand the design perfectly.” From his notes we can discern the length of the boat to have been about 38 feet, consisting of six body sections, the stem, and stern.

			The armature for the boat was eventually completed and shipped in sections to St. Louis. In the meantime Lewis took passage down the Ohio River, picking up Clark and recruiting expedition members along the way. By fall Camp Wood was established upstream from St. Louis and the corps had settled in for the winter.

			On May 14, 1804, the company set off. Their group consisted of approximately forty-five soldiers and boatmen, and Lewis’s dog, Seaman. By October they had arrived at the earth-lodge villages of the Mandan and Hidatsa Indians, where they settled in for winter number two.

			It wasn’t until June of the next year that Lewis had occasion to try out his new boat. Scouting ahead of the main body, he caught sight of the anticipated Great Falls of the Missouri. The falls, however, were more extensive than he had expected. He realized that the expedition needed to portage around them. It would take a month.

			There was another disappointment in store for him as well. He’d been planning to piece his boat together after the portage, covering the frame with animal skins. He wrote, “Game becoming more abundant this morning and I thought it best now to loose no time . . . in providing the necessary quantity of Elk’s skins to cover my leather boat which I now expect I shall be obliged to use shortly.” And later, he added:

			on my arrival at the upper camp this morning, I found that Sergt. Gass and Shields had made but slow progress in collecting timber for the boat; they complained of great difficulty in getting streight or even tolerably streight sticks of 4½ feet long. We were obliged to make use of the willow and box elder, the cottonwood being to soft and brittle. . . . I have found some pine logs among the drift wood near this place, from which, I hope to obtain as much pitch as will answer to pay the seams of the boat. I directed Fraizer to remain in order to sew the hides together, and form the covering for the boat.
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					Captain Meriwether Lewis and Federal Armory Superintendent Joseph Perkins inspect Lewis’s assembled iron boat frame. National Park Service, Harpers Ferry Center, Artist Keith Rocco

				

			

			Nothing seemed to be going right for Lewis and his boat. He soon discovered that assembling the boat in the unpredictable conditions of the field was going to be much harder than he’d thought. Two weeks later, he wrote:

			This morning I had the boat removed to an open situation, scaffold her off the ground, turned her keel to the sun and kindled fires under her to dry her more expediciously. I set a couple of men to pounding of charcoal to form a composition with some beeswax which we have and buffaloe tallow now my only hope and resource for paying my boat; I sincerely hope it may answer yet I feel it will not. the boat in every other rispect completely answers my most sanguine expectation; she is not yet dry and eight men carry her with the greatest ease; she is strong and will carry at least 8,000 lbs. With her suit of hands; her form is as complete as I could wish it. The stiches begin to gape very much since she has began to dry;

			I am now convinced this would not have been the case had the skins been sewed with a sharp point only and the leather not cut by the edges of a sharp nedle.

			Days later, he continued,

			We corked the canoes and put them in the water and also launched the boat, she lay like a perfect cork on the water, five men would carry her with the greatest ease. I now directed seats to be fixed in her and oars to be fitted. The men loaded the canoes in readiness to depart . . . the wind continued violent untill late in the evening, by which time we discovered that a greater part of the composition had seperated from the skins and left the seams of the boat exposed to the water and she leaked in such manner that she would not answer . . . it was irreparable.

			It is a sad day when a man loses his favorite boat. He later wrote:

			I therefore relinquished all further hope . . . and ordered her to be sunk in the water, that the skins might become soft in order the better to take her in pieces tomorrow and deposit the iron fraim at this place . . . Had I only singed my Elk skins in stead of shaving them I believe the composition would have remained and the boat have answered at least untill we could have reached pine country. . . where we might have supplyed ourselves with the necessary pich or gum. But it was now too late to introduce a remidy and I bid adieu to my boat, and her expected services.

			The corps headed west to the ocean, and Lewis’s pride and joy was left buried on the banks of the Missouri near the present-day city of Great Falls. A Montana mystery was born, the boat’s location the subject of an ongoing debate among historians.

			When the explorers returned to Montana a year later, they unearthed the leaky vessel. On July 14, 1806, almost exactly one year after the burial, Lewis wrote his final words about the boat: “Had the carriage wheels dug up. Found them in good order. The iron frame of the boat had not suffered materially.”

			With no further cataloging from Lewis, the mystery deepened. What finally happened to the boat? Most Lewis and Clark students maintain that the boat must have been reburied, probably somewhere in the vicinity of Great Falls. 

			But Carl Camp disagrees. An emeritus professor of political science at the University of Nebraska at Omaha and a founding member of the Lewis and Clark Trail Heritage Foundation’s Mouth of the Platte Chapter, Camp has written, “Whoa! Hold on to your metal detectors, probes, picks, and shovels. It’s highly unlikely that the frame of the iron boat is today anywhere near the site of the Upper Portage Camp. Lewis and Clark aficionados are looking in all the wrong places if they confine their search for the remnants of the iron boat frame to the area around Great Falls.”

			The frame’s fate after it was dug up, he adds, “remains one of the minor mysteries of the expedition. Did Lewis have the parts returned to the cache . . . leave the parts strewn about the site to be washed away in later floods . . . order his men to put the pieces of iron in the river so he would be done with it once and for all? Knowing . . . Lewis’s apparently obsessive personality, none of these scenarios seems plausible. Where, then, do we go from here?”

			Camp fast-forwards to the expedition’s return to the Hidatsa and Mandan Indian villages. He notes that the corps gave its swivel gun, ammo, and blacksmithing tools to Hidatsa Chief Le Borgne. He then hypothesizes that they donated the iron frame to Charbonneau, the Frenchman who was their scout on the journey, since Lewis had declared that he had “lost all further hope” for the boat a year earlier.

			Thus, he concludes, the parts of the frame “probably have been long since altered, fragmented, transformed, and, figuratively speaking, scattered to the four winds.”

			In response, however, John L. Stoner, a respected Lewis and Clark aficionado, has written, “Camp fails to mention that Lewis and his party also took the time to dig up several caches before going to work on the red pirogue,” a canoe in need of repair. “I doubt the explorers removed the red pirogue’s nails because they wanted to use them for trade with the Indians. Instead, they probably wanted them for repairs to the white pirogue, which had seen hard usage during the trip. . . . For my money, I’ll stick with Karsmizki’s theory.”

			The aforementioned Ken Karsmizki is generally considered the preeminent archeologist of Lewis and Clark sites. During his tenure at Bozeman’s Museum of the Rockies, he spent twelve years researching the travels of the corps before, in 1998, conclusively pinpointing the location of the Lower Portage Camp 10 miles northeast of Great Falls. He was also successful in identifying Lewis and Clark’s Fort Clatsop at the mouth of the Columbia River.

			Karsmizki’s response to Camp appeared in a November 2004 issue of We Proceeded On, the official publication of the Lewis and Clark Trail Heritage Foundation. The title was, “Lewis’s Iron Boat (An Alternative to Carl Camp’s Hypothesis).” And the gauntlet was thrown down.

			Karsmizki wrote, “When Lewis returned to the Upper Portage Camp he ordered the frame dug up, and then either reburied (my view) or transported downstream (Camp’s view). Others argue that the boat was buried but discovered by Indians. Though Indians did find two caches that were exposed by river conditions there is no evidence of Indians discovering any other expedition cache.” He believes Lewis and Clark reburied the boat because fewer than half of the party’s complement of helpers was available to transport the bulk of equipment and supplies over the 20-mile portage route around the Great Falls.

			Camp contends that “they had more cargo room on the return than on the trip west.” To this Karsmizki replies, “In fact, they left in 1805 with eight dugout canoes and returned a year later with six, one of which they abandoned.”

			Karsmizki continues, “If, as Camp and others argue, the destitute explorers intended to use the iron for trade one would expect them to look forward to unearthing the frame with the greatest anticipation. Yet, Lewis’s journal entry says nothing about its potential trade value but merely notes, in the most matter of fact way, that it ‘had not suffered materially.’” Of others’ contention that the nails were scavenged for trade purposes, Karsmizki says, “I believe the evidence from the journals shows that the explorers chiefly valued nails for their versatility in making repairs.” He continues, “One might reasonably ask, ‘Why did the explorers open the cache in the first place?’ Well, it seems Lewis had stored some papers and other small items in the boat, so one can reasonably assume that the captain wanted to retrieve these papers.”

			Camp’s response? “I believe most of the arguments he [Karsmizki] advances in favor of the (Upper Portage) site are off base or just plain wishful thinking.” Of the cargo-carrying capacity of the flotilla he writes, “The downstream flotilla had to accommodate only one half of the thirty-two members of the expedition because twelve members, including Clark, were more than 100 miles away on the Yellowstone River.”

			Enter into the debate Vic Reiman, a Lewis and Clark buff at the Montana Historical Society. In building his argument that the iron frame of the boat must have been traded to the Indians, Reiman points out that the 1806 portage of the Great Falls “was accomplished by 16 men, two teams of horses, and two low wagons or carts.” (No horses were used on the portage the previous year.)

			Reiman wrote:

			Although Lewis told the portagers that he would meet them at the mouth of the Marias no later than the 5th of August, the men arrived at the Marias on July 28th. . . . On July 28, when Lewis met his men on the Missouri above the Marias, he reported in his journal that all things had been brought safe: “. . . I now learned that they had brought all things safe having sustaned no loss nor met with any accident of importance. . . . ”

			Reiman continued, “Neither Captain Lewis, nor Sergeant Gass, nor Sergeant Ordway reported in their journals that the boat frame had been abandoned (or reburied).” Later on the same day of their surprise reunion on the
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