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    Across the grass seas where ruts stitch a continent and horizons refuse to hold still, a young traveler rides into wind and uncertainty, testing stamina and judgment against a landscape so imposing that every mile becomes both a ledger of expansion and a reckoning with the limits of observation, the exhilaration of motion, and the stubborn insistence of reality over romance.

Francis Parkman’s The Oregon Trail: Sketches of Prairie and Rocky-Mountain Life stands as a classic of American nonfiction. First appearing as a magazine series and then published in book form in 1849 under the title The California and Oregon Trail, it later took the name by which it is best known today. Parkman, a Boston-born historian in his early twenties, wrote from firsthand experience gathered during an 1846 overland journey. The result is a sustained narrative that preserves a particular historical moment while displaying a writerly command of scene, pace, and observation that has kept readers returning for generations.

The book’s premise is disarmingly simple: a young Eastern author travels westward along the great overland road, moving with emigrants and traders across the Platte country and toward the Rocky Mountains, observing camp life, long days in the saddle, and the practical demands of survival. He meets soldiers, trappers, and members of Plains nations, watches the weather dictate choices, and measures distance by fatigue and by wonder. The storyline is the journey itself, and the drama arises from terrain, encounter, and the constant negotiation between expectation and fact, rather than from contrived plot or manufactured revelations.

Parkman’s literary achievement helps explain the book’s classic status. He fuses travel narrative, natural description, and reportage into an integrated, propulsive account. The prose is attentive to color, light, and spatial scale, yet alert to rhythm and incident, crafting scenes that move swiftly without losing detail. The narrative eye is curious and unsparing, making room for discomfort, error, and surprise. In this balance of movement and observation, the book anticipates a long tradition of American writing that treats the road as an organizing metaphor and the open country as both subject and test.

Enduring themes animate these pages. The book explores how landscapes shape perception and conduct, how hardship clarifies priorities, and how cross-cultural meetings can be charged with misunderstanding as well as insight. It weighs independence against interdependence on a trail where cooking fires, shared labor, and borrowed knowledge often determine success. It considers the lure of the unknown and the costs of chasing it, probing the difference between the imagined West and the one felt in sore muscles and dust-choked breath. Memory’s power to transform experience hangs over the narrative, even as observation anchors it.

Historically, the narrative captures the overland migration at midcentury, when the Oregon Trail served as a primary conduit for thousands of emigrants headed toward the Far West. The 1840s saw the trail crowded with wagons, livestock, and commerce, a moment preceding the railroad and foreshadowing sweeping changes on the plains and in the mountains. Parkman’s journey occurred during this press of movement, allowing him to record the everyday mechanics of travel—supply decisions, trail etiquette, hazards of weather and river crossings—alongside the larger spectacle of a continent being traversed at human pace.

The book’s perspective, however, is inseparable from its author and his time. Parkman writes as a nineteenth-century New Englander, and his portrayal of Indigenous peoples reflects the assumptions and biases common among many observers of his background. For modern readers, that context matters. The narrative offers valuable descriptions of encounters and practices, yet its interpretations are those of an outsider whose social position and cultural lenses shape what he notices and how he understands it. Reading the work critically enriches its value, revealing both its insights and its limitations as a historical source.

Formally, the work bears the imprint of its origins as a sequence of sketches. Episodes unfold as self-contained scenes—camps, hunts, storms, meetings—linked by miles of travel and the steady drumbeat of the trail. This structure enhances the sense of immediacy: each vignette turns on a tangible problem, a weather shift, a stretch of terrain, or a conversation, and together they accumulate into a portrait of a journey. The pacing alternates between stillness and burst, mirroring the fitful progress of wagon travel and the alternating tedium and intensity that define long passages overland.

That craftsmanship secured the book’s place in the canon of American travel writing and Western literature. It has been read as an adventure narrative, a documentary account, and a meditation on the West as idea and experience. Scholars consult it for period detail and for evidence of how the era understood itself; general readers return to its scenes for their clarity and force. Its plainspoken momentum, refusal of ornament for ornament’s sake, and eye for revealing incident gave later writers a model for rendering place without sacrificing narrative drive.

To call the book a classic is also to acknowledge the conversations it continues to provoke. Its depictions can unsettle, particularly where they reproduce hierarchies and prejudices of the time. Yet the very friction invites engagement. The narrative’s immediacy lets readers compare observation with interpretation and consider how power, position, and language shape the story of contact on the frontier. In classroom and personal reading alike, it prompts questions about historical testimony: what a witness sees, what a writer names, and what the archive does—and does not—preserve.

As reading, The Oregon Trail remains remarkably vivid. One senses the pressure of weather and distance, the discipline of routine, the atmosphere of a camp at night, and the relief of a riverbank after a dry stretch. The book’s energy lies in concrete moments—tracks in dust, the feel of the wind across open ground—balanced by a restless intelligence that tests ideas against experience. Its narrative candor, observational patience, and episodic design make it both accessible and absorbing, even as its moral and cultural complications deepen the encounter for attentive readers.

This introduction invites you to read Parkman not as a museum piece but as a living interlocutor. The book speaks to contemporary concerns about mobility, place, and the ethics of representation, reminding us that travel writing can illuminate and distort in equal measure. Its pages record a young nation moving and a young writer learning what it means to look closely. That double story—of passage across a landscape and passage toward self-knowledge—keeps the work alive, asking us to balance awe with scrutiny and to find, in the open country, a lens for our own unsettled age.
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    Francis Parkman’s The Oregon Trail: Sketches of Prairie and Rocky-Mountain Life, first published in 1849, recounts his 1846 journey across the Great Plains toward the Rocky Mountains. Written as a travel narrative, it blends personal experience, ethnographic observation, and commentary on the American frontier. Parkman presents the west as a moving field of encounter among emigrants, traders, soldiers, and Native nations, while testing his own endurance in unfamiliar terrain. The book situates readers within the physical and cultural landscapes of the overland route, offering an early literary portrait of the trail at a moment just before large-scale migrations transformed it beyond recognition.

Parkman begins from the Mississippi Valley, quickly leaving settled ground for the open prairie. He secures the services of Henry Chatillon, an experienced hunter and guide, and establishes the routines of a mobile camp—horse care, scouting, and cooking under changing skies. Early scenes highlight the hazards and exhilarations of travel, from sudden storms to river crossings and scarcity of water. Moving in parallel with long wagon trains, he observes the discipline and improvisation needed to keep emigrant parties in motion. The opening stretch sets the book’s cadence: descriptive passages of land and wildlife interleaved with encounters that reveal the trail’s social economy.

As the party follows the Platte River corridor, the narrative details each day’s progress—miles measured by landmarks, forage, and the health of men and animals. Parkman sketches the intertwined presence of trappers, traders, and passing soldiers, noting how information and supplies circulate along the route. He records the vast herds of game and the practical mechanics of hunting, as well as the monotony that tests patience. Throughout, his attention to the sensory world—dust, heat, and the long horizon—serves a purpose: to show how the plains, seemingly boundless, impose quiet rules on movement, risk, and cooperation.

Encounters with Plains tribes form a central thread. Parkman spends time with a band of Oglala, observing daily life, ceremonial occasions, and the organization of camps. He joins hunts, witnesses negotiations, and notes protocols of hospitality and restraint that govern relations within and beyond the village. These chapters offer some of the narrative’s most vivid portraits, while also revealing the limits of an outsider’s understanding. Parkman strives to record details of speech, custom, and material culture, but his interpretations reflect the attitudes of his era, a tension he acknowledges by juxtaposing careful description with caution about what he can and cannot know.

A pivotal waypoint is Fort Laramie, portrayed as a crossroads where emigrant wagons, Native delegations, and commercial interests converge. Parkman uses the fort to examine the practicalities of resupply, the exchange of news, and the fragile equilibrium maintained by trade and military presence. The setting allows him to survey the overlapping claims on the region’s resources and routes. He registers both the fort’s utility to travelers and its role in reshaping local dynamics. The episode crystallizes a recurring theme: the trail’s infrastructure is not merely physical but institutional, channeling relations, expectations, and conflicts.

Beyond the fort, the journey enters rougher country. Parkman recounts steep ascents, sudden changes of weather, and the strain that accumulated miles impose on people and horses. Illness narrows his margins of safety, heightening reliance on companions and sharpening his sense of risk. Hunting becomes both necessity and test, with success measured against dwindling strength and shifting conditions. The narrative lingers on long watches, difficult passes, and the austere beauty of the high country, using the landscape’s scale to explore how perception, judgment, and endurance evolve when decisions must be made far from settled help.

The book returns often to the emigrant trains, treating them as moving communities with their own laws. Parkman considers leadership, division of labor, and the compromises required to keep disparate ambitions aligned. He notes how rules about speed, grazing, and watchfulness influence survival, and how contact with Native parties, traders, and forts alters those rules. The account remains descriptive rather than prescriptive, presenting contingencies—broken gear, exhausted animals, changing weather—as the true authors of many outcomes. Through these observations, Parkman frames migration less as a straight line than as a series of negotiated adjustments.

As the expedition turns homeward, Parkman draws threads together without imposing a final system. He weighs practical knowledge learned on the march—navigation, horsemanship, provisioning—against the interpretive knowledge born of repeated cross-cultural encounters. The return amplifies his sensitivity to the plains’ rhythms: how grass, water, and game determine pace; how rumor and news shape decisions; how friendship and skill offset vulnerability. The movement back through familiar ground becomes a mirror, revealing what the outward journey taught by contrast. The concluding episodes preserve the narrative’s restraint while suggesting a broadened understanding.

The Oregon Trail endures as a landmark of American travel writing, prized for its firsthand portrait of the overland route on the eve of massive change. Its significance lies in the interplay of close observation and historical moment: detailed scenes of prairie life, forts, hunts, and camps set against accelerating national expansion. Readers encounter both the richness of Parkman’s eye and the period assumptions that limit it, an interplay that has invited continued study and critique. Without hinging on revelation, the book’s broader message rests in witnessing—how attentive travel can register a world in transition and preserve its textures for later generations.
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    Francis Parkman’s The Oregon Trail is set in the mid-1840s American West, when the United States was expanding rapidly and the Great Plains and Rocky Mountains formed a contested borderland. The narrative unfolds along the Platte River corridor and into the high plains, where Indigenous nations—especially Lakota (including Oglala), Cheyenne, and Arapaho—exercised power through kinship, warfare, and trade. Dominant institutions included fur-trading companies, emigrant wagon organizations, missionary stations, and a comparatively thin U.S. governmental presence. Private trading posts functioned as hubs of supply and diplomacy, while seasonal buffalo migrations and river systems shaped movement and survival. Parkman’s journey captures this frontier’s fluid, multi-sovereign character before permanent U.S. military occupation intensified.

Parkman, a Boston-born writer from a prominent New England family, traveled west in 1846 and drew on that experience for the sketches collected in The Oregon Trail. Portions appeared in periodicals beginning in 1847, with the book published in 1849. He moved through what is now the central Great Plains, visited major posts, and spent weeks among an Oglala Lakota camp. Parkman’s background—classically educated, Protestant, and steeped in the literary culture of the Northeast—shaped his perspective. He sought a firsthand encounter with what contemporaries called “the wilderness,” producing a narrative that combined adventure travel, ethnographic observation, and romantic description for an audience eager for news of the West.

The book is inseparable from Manifest Destiny, the expansionist belief that the United States was destined to spread across the continent. Under President James K. Polk (1845–1849), the government pursued territorial acquisition aggressively. The Oregon boundary dispute with Britain concluded with the 1846 Oregon Treaty, fixing most of the border at the 49th parallel, while the Mexican–American War began that same year. Parkman traveled amid this geopolitical surge. His narrative echoes the confidence of expansion while revealing the disjunction between national ambitions and the complex realities of Plains life, where Indigenous sovereignty, competing commercial interests, and environmental constraints challenged simple triumphalist stories.

By the early 1840s, overland migration along the Oregon Trail had shifted from sporadic expeditions to organized mass movement. The “Great Migration” of 1843 sent over a thousand settlers toward the Willamette Valley, and annual traffic grew thereafter. Emigrants formed wagon companies, often electing leaders and establishing rules to manage pace, grazing, and defense. Oxen and mules hauled “prairie schooners,” and travelers followed the Platte, Sweetwater, and North Platte, crossing South Pass toward the Columbia watershed. Parkman encountered such trains in 1846. His sketches record camp routines, disputes, and improvisations, situating his personal adventures within a burgeoning migratory system reshaping the trans-Mississippi West.

This westward flow depended on a new outfitting economy centered in Missouri and the lower Missouri Valley. Towns such as Independence and St. Joseph supplied wagons, animals, food, and firearms, while St. Louis—long a French Creole and fur-trade entrepôt—remained a key staging point. Merchants, blacksmiths, and freighters formed an ecosystem servicing emigrants and posts, bridging river steamboat routes with overland logistics. Parkman moved through this commercial lattice, hiring skilled plainsmen and purchasing supplies. His narrative reveals how capitalism and credit underwrote the supposedly self-reliant frontier, and how metropolitan demand, frontier know-how, and Indigenous trade networks interlocked along the trail.

The fur trade framed much of the region’s earlier history. By the 1840s, the beaver-based mountain trade had declined as European hat fashions changed and beaver populations fell. Trading companies pivoted toward buffalo robes and provisioning emigrants and the Army. Posts like Fort Laramie—then a private American Fur Company installation known as Fort John—served as crossroads for trappers, Indigenous diplomats, missionaries, and travelers. Parkman’s encounters with “mountain men,” mixed-heritage families, and company clerks capture a world transitioning from mobile trapping brigades to stationary trade and transport services, foreshadowing the replacement of commercial diplomacy with U.S. military and settler institutions.

Indigenous nations along the Platte and in the northern plains coordinated through kinship alliances, seasonal rounds, and warfare shaped by horse power and buffalo economies. The 1837 smallpox epidemic had recently devastated many communities along the Upper Missouri, altering regional balances of power. Lakota, Cheyenne, and Arapaho bands frequented the same hunting grounds and routes used by emigrants, producing new forms of contact, negotiation, and conflict. Parkman’s time with an Oglala camp gave him partial access to ceremonial life and intertribal politics, though his portrayals reflect the racial hierarchies and stereotypes of his era. His observations nonetheless preserve details of mobility, diplomacy, and subsistence strategies at a pivotal moment.

U.S. policy toward Indigenous peoples in this period sought to guarantee emigrant passage while curbing intertribal warfare. Parkman’s 1846 journey preceded the 1851 Horse Creek (Fort Laramie) Treaty, where federal officials negotiated with numerous Plains nations to define territories and promise annuities in exchange for safe transit on the trails. His sketches document the pre-treaty environment: negotiations at posts, tensions around buffalo hunting grounds, and the absence of a robust federal apparatus. The treaty that followed attempted to stabilize the corridor he traveled, institutionalizing a system that would, within a few years, strain under greater traffic and broken promises.

Before 1848, the U.S. Army’s presence along the central trail was minimal; civilian posts handled much of the mediation. Fort Kearny on the Platte was established in 1848, and the Army purchased Fort Laramie in 1849, signaling a new era of military oversight. Parkman’s route therefore captures the last years when fur companies and Indigenous leaders were the primary authorities. His experiences at privately run forts show how trade goods, gift-giving, and personal reputation mediated disputes. The swift post-1846 expansion of garrisons, roads, and depots would alter power relations, accelerate settlement, and reduce the autonomy visible in his account.

Technological and informational systems shaped everyday life on the trail. Emigrants relied on percussion-cap firearms, forged wagon tires, spare axles, and simple veterinary remedies. Route knowledge circulated through guidebooks, newspapers, and government reports, especially John C. Frémont’s 1840s expeditions and Charles Preuss’s maps. Parkman’s party navigated a landscape where sign-reading—river fords, buffalo traces, and grass quality—mattered as much as printed directions. With no railroad or telegraph spanning the plains, news traveled by courier, steamboat, or rumor. The narrative thus depicts a communications frontier where judgment, scouts, and shared experience substituted for modern infrastructure.

Environmental conditions were decisive. The Platte’s shallow, braided channels provided water and a natural highway, but timber was scarce and storms could turn camps into hazards. Abundant buffalo still roamed the central plains in the mid-1840s, supporting Indigenous economies and luring Euro-American hunters. Parkman’s hunts reflect a world of apparent plenty, while also revealing how emigrant herds and hunting pressure strained pastures and game. His descriptions of grasslands, river bottoms, and mountain passes capture seasonal rhythms that dictated speed and safety. Within a generation, intensified traffic, the coming of the railroad, and commercial hide hunting would transform the ecosystems he recorded.

Religious movements crisscrossed this terrain. Protestant and Catholic missions had been active in the Oregon Country since the 1830s, seeking conversions and footholds among Indigenous nations and settlers. The Whitman Mission at Waiilatpu, founded in 1836, became a flashpoint when missionaries and several settlers were killed in 1847, inflaming anti-Native sentiment and spurring U.S. intervention. Meanwhile, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints migrated west in 1846–1847, establishing the Mormon Trail along the Platte’s north bank. Parkman’s sketches predate or only brush these developments, but his world features missionaries, religious debates, and the cultural frictions that made faith a force in western politics.

Cultural diversity characterized the corridor from St. Louis outward. French Creole families, Métis hunters, and Spanish-speaking New Mexicans intersected with Anglo-American emigrants and numerous Indigenous nations. Parkman hired experienced plainsmen—part of a multilingual laboring class expert in tracking, hunting, and diplomacy. Their skills linked eastern capital to western survival. The narrative’s attention to guides, interpreters, and mixed-heritage communities reveals how cosmopolitan the so-called “frontier” already was. Even as U.S. political institutions gained ground, older transnational networks—rooted in the Missouri River trade, Catholic parishes, and kinship ties—continued to organize daily life.

Hardship and health dangers were constant companions. Diets shifted to heavy meat and hard bread; accidents, exposure, and infections were common. The catastrophic cholera epidemics that ravaged emigrant trains in 1849 and the early 1850s occurred after Parkman’s own trip but cast a long shadow over the trail era. He himself struggled with illness, and his account notes the makeshift therapeutics and folk knowledge travelers relied on. Medical expertise was scattered among Army surgeons at posts and a few civilian physicians; most parties improvised. The book thus preserves a medical frontier where environmental knowledge and sheer endurance often determined outcomes.

Law and sovereignty along the trail were negotiated rather than imposed. Wagon companies drafted rules and elected captains; traders enforced order through reputation and reciprocity; Indigenous councils decided when to trade, warn, or resist. In the Oregon Country, American settlers had organized a provisional government in the 1840s, and the U.S. formalized Oregon Territory in 1848. Racial exclusion policies adopted by some settler authorities in the Pacific Northwest underscored how “free soil” ideals often coexisted with anti-Black restrictions. Parkman’s sketches, centered east of the Rockies, touch the edges of these legal experiments, showing a mosaic of jurisdictions in flux.

Parkman wrote within a burgeoning nineteenth-century discourse that claimed scientific authority over human difference. Emerging American ethnology and popular racial theories—propagated in lectures, museums, and periodicals—shaped how many readers interpreted Indigenous cultures. Parkman’s language reflects this milieu: he admires bravery and eloquence but ranks societies in hierarchical terms common among his contemporaries. His eyewitness detail gives historians invaluable descriptions, yet his categories and judgments often naturalize U.S. expansion and minimize Indigenous political rationality. Understanding this intellectual context clarifies both the insights and the limitations of a text that helped define the West for an eastern reading public.

The book also belongs to an antebellum publishing boom. Travel narratives, frontier romances, and expedition reports fed the appetite of a rapidly growing print market. Magazines serialized western sketches, and illustrated newspapers amplified them. Parkman’s polished prose, indebted to romanticism and adventure writing, offered metropolitan readers immediacy and drama. At the same time, government maps and emigrant guidebooks provided practical complements. The Oregon Trail thus operated on two levels: as literature shaping national imagination and as a quasi-report from a corridor of settlement. Its popularity helped fix images of buffalo hunts, war parties, and wagon life in American culture for generations to come. In the years immediately after Parkman’s journey, events accelerated. The discovery of gold in California in 1848 and the rush of 1849 multiplied traffic across the plains; the Army expanded its post network; the 1850 Donation Land Claim Act encouraged settlement in the Pacific Northwest. Treaties proliferated, conflicts intensified, and the overland trail peaked in the 1850s before railroads and telegraphs recast mobility. Parkman’s narrative, therefore, captures a cusp: the transition from a trade-and-diplomacy frontier toward a militarized, surveyed, and increasingly segregated settler order, against which later generations would measure loss and progress.
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    Francis Parkman (1823–1893) was an American historian whose vivid narratives shaped popular understanding of North America’s colonial past. Writing in the 19th century, he explored the long struggle among Indigenous nations, France, and Britain for control of the continent, and the rise of Anglo-American power. His best-known works include The Oregon Trail and the multi-volume France and England in North America. Parkman’s prose combined meticulous documentation with dramatic storytelling, rendering landscapes, battles, and personalities with unusual immediacy. While his interpretations reflected the cultural assumptions of his era, his archival reach and literary craft made him a central figure in American historical writing and a durable presence in the canon.

Educated at Harvard College, Parkman gravitated early toward history and the wilderness, interests that would converge in his career. After graduation he briefly studied law but turned decisively to historical research. At Harvard he encountered the documentary methods associated with historian Jared Sparks and absorbed models supplied by leading American historians such as William H. Prescott and George Bancroft. The mid-19th-century taste for narrative history influenced his approach, yet he placed unusual emphasis on firsthand observation and primary sources. This blend—romantic narrative tempered by archival rigor—would become his signature, guiding his choice of subjects and the way he constructed episodes, character sketches, and strategic interpretations.

In 1846 Parkman undertook an arduous journey across the American West, traveling along portions of the Oregon Trail and spending time among Oglala Sioux on the plains. The experience supplied material for The Oregon Trail (1849), a book that began as magazine sketches and became a classic of American travel literature. Its portraits of camp life, hunting, and frontier scenes were rendered with sharp detail and a storyteller’s timing. Although not an ethnography in a modern sense, it introduced many readers to the landscapes and peoples of the interior West. The book’s success established Parkman’s reputation and encouraged his larger historical ambitions.

Parkman soon turned from travel narrative to the conflicts of the 18th century. The Conspiracy of Pontiac (1851) reconstructed the resistance that followed the British conquest of Canada, drawing on English, French, and Native sources. It signaled his commitment to a broader project on the contest between France and England in North America. Chronic health problems, including severe eye and nervous disorders, often limited his ability to read or write for long periods. He adapted by organizing research with extraordinary care, dictating to assistants when necessary, and planning his narratives through extensive outlines, a discipline that sustained decades of work.

France and England in North America, issued in separate volumes over nearly three decades, became Parkman’s life’s work. The series included Pioneers of France in the New World (1865), The Jesuits in North America in the Seventeenth Century (1867), La Salle and the Discovery of the Great West (1869; later revised), The Old Régime in Canada (1874), Count Frontenac and New France under Louis XIV (1877), Montcalm and Wolfe (1884), and A Half-Century of Conflict (1892). He mined archives in Quebec and Europe, especially French records and the Jesuit Relations, to craft brisk narratives of exploration, settlement, diplomacy, and war. The volumes were widely read and praised for narrative power and documentation.

Parkman’s histories reflected a worldview that favored English political traditions and was skeptical of Catholic institutions, especially the Jesuits—a stance that shaped his interpretations of New France. His portrayals of Indigenous peoples, though sometimes attentive to leadership and alliance, were framed by 19th-century assumptions and have drawn sustained criticism. Yet his careful citation of sources and use of French materials enriched the record, and his scene-setting influenced generations of writers. Beyond history, he experimented with fiction in Vassall Morton (1856) and pursued an active interest in horticulture, a restorative avocation during periods when illness curtailed intensive research.

Parkman continued refining his series into the early 1890s, publishing its final volume not long before his death in Massachusetts in 1893. His Boston residence is preserved as a National Historic Landmark, and his name endures in the Francis Parkman Prize, awarded for distinguished historical writing. His works remain in print and continue to provoke debate: scholars scrutinize his biases while acknowledging his archival diligence and narrative artistry. For general readers, he offered compelling stories of exploration and empire; for historians, he modeled a fusion of sources, structure, and style that still informs how the colonial past is written and read.
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THE FRONTIER


Table of Contents



Last spring, 1846, was a busy season in the City of St. Louis. Not only were emigrants from every part of the country preparing for the journey to Oregon and California, but an unusual number of traders were making ready their wagons and outfits for Santa Fe. Many of the emigrants, especially of those bound for California, were persons of wealth and standing. The hotels were crowded, and the gunsmiths and saddlers were kept constantly at work in providing arms and equipments for the different parties of travelers. Almost every day steamboats were leaving the levee and passing up the Missouri, crowded with passengers on their way to the frontier.

In one of these, the Radnor, since snagged and lost, my friend and relative, Quincy A. Shaw, and myself, left St. Louis on the 28th of April, on a tour of curiosity and amusement to the Rocky Mountains. The boat was loaded until the water broke alternately over her guards. Her upper deck was covered with large weapons of a peculiar form, for the Santa Fe trade[1], and her hold was crammed with goods for the same destination. There were also the equipments and provisions of a party of Oregon emigrants, a band of mules and horses, piles of saddles and harness, and a multitude of nondescript articles, indispensable on the prairies. Almost hidden in this medley one might have seen a small French cart, of the sort very appropriately called a “mule-killer[2]” beyond the frontiers, and not far distant a tent, together with a miscellaneous assortment of boxes and barrels. The whole equipage was far from prepossessing in its appearance; yet, such as it was, it was destined to a long and arduous journey, on which the persevering reader will accompany it.

The passengers on board the Radnor corresponded with her freight[1q]. In her cabin were Santa Fe traders, gamblers, speculators, and adventurers of various descriptions, and her steerage was crowded with Oregon emigrants, “mountain men,” negroes, and a party of Kansas Indians, who had been on a visit to St. Louis.

Thus laden, the boat struggled upward for seven or eight days against the rapid current of the Missouri, grating upon snags, and hanging for two or three hours at a time upon sand-bars. We entered the mouth of the Missouri in a drizzling rain, but the weather soon became clear, and showed distinctly the broad and turbid river, with its eddies, its sand-bars, its ragged islands, and forest-covered shores. The Missouri is constantly changing its course; wearing away its banks on one side, while it forms new ones on the other. Its channel is shifting continually. Islands are formed, and then washed away; and while the old forests on one side are undermined and swept off, a young growth springs up from the new soil upon the other. With all these changes, the water is so charged with mud and sand that it is perfectly opaque, and in a few minutes deposits a sediment an inch thick in the bottom of a tumbler. The river was now high; but when we descended in the autumn it was fallen very low, and all the secrets of its treacherous shallows were exposed to view. It was frightful to see the dead and broken trees, thick-set as a military abatis, firmly imbedded in the sand, and all pointing down stream, ready to impale any unhappy steamboat that at high water should pass over that dangerous ground.

In five or six days we began to see signs of the great western movement that was then taking place. Parties of emigrants, with their tents and wagons, would be encamped on open spots near the bank, on their way to the common rendezvous at Independence[3]. On a rainy day, near sunset, we reached the landing of this place, which is situated some miles from the river, on the extreme frontier of Missouri. The scene was characteristic, for here were represented at one view the most remarkable features of this wild and enterprising region. On the muddy shore stood some thirty or forty dark slavish-looking Spaniards, gazing stupidly out from beneath their broad hats. They were attached to one of the Santa Fe companies, whose wagons were crowded together on the banks above. In the midst of these, crouching over a smoldering fire, was a group of Indians, belonging to a remote Mexican tribe. One or two French hunters from the mountains with their long hair and buckskin dresses, were looking at the boat; and seated on a log close at hand were three men, with rifles lying across their knees. The foremost of these, a tall, strong figure, with a clear blue eye and an open, intelligent face, might very well represent that race of restless and intrepid pioneers whose axes and rifles have opened a path from the Alleghenies to the western prairies. He was on his way to Oregon, probably a more congenial field to him than any that now remained on this side the great plains.

Early on the next morning we reached Kansas, about five hundred miles from the mouth of the Missouri. Here we landed and leaving our equipments in charge of my good friend Colonel Chick, whose log-house was the substitute for a tavern, we set out in a wagon for Westport, where we hoped to procure mules and horses for the journey.

It was a remarkably fresh and beautiful May morning. The rich and luxuriant woods through which the miserable road conducted us were lighted by the bright sunshine and enlivened by a multitude of birds. We overtook on the way our late fellow-travelers, the Kansas Indians, who, adorned with all their finery, were proceeding homeward at a round pace; and whatever they might have seemed on board the boat, they made a very striking and picturesque feature in the forest landscape.

Westport was full of Indians, whose little shaggy ponies were tied by dozens along the houses and fences. Sacs and Foxes, with shaved heads and painted faces, Shawanoes and Delawares, fluttering in calico frocks, and turbans, Wyandottes dressed like white men, and a few wretched Kansas wrapped in old blankets, were strolling about the streets, or lounging in and out of the shops and houses.

As I stood at the door of the tavern, I saw a remarkable looking person coming up the street. He had a ruddy face, garnished with the stumps of a bristly red beard and mustache; on one side of his head was a round cap with a knob at the top, such as Scottish laborers sometimes wear; his coat was of a nondescript form, and made of a gray Scotch plaid, with the fringes hanging all about it; he wore pantaloons of coarse homespun, and hob-nailed shoes; and to complete his equipment, a little black pipe was stuck in one corner of his mouth. In this curious attire, I recognized Captain C. of the British army, who, with his brother, and Mr. R., an English gentleman, was bound on a hunting expedition across the continent. I had seen the captain and his companions at St. Louis. They had now been for some time at Westport, making preparations for their departure, and waiting for a re-enforcement, since they were too few in number to attempt it alone. They might, it is true, have joined some of the parties of emigrants who were on the point of setting out for Oregon and California; but they professed great disinclination to have any connection with the “Kentucky fellows.”

The captain now urged it upon us, that we should join forces and proceed to the mountains in company. Feeling no greater partiality for the society of the emigrants than they did, we thought the arrangement an advantageous one, and consented to it. Our future fellow-travelers had installed themselves in a little log-house, where we found them all surrounded by saddles, harness, guns, pistols, telescopes, knives, and in short their complete appointments for the prairie. R., who professed a taste for natural history, sat at a table stuffing a woodpecker; the brother of the captain, who was an Irishman, was splicing a trail-rope on the floor, as he had been an amateur sailor. The captain pointed out, with much complacency, the different articles of their outfit. “You see,” said he, “that we are all old travelers. I am convinced that no party ever went upon the prairie better provided.” The hunter whom they had employed, a surly looking Canadian, named Sorel, and their muleteer, an American from St. Louis, were lounging about the building. In a little log stable close at hand were their horses and mules, selected by the captain, who was an excellent judge.

The alliance entered into, we left them to complete their arrangements, while we pushed our own to all convenient speed. The emigrants for whom our friends professed such contempt were encamped on the prairie about eight or ten miles distant, to the number of a thousand or more, and new parties were constantly passing out from Independence to join them. They were in great confusion, holding meetings, passing resolutions, and drawing up regulations, but unable to unite in the choice of leaders to conduct them across the prairie. Being at leisure one day, I rode over to Independence. The town was crowded. A multitude of shops had sprung up to furnish the emigrants and Santa Fe traders with necessaries for their journey; and there was an incessant hammering and banging from a dozen blacksmiths’ sheds, where the heavy wagons were being repaired, and the horses and oxen shod. The streets were thronged with men, horses, and mules. While I was in the town, a train of emigrant wagons from Illinois passed through, to join the camp on the prairie, and stopped in the principal street. A multitude of healthy children’s faces were peeping out from under the covers of the wagons. Here and there a buxom damsel was seated on horseback, holding over her sunburnt face an old umbrella or a parasol, once gaudy enough but now miserably faded. The men, very sober-looking countrymen, stood about their oxen; and as I passed I noticed three old fellows, who, with their long whips in their hands, were zealously discussing the doctrine of regeneration. The emigrants, however, are not all of this stamp. Among them are some of the vilest outcasts in the country. I have often perplexed myself to divine the various motives that give impulse to this strange migration; but whatever they may be, whether an insane hope of a better condition in life, or a desire of shaking off restraints of law and society, or mere restlessness, certain it is that multitudes bitterly repent the journey, and after they have reached the land of promise are happy enough to escape from it.

In the course of seven or eight days we had brought our preparations near to a close. Meanwhile our friends had completed theirs, and becoming tired of Westport, they told us that they would set out in advance and wait at the crossing of the Kansas till we should come up. Accordingly R. and the muleteers went forward with the wagon and tent, while the captain and his brother, together with Sorel, and a trapper named Boisverd, who had joined them, followed with the band of horses. The commencement of the journey was ominous, for the captain was scarcely a mile from Westport, riding along in state at the head of his party, leading his intended buffalo horse by a rope, when a tremendous thunderstorm came on, and drenched them all to the skin. They hurried on to reach the place, about seven miles off, where R. was to have had the camp in readiness to receive them. But this prudent person, when he saw the storm approaching, had selected a sheltered glade in the woods, where he pitched his tent, and was sipping a comfortable cup of coffee, while the captain galloped for miles beyond through the rain to look for him. At length the storm cleared away, and the sharp-eyed trapper succeeded in discovering his tent: R. had by this time finished his coffee, and was seated on a buffalo robe smoking his pipe. The captain was one of the most easy-tempered men in existence, so he bore his ill-luck with great composure, shared the dregs of the coffee with his brother, and lay down to sleep in his wet clothes.

We ourselves had our share of the deluge. We were leading a pair of mules to Kansas when the storm broke. Such sharp and incessant flashes of lightning, such stunning and continuous thunder, I have never known before. The woods were completely obscured by the diagonal sheets of rain that fell with a heavy roar, and rose in spray from the ground; and the streams rose so rapidly that we could hardly ford them. At length, looming through the rain, we saw the log-house of Colonel Chick, who received us with his usual bland hospitality; while his wife, who, though a little soured and stiffened by too frequent attendance on camp-meetings, was not behind him in hospitable feeling, supplied us with the means of repairing our drenched and bedraggled condition. The storm, clearing away at about sunset, opened a noble prospect from the porch of the colonel’s house, which stands upon a high hill. The sun streamed from the breaking clouds upon the swift and angry Missouri, and on the immense expanse of luxuriant forest that stretched from its banks back to the distant bluffs.

Returning on the next day to Westport, we received a message from the captain, who had ridden back to deliver it in person, but finding that we were in Kansas, had intrusted it with an acquaintance of his named Vogel, who kept a small grocery and liquor shop. Whisky by the way circulates more freely in Westport than is altogether safe in a place where every man carries a loaded pistol in his pocket. As we passed this establishment, we saw Vogel’s broad German face and knavish-looking eyes thrust from his door. He said he had something to tell us, and invited us to take a dram. Neither his liquor nor his message was very palatable. The captain had returned to give us notice that R., who assumed the direction of his party, had determined upon another route from that agreed upon between us; and instead of taking the course of the traders, to pass northward by Fort Leavenworth, and follow the path marked out by the dragoons in their expedition of last summer. To adopt such a plan without consulting us, we looked upon as a very high-handed proceeding; but suppressing our dissatisfaction as well as we could, we made up our minds to join them at Fort Leavenworth, where they were to wait for us.

Accordingly, our preparation being now complete, we attempted one fine morning to commence our journey. The first step was an unfortunate one. No sooner were our animals put in harness, than the shaft mule reared and plunged, burst ropes and straps, and nearly flung the cart into the Missouri. Finding her wholly uncontrollable, we exchanged her for another, with which we were furnished by our friend Mr. Boone of Westport, a grandson of Daniel Boone, the pioneer. This foretaste of prairie experience was very soon followed by another. Westport was scarcely out of sight, when we encountered a deep muddy gully, of a species that afterward became but too familiar to us; and here for the space of an hour or more the car stuck fast.










CHAPTER II


Table of Contents



BREAKING THE ICE


Table of Contents



Both Shaw and myself were tolerably inured to the vicissitudes of traveling. We had experienced them under various forms, and a birch canoe was as familiar to us as a steamboat. The restlessness, the love of wilds and hatred of cities, natural perhaps in early years to every unperverted son of Adam, was not our only motive for undertaking the present journey. My companion hoped to shake off the effects of a disorder that had impaired a constitution originally hardy and robust; and I was anxious to pursue some inquiries relative to the character and usages of the remote Indian nations, being already familiar with many of the border tribes.

Emerging from the mud-hole where we last took leave of the reader, we pursued our way for some time along the narrow track, in the checkered sunshine and shadow of the woods, till at length, issuing forth into the broad light, we left behind us the farthest outskirts of that great forest, that once spread unbroken from the western plains to the shore of the Atlantic. Looking over an intervening belt of shrubbery, we saw the green, oceanlike expanse of prairie, stretching swell over swell to the horizon.

It was a mild, calm spring day; a day when one is more disposed to musing and reverie than to action, and the softest part of his nature is apt to gain the ascendency. I rode in advance of the party, as we passed through the shrubbery, and as a nook of green grass offered a strong temptation, I dismounted and lay down there. All the trees and saplings were in flower, or budding into fresh leaf; the red clusters of the maple-blossoms and the rich flowers of the Indian apple were there in profusion; and I was half inclined to regret leaving behind the land of gardens for the rude and stern scenes of the prairie and the mountains.

Meanwhile the party came in sight from out of the bushes. Foremost rode Henry Chatillon, our guide and hunter, a fine athletic figure, mounted on a hardy gray Wyandotte pony. He wore a white blanket-coat, a broad hat of felt, moccasins, and pantaloons of deerskin, ornamented along the seams with rows of long fringes. His knife was stuck in his belt; his bullet-pouch and powder-horn hung at his side, and his rifle lay before him, resting against the high pommel of his saddle, which, like all his equipments, had seen hard service, and was much the worse for wear. Shaw followed close, mounted on a little sorrel horse, and leading a larger animal by a rope. His outfit, which resembled mine, had been provided with a view to use rather than ornament. It consisted of a plain, black Spanish saddle, with holsters of heavy pistols, a blanket rolled up behind it, and the trail-rope attached to his horse’s neck hanging coiled in front. He carried a double-barreled smooth-bore, while I boasted a rifle of some fifteen pounds’ weight. At that time our attire, though far from elegant, bore some marks of civilization, and offered a very favorable contrast to the inimitable shabbiness of our appearance on the return journey. A red flannel shirt, belted around the waist like a frock, then constituted our upper garment; moccasins had supplanted our failing boots; and the remaining essential portion of our attire consisted of an extraordinary article, manufactured by a squaw out of smoked buckskin. Our muleteer, Delorier, brought up the rear with his cart, waddling ankle-deep in the mud, alternately puffing at his pipe, and ejaculating in his prairie patois: “Sacre enfant de garce!” as one of the mules would seem to recoil before some abyss of unusual profundity. The cart was of the kind that one may see by scores around the market-place in Montreal, and had a white covering to protect the articles within. These were our provisions and a tent, with ammunition, blankets, and presents for the Indians.

We were in all four men with eight animals; for besides the spare horses led by Shaw and myself, an additional mule was driven along with us as a reserve in case of accident.

After this summing up of our forces, it may not be amiss to glance at the characters of the two men who accompanied us.

Delorier was a Canadian, with all the characteristics of the true Jean Baptiste. Neither fatigue, exposure, nor hard labor could ever impair his cheerfulness and gayety, or his obsequious politeness to his bourgeois; and when night came he would sit down by the fire, smoke his pipe, and tell stories with the utmost contentment. In fact, the prairie was his congenial element. Henry Chatillon was of a different stamp. When we were at St. Louis, several gentlemen of the Fur Company had kindly offered to procure for us a hunter and guide suited for our purposes, and on coming one afternoon to the office, we found there a tall and exceedingly well-dressed man with a face so open and frank that it attracted our notice at once. We were surprised at being told that it was he who wished to guide us to the mountains. He was born in a little French town near St. Louis, and from the age of fifteen years had been constantly in the neighborhood of the Rocky Mountains, employed for the most part by the Company to supply their forts with buffalo meat. As a hunter he had but one rival in the whole region, a man named Cimoneau, with whom, to the honor of both of them, he was on terms of the closest friendship. He had arrived at St. Louis the day before, from the mountains, where he had remained for four years; and he now only asked to go and spend a day with his mother before setting out on another expedition. His age was about thirty; he was six feet high, and very powerfully and gracefully molded. The prairies had been his school; he could neither read nor write, but he had a natural refinement and delicacy of mind such as is rarely found, even in women. His manly face was a perfect mirror of uprightness, simplicity, and kindness of heart; he had, moreover, a keen perception of character and a tact that would preserve him from flagrant error in any society. Henry had not the restless energy of an Anglo-American. He was content to take things as he found them; and his chief fault arose from an excess of easy generosity, impelling him to give away too profusely ever to thrive in the world. Yet it was commonly remarked of him, that whatever he might choose to do with what belonged to himself, the property of others was always safe in his hands. His bravery was as much celebrated in the mountains as his skill in hunting; but it is characteristic of him that in a country where the rifle is the chief arbiter between man and man, Henry was very seldom involved in quarrels. Once or twice, indeed, his quiet good-nature had been mistaken and presumed upon, but the consequences of the error were so formidable that no one was ever known to repeat it. No better evidence of the intrepidity of his temper could be wished than the common report that he had killed more than thirty grizzly bears. He was a proof of what unaided nature will sometimes do. I have never, in the city or in the wilderness, met a better man than my noble and true-hearted friend, Henry Chatillon.

We were soon free of the woods and bushes, and fairly upon the broad prairie. Now and then a Shawanoe passed us, riding his little shaggy pony at a “lope”; his calico shirt, his gaudy sash, and the gay handkerchief bound around his snaky hair fluttering in the wind. At noon we stopped to rest not far from a little creek replete with frogs and young turtles. There had been an Indian encampment at the place, and the framework of their lodges still remained, enabling us very easily to gain a shelter from the sun, by merely spreading one or two blankets over them. Thus shaded, we sat upon our saddles, and Shaw for the first time lighted his favorite Indian pipe; while Delorier was squatted over a hot bed of coals, shading his eyes with one hand, and holding a little stick in the other, with which he regulated the hissing contents of the frying-pan. The horses were turned to feed among the scattered bushes of a low oozy meadow. A drowzy springlike sultriness pervaded the air, and the voices of ten thousand young frogs and insects, just awakened into life, rose in varied chorus from the creek and the meadows.

Scarcely were we seated when a visitor approached. This was an old Kansas Indian; a man of distinction, if one might judge from his dress. His head was shaved and painted red, and from the tuft of hair remaining on the crown dangled several eagles’ feathers, and the tails of two or three rattlesnakes. His cheeks, too, were daubed with vermilion; his ears were adorned with green glass pendants; a collar of grizzly bears’ claws surrounded his neck, and several large necklaces of wampum hung on his breast. Having shaken us by the hand with a cordial grunt of salutation, the old man, dropping his red blanket from his shoulders, sat down cross-legged on the ground. In the absence of liquor we offered him a cup of sweetened water, at which he ejaculated “Good!” and was beginning to tell us how great a man he was, and how many Pawnees he had killed, when suddenly a motley concourse appeared wading across the creek toward us. They filed past in rapid succession, men, women, and children; some were on horseback, some on foot, but all were alike squalid and wretched. Old squaws, mounted astride of shaggy, meager little ponies, with perhaps one or two snake-eyed children seated behind them, clinging to their tattered blankets; tall lank young men on foot, with bows and arrows in their hands; and girls whose native ugliness not all the charms of glass beads and scarlet cloth could disguise, made up the procession; although here and there was a man who, like our visitor, seemed to hold some rank in this respectable community. They were the dregs of the Kansas nation, who, while their betters were gone to hunt buffalo, had left the village on a begging expedition to Westport.

When this ragamuffin horde had passed, we caught our horses, saddled, harnessed, and resumed our journey. Fording the creek, the low roofs of a number of rude buildings appeared, rising from a cluster of groves and woods on the left; and riding up through a long lane, amid a profusion of wild roses and early spring flowers, we found the log-church and school-houses belonging to the Methodist Shawanoe Mission. The Indians were on the point of gathering to a religious meeting. Some scores of them, tall men in half-civilized dress, were seated on wooden benches under the trees; while their horses were tied to the sheds and fences. Their chief, Parks, a remarkably large and athletic man, was just arrived from Westport, where he owns a trading establishment. Beside this, he has a fine farm and a considerable number of slaves. Indeed the Shawanoes have made greater progress in agriculture than any other tribe on the Missouri frontier; and both in appearance and in character form a marked contrast to our late acquaintance, the Kansas.

A few hours’ ride brought us to the banks of the river Kansas. Traversing the woods that lined it, and plowing through the deep sand, we encamped not far from the bank, at the Lower Delaware crossing. Our tent was erected for the first time on a meadow close to the woods, and the camp preparations being complete we began to think of supper. An old Delaware woman, of some three hundred pounds’ weight, sat in the porch of a little log-house close to the water, and a very pretty half-breed girl was engaged, under her superintendence, in feeding a large flock of turkeys that were fluttering and gobbling about the door. But no offers of money, or even of tobacco, could induce her to part with one of her favorites; so I took my rifle, to see if the woods or the river could furnish us anything. A multitude of quails were plaintively whistling in the woods and meadows; but nothing appropriate to the rifle was to be seen, except three buzzards, seated on the spectral limbs of an old dead sycamore, that thrust itself out over the river from the dense sunny wall of fresh foliage. Their ugly heads were drawn down between their shoulders, and they seemed to luxuriate in the soft sunshine that was pouring from the west. As they offered no epicurean temptations, I refrained from disturbing their enjoyment; but contented myself with admiring the calm beauty of the sunset, for the river, eddying swiftly in deep purple shadows between the impending woods, formed a wild but tranquillizing scene.

When I returned to the camp I found Shaw and an old Indian seated on the ground in close conference, passing the pipe between them. The old man was explaining that he loved the whites, and had an especial partiality for tobacco. Delorier was arranging upon the ground our service of tin cups and plates; and as other viands were not to be had, he set before us a repast of biscuit and bacon, and a large pot of coffee. Unsheathing our knives, we attacked it, disposed of the greater part, and tossed the residue to the Indian. Meanwhile our horses, now hobbled for the first time, stood among the trees, with their fore-legs tied together, in great disgust and astonishment. They seemed by no means to relish this foretaste of what was before them. Mine, in particular, had conceived a moral aversion to the prairie life. One of them, christened Hendrick, an animal whose strength and hardihood were his only merits, and who yielded to nothing but the cogent arguments of the whip, looked toward us with an indignant countenance, as if he meditated avenging his wrongs with a kick. The other, Pontiac, a good horse, though of plebeian lineage, stood with his head drooping and his mane hanging about his eyes, with the grieved and sulky air of a lubberly boy sent off to school. Poor Pontiac! his forebodings were but too just; for when I last heard from him, he was under the lash of an Ogallalla brave, on a war party against the Crows.

As it grew dark, and the voices of the whip-poor-wills succeeded the whistle of the quails, we removed our saddles to the tent, to serve as pillows, spread our blankets upon the ground, and prepared to bivouac for the first time that season. Each man selected the place in the tent which he was to occupy for the journey. To Delorier, however, was assigned the cart, into which he could creep in wet weather, and find a much better shelter than his bourgeois enjoyed in the tent.

The river Kansas at this point forms the boundary line between the country of the Shawanoes and that of the Delawares. We crossed it on the following day, rafting over our horses and equipage with much difficulty, and unloading our cart in order to make our way up the steep ascent on the farther bank. It was a Sunday morning; warm, tranquil and bright; and a perfect stillness reigned over the rough inclosures and neglected fields of the Delawares, except the ceaseless hum and chirruping of myriads of insects. Now and then, an Indian rode past on his way to the meeting-house, or through the dilapidated entrance of some shattered log-house an old woman might be discerned, enjoying all the luxury of idleness. There was no village bell, for the Delawares have none; and yet upon that forlorn and rude settlement was the same spirit of Sabbath repose and tranquillity as in some little New England village among the mountains of New Hampshire or the Vermont woods.

Having at present no leisure for such reflections, we pursued our journey. A military road led from this point to Fort Leavenworth, and for many miles the farms and cabins of the Delawares were scattered at short intervals on either hand. The little rude structures of logs, erected usually on the borders of a tract of woods, made a picturesque feature in the landscape. But the scenery needed no foreign aid. Nature had done enough for it; and the alteration of rich green prairies and groves that stood in clusters or lined the banks of the numerous little streams, had all the softened and polished beauty of a region that has been for centuries under the hand of man. At that early season, too, it was in the height of its freshness and luxuriance. The woods were flushed with the red buds of the maple; there were frequent flowering shrubs unknown in the east; and the green swells of the prairies were thickly studded with blossoms.

Encamping near a spring by the side of a hill, we resumed our journey in the morning, and early in the afternoon had arrived within a few miles of Fort Leavenworth. The road crossed a stream densely bordered with trees, and running in the bottom of a deep woody hollow. We were about to descend into it, when a wild and confused procession appeared, passing through the water below, and coming up the steep ascent toward us. We stopped to let them pass. They were Delawares, just returned from a hunting expedition. All, both men and women, were mounted on horseback, and drove along with them a considerable number of pack mules, laden with the furs they had taken, together with the buffalo robes, kettles, and other articles of their traveling equipment, which as well as their clothing and their weapons, had a worn and dingy aspect, as if they had seen hard service of late. At the rear of the party was an old man, who, as he came up, stopped his horse to speak to us. He rode a little tough shaggy pony, with mane and tail well knotted with burrs, and a rusty Spanish bit in its mouth, to which, by way of reins, was attached a string of raw hide. His saddle, robbed probably from a Mexican, had no covering, being merely a tree of the Spanish form, with a piece of grizzly bear’s skin laid over it, a pair of rude wooden stirrups attached, and in the absence of girth, a thong of hide passing around the horse’s belly. The rider’s dark features and keen snaky eyes were unequivocally Indian. He wore a buckskin frock, which, like his fringed leggings, was well polished and blackened by grease and long service; and an old handkerchief was tied around his head. Resting on the saddle before him lay his rifle; a weapon in the use of which the Delawares are skillful; though from its weight, the distant prairie Indians are too lazy to carry it.

“Who’s your chief?” he immediately inquired.

Henry Chatillon pointed to us. The old Delaware fixed his eyes intently upon us for a moment, and then sententiously remarked:

“No good! Too young!” With this flattering comment he left us, and rode after his people.

This tribe, the Delawares, once the peaceful allies of William Penn, the tributaries of the conquering Iroquois, are now the most adventurous and dreaded warriors upon the prairies. They make war upon remote tribes the very names of which were unknown to their fathers in their ancient seats in Pennsylvania; and they push these new quarrels with true Indian rancor, sending out their little war parties as far as the Rocky Mountains, and into the Mexican territories. Their neighbors and former confederates, the Shawanoes, who are tolerable farmers, are in a prosperous condition; but the Delawares dwindle every year, from the number of men lost in their warlike expeditions.

Soon after leaving this party, we saw, stretching on the right, the forests that follow the course of the Missouri, and the deep woody channel through which at this point it runs. At a distance in front were the white barracks of Fort Leavenworth, just visible through the trees upon an eminence above a bend of the river. A wide green meadow, as level as a lake, lay between us and the Missouri, and upon this, close to a line of trees that bordered a little brook, stood the tent of the captain and his companions, with their horses feeding around it, but they themselves were invisible. Wright, their muleteer, was there, seated on the tongue of the wagon, repairing his harness. Boisverd stood cleaning his rifle at the door of the tent, and Sorel lounged idly about. On closer examination, however, we discovered the captain’s brother, Jack, sitting in the tent, at his old occupation of splicing trail-ropes. He welcomed us in his broad Irish brogue, and said that his brother was fishing in the river, and R. gone to the garrison. They returned before sunset. Meanwhile we erected our own tent not far off, and after supper a council was held, in which it was resolved to remain one day at Fort Leavenworth, and on the next to bid a final adieu to the frontier: or in the phraseology of the region, to “jump off.” Our deliberations were conducted by the ruddy light from a distant swell of the prairie, where the long dry grass of last summer was on fire.
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On the next morning we rode to Fort Leavenworth. Colonel, now General, Kearny[4], to whom I had had the honor of an introduction when at St. Louis, was just arrived, and received us at his headquarters with the high-bred courtesy habitual to him. Fort Leavenworth is in fact no fort, being without defensive works, except two block-houses. No rumors of war had as yet disturbed its tranquillity. In the square grassy area, surrounded by barracks and the quarters of the officers, the men were passing and repassing, or lounging among the trees; although not many weeks afterward it presented a different scene; for here the very off-scourings of the frontier were congregated, to be marshaled for the expedition against Santa Fe.

Passing through the garrison, we rode toward the Kickapoo village, five or six miles beyond. The path, a rather dubious and uncertain one, led us along the ridge of high bluffs that bordered the Missouri; and by looking to the right or to the left, we could enjoy a strange contrast of opposite scenery. On the left stretched the prairie, rising into swells and undulations, thickly sprinkled with groves, or gracefully expanding into wide grassy basins of miles in extent; while its curvatures, swelling against the horizon, were often surmounted by lines of sunny woods; a scene to which the freshness of the season and the peculiar mellowness of the atmosphere gave additional softness. Below us, on the right, was a tract of ragged and broken woods. We could look down on the summits of the trees, some living and some dead; some erect, others leaning at every angle, and others still piled in masses together by the passage of a hurricane. Beyond their extreme verge, the turbid waters of the Missouri were discernible through the boughs, rolling powerfully along at the foot of the woody declivities of its farther bank.

The path soon after led inland; and as we crossed an open meadow we saw a cluster of buildings on a rising ground before us, with a crowd of people surrounding them. They were the storehouse, cottage, and stables of the Kickapoo trader’s establishment. Just at that moment, as it chanced, he was beset with half the Indians of the settlement. They had tied their wretched, neglected little ponies by dozens along the fences and outhouses, and were either lounging about the place, or crowding into the trading house. Here were faces of various colors; red, green, white, and black, curiously intermingled and disposed over the visage in a variety of patterns. Calico shirts, red and blue blankets, brass ear-rings, wampum necklaces, appeared in profusion. The trader was a blue-eyed open-faced man who neither in his manners nor his appearance betrayed any of the roughness of the frontier; though just at present he was obliged to keep a lynx eye on his suspicious customers, who, men and women, were climbing on his counter and seating themselves among his boxes and bales.

The village itself was not far off, and sufficiently illustrated the condition of its unfortunate and self-abandoned occupants. Fancy to yourself a little swift stream, working its devious way down a woody valley; sometimes wholly hidden under logs and fallen trees, sometimes issuing forth and spreading into a broad, clear pool; and on its banks in little nooks cleared away among the trees, miniature log-houses in utter ruin and neglect. A labyrinth of narrow, obstructed paths connected these habitations one with another. Sometimes we met a stray calf, a pig or a pony, belonging to some of the villagers, who usually lay in the sun in front of their dwellings, and looked on us with cold, suspicious eyes as we approached. Farther on, in place of the log-huts of the Kickapoos, we found the pukwi lodges of their neighbors, the Pottawattamies, whose condition seemed no better than theirs.

Growing tired at last, and exhausted by the excessive heat and sultriness of the day, we returned to our friend, the trader. By this time the crowd around him had dispersed, and left him at leisure. He invited us to his cottage, a little white-and-green building, in the style of the old French settlements; and ushered us into a neat, well-furnished room. The blinds were closed, and the heat and glare of the sun excluded; the room was as cool as a cavern. It was neatly carpeted too and furnished in a manner that we hardly expected on the frontier. The sofas, chairs, tables, and a well-filled bookcase would not have disgraced an Eastern city; though there were one or two little tokens that indicated the rather questionable civilization of the region. A pistol, loaded and capped, lay on the mantelpiece; and through the glass of the bookcase, peeping above the works of John Milton glittered the handle of a very mischievous-looking knife.

Our host went out, and returned with iced water, glasses, and a bottle of excellent claret; a refreshment most welcome in the extreme heat of the day; and soon after appeared a merry, laughing woman, who must have been, a year of two before, a very rich and luxuriant specimen of Creole beauty. She came to say that lunch was ready in the next room. Our hostess evidently lived on the sunny side of life, and troubled herself with none of its cares. She sat down and entertained us while we were at table with anecdotes of fishing parties, frolics, and the officers at the fort. Taking leave at length of the hospitable trader and his friend, we rode back to the garrison.

Shaw passed on to the camp, while I remained to call upon Colonel Kearny. I found him still at table. There sat our friend the captain, in the same remarkable habiliments in which we saw him at Westport; the black pipe, however, being for the present laid aside. He dangled his little cap in his hand and talked of steeple-chases, touching occasionally upon his anticipated exploits in buffalo-hunting. There, too, was R., somewhat more elegantly attired. For the last time we tasted the luxuries of civilization, and drank adieus to it in wine good enough to make us almost regret the leave-taking. Then, mounting, we rode together to the camp, where everything was in readiness for departure on the morrow.
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