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Synopsis:
Room For One In The Back Of The Wagon,
is the story about a family traveling West along
the Oregon Trail and the many challenges they face along the way.
The family bible is their source of inspiration and for one young
woman a guide to her growing love for a young man ‘a few wagons
over’. Each family usually has room for only one passenger because
the wagons are carrying everything the new families need to start a
new life, but the young woman finds love in many different places
as she journeys along her own path to life.

 


Hannah stirred the kettle of beans,
glanced across the campfire and gave an icy glare to the young man
reclining against a wagon wheel. In response to her gesture, the
fellow removed his hat, grinned and gave a quick nod. Exasperated,
Hannah looked down and tended to the beans.

“Here.” Hannah’s mother
spoke in her customary soft tone and held out a metal plate
containing buffalo meat. “Dish up some beans and take this over to
Wesley.”

Hannah’s mouth fell open. “Ma . . . why
me? Make Phoebe do it. Please?”

Mrs. Smith’s kind eyes remained fixed
on Hannah, her outstretched arm locked into place.

Clearly the young woman’s pleas landed
on deaf ears. With a quick sigh, she grabbed the plate, slopped
some beans on it and traipsed over to the biggest source of
irritation she’d had on her trek to Fort Hall thus far. Stopping
short of his outstretched legs, she stood and held out the
plate.

“Hey, Scrappy.” Wesley
leaned forward and extended his hand. “What do we have
here?”

Hannah jerked the plate
back.

“Call me that again and this
food will be all over you.”

“Okay, okay. Settle down,
Blondie.” Leaning back, Wesley tilted his head and looked into her
blue eyes. “May I please have that delicious plate of food you so
thoughtfully dished up for me?”

Hannah smirked, handed him the plate
and marched back to the campfire. Making herself a plate of food,
she settled herself on top of a wooden box next to her
fourteen-year-old sister, Phoebe.

“I think he’s cute.” Phoebe
stared at Wesley in a dreamy trance.

“Oh, please. He’s an
egotistical, sweet-talking . . . con-man.” Hannah shoved a bite of
buffalo meat into her mouth.

“What are you talking about?
He’s none of those things. He’s sweet and funny and he’s been
nothing but nice to you on this whole journey.”

Hannah swallowed and stabbed her fork
into more meat.

“On the contrary. He’s been
nothing but an annoying pill.”

“You know,” Phoebe
hesitated, “not every guy is like John.”

Hannah plopped her plate down on her
lap and peered at her sister. “What’s that supposed to
mean?”

“It means that just because
John left you at the altar, not every guy is like that. Wesley is
handsome and funny like John, but he is not John.”

An agitated breath fell out of Hannah’s
mouth as she stabbed another morsel of meat.

 


 


The summer sun beat down on the wagon
train of weary travelers. It had been a couple of weeks since they
left Missouri and it would be at least six more before they reached
Fort Hall, a fur trading post located in what would eventually
become the state of Idaho.

It was 1836 and the Smith family was
among the first wagon train to depart from Independence. In years
to come, as the trail they blazed extended further west, it would
come to be known as the Oregon Trail.

Among their small group of emigrants
was Wesley Abbott, who traveled with his father and younger
brother, the Radford and Wiggins families, and the Bradbury
brothers. Amos Creech, a fur-trader who knew the trail well, led
the group.

Progress moved slowly with teams of
oxen pulling the five wagons at about two-miles-an-hour. Though
much slower than horses, oxen were strong enough to pull the
heavily weighted wagons and could survive on the grass that grew
along the trail.

The wagons rolled alongside each other
in order to avoid the clouds of dust kicked up and, except for the
drivers, most emigrants walked the entire 1,200 mile journey as
there was rarely room inside the fully loaded wagons. The Smith
family had space for one person to ride under the
canopy.

Hannah shuffled along in the dirt near
the back wagon wheel. She tripped over a rock, caught herself and
continued moving.

“Careful, there, Princess.”
Wesley walked next to his family’s wagon about ten yards to her
right. His younger brother, Nelson, played with his new pet lizard
as he strolled along. Wesley held out a canteen toward Hannah. “You
want some water?”

The young woman eyed the canteen and
looked away.

“No, thank you. I’m
fine.”

“Suit yourself.” Wesley
opened the canteen and took a swig, then handed it to his
brother.

Another hundred strides or so later,
Hannah’s foot slipped into a hole and she stumbled
again.

“Ma?”

“Yes, dear.” The voice came
from inside the wagon.

“Can I have a turn for a
while?”

While the wagon continued it’s slow
progression, Evelyn Smith gathered her skirt and climbed out the
back of the wagon.

“Thanks, Ma.” Hannah pulled
herself up into the wagon and squeezed into the small space on half
of the family’s cedar chest. As the wagon’s movement caused her to
sway and lurch, she grabbed a canteen, opened it and poured the
water into her mouth in large gulps. She paused, took in some air
and breathed heavily for a moment then drank some more.

After closing the canteen and wiping
the excess water from her face, she pulled her bonnet back and
looked out at the scenery. Miles and miles of green grass on mild
rolling hills. About a quarter-mile to her left a herd of buffalo
grazed. It was hot and humid, but summer had only just begun. The
real heat of summer was yet to be experienced.

Hannah turned to her left and wiggled a
book out of a crevice between two wooden boxes. She stared at the
black cover and traced her fingers over the embossed letters of
gold that spelled out BIBLE. Opening the book she read the
beautifully penned note on the inside of the cover as she had done
a thousand times before.

 


April 8, 1809

To our dear Nathan and his beautiful
bride, Evelyn,

The Lord has been gracious to bless
generations of our family, as we have sought His guidance and
comfort. We now bestow this family treasure upon you and pray your
Heavenly Father keeps you in His care.

Yours ever,

Mom and Dad

 


On the adjacent page were two other
penned notes, both in different handwriting.

 


September 21, 1776

Dearest son Joseph and his wife,
Eleanor. This Bible was a gift to your mother on our wedding day.
We now impart it to your care and pray the Lord’s peace be with you
always.

Your loving Father and
Mother

June 14, 1738

To my dear, Lydia, on the day we wed. I
love you with a full heart.

Affectionately yours,

Charles

 


Hannah loved that this Bible was such a
wonderful legacy of her family. It was first given to her
great-great-grandmother in England. It traveled with Charles and
Lydia Smith to America and was later given to their first-born son
and wife just after America declared her independence from Great
Britain.

It was passed down to the next
generation and was now traveling west, outside the established
borders of the United States into unorganized territory. This Bible
had seen many adventures and been a source of guidance for all who
have owned it.

Turning the page, Hannah ran her finger
down the lists of recorded marriages and lingered on the first
empty space. It was only a year ago she thought her name would be
the next one listed with John’s. She drew in a deep breath and let
it out.

Moving on, Hannah scrolled down the
list of births and smiled when she saw her name.

 


Hannah Smith - Born June 7,
1817

 


She had just celebrated her nineteenth
birthday a week ago in the middle of the Great Plains. It was the
day Jeremiah Bradbury’s gun accidentally went off and shot his
brother in the leg.

With a bit of reluctance Hannah moved
her gaze to the list of deaths. Her eyes stopped on Matthew
Smith.

 


Matthew Smith - Died March 4,
1834

 


Her older brother, Matthew, had died in
a fire at the lumber mill where he worked. The two siblings were
very close and his death was especially difficult for
Hannah.

“Oh, Matthew, I wish you
were here.” She lifted her apron to dab her eyes. “If you were
here, you’d be protecting me from snakes and Indians and . . . and
Wesley.” She stared at the plains and shook her head. “I don’t know
what it is about him, but I just don’t trust him. You wouldn’t like
him either, I know it.”

Looking back at the Bible, Hannah
kissed her finger and ran it across her brothers name. “I miss
you.”

Hannah filliped the Bible open to the
book of John and then closed her eyes.

“Dear Lord, I pray you
comfort and guide me through this Bible as you have for generations
of my family. Help me to be teachable and learn from Your
Word.”

She began in chapter seven where she
had stopped reading the day before. As the wagon jostled and jilted
her, Hannah read about Jesus teaching in Jerusalem. When she had
read verse 24 she paused.

“Judge not according to
appearance, but judge righteous judgement.”

She read it again and spoke the words
allowed. “Judge not according to appearance.” Grabbing the canteen,
she took another sip of water and thought about the verse. Then she
stared at the canteen. Wesley had offered her some water and she
turned him down flat, even though she was terribly
thirsty.

“Hannah?” Phoebe walked
behind the wagon looking up at her sister. “Can I have a turn in
the wagon?”

 


 


The sun began to creep over the horizon
one late June morning. Hannah and her sister made coffee and fried
some bacon, while Ma and Pa took down the tent and loaded the
wagon. They were the only group in the party to have a tent. Others
made space to sleep in their wagons, some under wagons, and some
slept under the stars.

The campsite bustled with activity as
the emigrants ate breakfast and readied themselves for another long
day of travel.

Wesley took a sip of coffee and eyed
Hannah. “It’s gonna be a scorcher today, Sugar. Make sure your
canteens are full.”

“They always are, Wesley.”
Hannah scooped the bacon out of the pan and onto a metal
plate.

“Has your Pa filled your
water barrel at the stream yet? Old Amos says we won’t pass another
water supply until we reach Fort Laramie. I could fill it for you
if you need.”

Hannah kept her eyes on her busy work.
“I’m sure my Pa can handle filling the water barrel, thank
you.”

“Actually,” Nathan Smith
chimed in, “I’d take kindly to some help getting ‘er filled up,
Wesley.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Smith. I’ll
get right on it.”

Wesley set his cup down and headed to
the Smith’s wagon where the water barrel was secured to the side.
Hannah looked up at her Pa and met his gaze. “Sorry, Pa. I just . .
.”

“Yeah, I know. You just
don’t need that boy’s help and don’t wanna give him the
satisfaction of helping anyone else either.” Mr. Smith crouched
down beside his daughter. “This trek across the country would sure
go easier for me if your brother were here. I love my girls, but I
do appreciate the help of a strong young man every now and again.
You understand?”

“Yes, Pa.”

“Now, I don’t know what you
got against that young man, but it would do us all some good if
you’d let it go and get along. We still got a long journey ahead of
us, Darlin’. You hear me?”

“Yes, Sir. I hear
you.”

Mr. Smith gave his daughter a squeeze
and stood upright.

“Here’s some bacon for you,
Pa. I’ll pour your coffee.”

Nathan put his hand up in front of the
bacon. “No bacon today, Darlin’. Just some coffee.”

“But you need to eat,
Pa.”

“I’m not hungry. I’ll be
fine with the coffee.”

 


 


Over the course of the day Nathan
Smith’s lack of appetite lingered and was accompanied by nausea and
weakness. Mrs. Wiggins and her daughter Mary, shared the same
symptoms.

“Cholera,” Amos Creech
uttered upon hearing of their ailment. “Musta drank some bad water.
Give ‘em plenty of clean fluids. If they make it to Fort Laramie,
we can give ‘em laudanum.”

“If they make it?” Mrs.
Smith cupped her hand over her mouth and fought tears.

Hannah and Phoebe both embraced their
mother.

“It’s gonna be okay, Ma.”
Hannah felt the blood drain from her face. “He’s gonna be fine.
He’s strong.”

 


 


Nathan now occupied the small space on
the cedar chest in the back of the wagon. Ma, Hannah and Phoebe
took turns driving and tending to Pa. When it was time to stop and
set up camp for the night, Hannah and her mother began unhitching
the team as Wesley walked up.

“I’d be happy to take care
of your oxen and set up your tent, ladies. It’s the least I can
do.”

“Why thank you, Wesley.
That’s very kind of you.” Evelyn nodded to the young
man.

Wesley turned his gaze to Hannah, who
looked into his eyes. “Yes, Wesley, thank you. We can do it
together.”

The two didn’t speak much as they
worked--only what needed to be said in order to complete the task
at hand. Hannah was thankful that Wesley refrained from his usual
self-amusing remarks. She saw a new side to him that night; a
tender one that seemed to understand the fear and pain she was
experiencing about her father. For the first time, she began to
sense how genuine he was in his desire to be helpful.

After Pa was settled into the tent,
Hannah and Phoebe prepared supper while their mother cared for Pa.
Later, Hannah washed and dried the last plate, went to the wagon
and grabbed the family Bible. Making herself comfortable by the
light of the campfire, she opened it and began to read.

Wesley wandered over and
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