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PRIDE OF THE SHAWNEE

[image: ]


Eastern Kentucky, April 1823

To look at him one could easily gather that he carried a heap of determination and an equal amount of courage. The young mountaineer named Lucas McCarty stared down to his Ma and Pa from atop his rust-colored horse. He pushed his grey hat a little further onto his head so the gusty wind would not carry it away.

“We’ll write and send money when we can,” he said.

“We ain’t worried about money,” said Samuel McCarty to his son. “Just take care of yourselves.”

“We will,” said Lucas. “You can count on it.”

Tears slid down Vivian McCarty’s wrinkled cheek, as she stood helpless and worried. Her only two sons were about to depart on a journey of great proportions. She had hoped and prayed many a night that they would change their minds about venturing so far away from home. She stepped to the horse on which her oldest son, Henry, sat, and gently rested her hand on his leg.

“Sure you’re able to do this?” she said. “You’ve been through an awful lot already.”

Out in front of him Henry noticed a chipmunk scampering across a log. The creature brought him a flash of contentment. They had always been there, those tiny pleasantries, but it was ages – or what seemed like ages in his mind – since he was able to enjoy them. For the last month, those small, but delightful observations had gone unnoticed.

Henry looked down to his Ma with a warm disposition and said, “I’ll be fine. I have to do this. We have to do this, Lucas and me. I suppose he’s got his reasons, and I got mine.” He switched the reins to his left hand and placed his right hand on his mother’s. “You needn’t worry so much.”

Vivian wiped the tears from her left cheek, then her right, and forced a caring grin. “That’s what mothers do.” She removed her hand and resumed her place beside her husband. “Goodbye, Lucas,” she said.

“Goodbye, Ma.”

The brothers nodded to their Pa, clucked at their horses, and with a packhorse trailing, rode away. Before leaving the farm, Henry gazed one last time at the empty cabin just beyond his family’s home. It was a sturdy structure and he was glad and proud of having a hand in building it. He told his Ma and Pa they could move into it or use it in any way they saw fit. The cabin did not matter to him now. He no longer had any use for it.

Lucas had often romanticized about venturing away on this journey. The seventeen-year-old nursed no other desire like the one that would permit him to follow in the footsteps of his heroes, Lewis and Clark, John Colter, and the other pioneering adventurers. These were the men whom he admired. He felt that he too possessed the same determination that these brave men once had, the determination to make an honest living by trapping beaver, shooting elk, and fishing the cool majestic streams, the determination to see and live within the great Rocky Mountains of the western frontier.

The notion struck him deeply the year before when he had obtained from his schoolmaster a copy of the St. Louis Enquire with politician and entrepreneur William H. Ashley’s inquiry that sought “one hundred enterprising young men, to ascend the river Missouri to its source, there to be employed for one, two or three years.” He still carried the newspaper ad and examined it regularly, fantasizing in all the glory of being free as the Rocky Mountain air, exploring unknown lands, and discovering new territories while making a hefty profit as a fur trapper. He was confident that he would succeed. He was confident that he could survive the untamed land of the American West.

Riding deeper into a hollow, Henry steered his blue roan in the direction his heart had prevented him from travelling in over a month. He rode up and stopped in front of a lone gravestone. Up a mountainside, he studied a house that he had frequented for the last year. The house belonged to Reverend William Evans and his wife Gloria. Rebecca Evans, their daughter, was his fiancée and not long ago she too lived in that house. Now, she lay in the grave that showed signs of freshly turned earth. He remembered spending many evenings sitting on her front porch planning their future as husband and wife, as mother and father to their unborn children. He never dreamed of losing her. But now, she was gone.

Not long after, Reverend Evans emerged from the front door. He walked to the edge of the porch to lean on a rail and stared down the mountainside. Henry courteously threw up his hand, but the reverend did not acknowledge.

Henry shifted his focus back to the grave. He sighed deeply, closed his eyes, and muttered a short prayer under his breath. He wanted to cry but had exhausted all his tears in the passing month. He kneed his horse and he and Lucas were on their way.

Looking back over his shoulder, Lucas said, “Seems the Reverend ain’t been himself lately. Not since the accident.”

“That makes two of us,” said Henry.

“You know,” Lucas began, “I was right fond of her too.” He paused in thought and then said, “Glad you decided to go. This trip wouldn’t be the same without you.”

“Somebody has to look after you,” said Henry. “Been doin it all my life. No sense stoppin now.” He slapped rein, and left his brother and the packhorse trailing behind.

New growth of spring greenery was prevalent in the mountains this time of year. The brothers rode to the top of a ridge and Lucas saw through a clearing, out to the rolling hills and deep hollows. He saw beautiful, stretching lands to which he had never ventured. He was certain what awaited him in the western frontier would also be a site to behold.

They rode for an hour and stopped to rest at a creek that flowed heavily with April’s rainy season downpours. The horses drank from the stream, and Lucas grabbed his water skin from the pommel of his saddle. He yanked the plug and squatted beside the creek to fill it.

Henry walked behind a tree to urinate. “How long did you say it’d take to get there?” he asked.

Lucas shoved the plug back into his water skin and stood. “A couple weeks or so. Not really sure.” To hear Henry speak, or display curiosity about the trip, was a bit of a surprise. He had barely uttered a word since leaving the Evans’s place.

“That long?” Henry inquired again.

Lucas hung the water skin back on his saddle. “Pa said it took him two days to get to these mountains from Virginia. Figured at least two weeks to St. Louis.” 

Henry stepped from around the tree. He had just pulled the trouser strings at his waist when a rifle cracked in the distance. A projectile flared past his left ear and lodged itself into the tree by which he stood. Both men hunkered down and waited helplessly as their rifles were tucked away in their scabbards, lashed to the horses.

“We’re just passin through!” Lucas yelled out. “We mean you no harm!”

“Pipe down,” said Henry.

Moments later, a trampling of hooves snapped branches, twigs, and crunched the fallen leaves. Eventually, the noise faded.

They scrambled to their feet, pulled their rifles, and scanned the forest. They saw nothing.

“Who you reckon that was?” asked Lucas, trying to catch his breath.

“Not sure,” said Henry. “Indians maybe.”

“I thought the Indians were done quarrelin with the white man.”

“Most are, I think,” said Henry. “Pa said there will always be a few who are still mad as hell about us being here on this land and in these mountains.”

“Let’s go after him,” said Lucas. His leather boot stepped into the stirrup of his saddle.

“No,” said Henry, placing his hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Let him go. We’re better off.”

“After he just shot at us?”

“I know. But let’s ride out. It ain’t worth it.”

Lucas pondered and then said, “Maybe you’re right, but I don’t take kindly to being shot at.”

Henry scanned the trees around him. “I don’t either. Just keep your eyes peeled from here on out.”

They rode well into the late afternoon without any more ambush attempts, or without seeing any signs of Indians. Lucas dug around inside his shirt and pulled out the newspaper ad. Again, his thoughts drifted to St. Louis, joining Ashley’s brigade, and becoming an explorer of the western frontier. He could not wait to get there. If there was anything he ever wanted to do in life, this was it.

Henry was lost in a memory of a happier time in his life. His mind drifted to his fiancée, Rebecca, and the hand-stitched quilt that she’d spread over the green grass of last spring, laying the foundation for that afternoon’s picnic. She’d sat down on the end of the quilt, tucking her legs underneath her blue Sunday dress. He remembered the young woman with hair the hue of rust and a complexion pale as the fullest moon, admiring him as he stood beside her, holding the picnic basket.

“You gonna sit down, you big goof?” she’d said.

Staring, gripped by her beauty, Henry snapped from his trance.

“Of course,” he’d said. Embarrassed, he’d joined her on the quilt. 

He had thoughtfully planned this picnic. His intention was to do something that he had never done before.

“Henry McCarty,” Rebecca began, “you sure are acting peculiar today. What in Heaven’s name has gotten into you? I’ve never seen you so fidgety.”

He’d sat next to her for only a few moments, but even that had felt like an eternity. Looking down, he’d noticed that he still gripped the handle of the picnic basket, holding it firmly while it sat across his lap. He’d looked at Rebecca, then back to the basket, and nervously placed it between them on the quilt. 

“Who? Me?” he’d asked. “Shucks, there’s nothin wrong with me.” Wiping the sweat from the back of his neck, he’d said, “Sure is a pretty day today, don’t you think?” He recalled he’d pretended to notice the trees, flowers, and blue sky, admiring the ridge top on which they sat, trying to calm his nerves before asking the big question.

Rebecca removed a top cloth from the picnic basket and pulled out a hunk of cornbread. Next, she set out venison and hard-boiled eggs and two cups to fill with lemonade that was left over from the morning’s church service.

Handing the glass to her beau, she’d said, “Yes, it’s a lovely day. And, yes, you. Who else would I be talking to? All right, out with it. What’s got your mind in a frazzle?”

Henry grabbed a piece of cornbread, placed a generous portion of venison on top, and handed it to Rebecca. He did the same for himself. He took a bite of cornbread and with his teeth ripped a piece of meat. He’d nervously chewed and swallowed. 

He’d asked, “You know how I feel about you, don’t you?”

“Of course I do, sweetheart.” She’d placed her hand on Henry’s knee.

“We’ve been seeing each other for about a month now.”

“It’s been the best month ever,” she’d said with a smile.

Henry remembered how his heart pounded as he continued. “You know that I love you, and I’ve told you many times over.”

“And I love you.”

By now, his mouth had become dry. He’d gulped the rest of his lemonade and deposited his empty cup on the quilt. He laid his lunch on the top cloth and shifted closer to his girl.

“Rebecca?”

“Yes.”

“I brought you here because...well...I want you to be my wife. Will you marry me?”

Saying the words, Henry had felt relieved. Although, his anxiety reappeared as he waited for Rebecca’s response.

She too deposited her lunch beside her. Her squinting eyes and crinkled forehead had showed signs of deep thought. Again, time, for Henry, slowed to a snail’s crawl. He’d swallowed the lump in his throat and was on the verge of asking again, but stopped when Rebecca finally said, “Yes! Of course I’ll marry you!”

“You will?”

She’d nodded.

“Yippee!” Henry bellowed from atop the ridge. “I have it all planned out,” he’d assured her. “There’s that decent piece of land just behind my folks’ place. I figured that’d be the proper location to build our home. I’m going to get started on it right away.”

“I’m so happy, Henry. I’ll be a good wife to you.”

The young man had embraced his bride-to-be. “I’ve no doubt. No doubt at all.”

Henry almost smiled as he thought of this happier time but refrained. There was nothing to smile about now or any reason to be happy. To be happy was for fools, for those who let life trick them into believing that everyone was entitled to jubilation, but this was not so. Not in Henry’s mind. Rebecca’s death had proved this, and he would never change his thinking on the matter.

Riding into the evening hours, they found a secluded area deep within a cluster of pines and made camp for the night. A fire burned low and rifles were kept by their sides in the bedrolls where they slept. The brothers could only hope that the second day would fare better than their first.
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Running Fox had a row of deep, creased lines that stacked upon a cinnamon-colored brow. His hair was the color of cotton and fell to the middle of his back. To look into his sunken eyes, one would see the determination of a prideful man, one who had never given up on his Shawnee heritage. He had overcome countless hindrances throughout his many years on earth and, if one looked deeper into his eyes, they would see the strife that life had dealt him, the strife that hardened his soul.

The old man leaned on his oak walking staff while he penetrated the abdomen of a cottontail with his hunting knife. He slit the animal to the top of its ribcage and removed the entrails by sinking his hand inside and ripping them clean. He cut away the feet and head and threw them over into some bushes. Next, he slipped the blade between the fur and flesh and cut away the meat he intended to roast for his morning meal.

After skinning the animal, he clutched the oak staff with his frail-looking hand and squatted next to a creek bank. He dipped the bloody carcass and knife into the stream to rinse them both. On ancient legs, he struggled to stand. His form was not properly straight as it once had been many years ago. Now, his back remained as arched as the rolling hills just beyond the creek by which he stood.

Running Fox was one of the few Shawnees who had stayed behind, refusing to leave the land on which he was born and raised, refusing to move to the reservations to the west. He knew no other land except the one on which he now stood. The Shawnee leader, Tecumseh, had fought many years against the white man, trying to convince him that the land was its own keeper and could not be owned by any human. But if anyone was entitled to ownership of this region, it was the Indians. This was the belief of the Shawnee people. This was the belief of Running Fox.

At a pace that was mindfully slow, he returned to his wigwam up the hill and deposited the meat into a cooking pot he had earlier filled with water. He sprawled the rabbit’s hide across a large stone. In the distance, he heard a trampling of footsteps and took notice of the young boy walking in his direction.

Little Otter was ten summers old. He carried a rifle in one hand and two cottontails in the other.

“Where have you been?” asked Running Fox, his face stricken with discernment and suspicion.

“I’ve been seeing to the traps, Grandfather.”

“Hmmm. Is that so?” Running Fox grabbed the handle of the cooking pot, lifted it, and stopped before entering the wigwam. Again, he looked at Little Otter. “Did you reset them as I showed you?”

The boy hung his head. “No. I forgot. Here. Let me help you.” Little Otter deposited the rabbits next to the rock on which the hide lay and stepped to assist his grandfather.

Shaking his head in disappointment, Running Fox said, “I’ll tend to our meal. You tend to the traps. What good are the traps if they are not prepared? How many times must I say this to you, Little Otter? You do better next time or you will not tend to the traps any longer. You should do better. You are old enough now.”

“I know, Grandfather. I will do better. I will go tend to the traps now.”

“Good. And hurry back.”

“Yes. I will do as you say.”

Stepping away, the corners of Little Otter’s mouth turned upward. His plan had worked. He purposely forgot to reset the traps knowing his grandfather would make him return to the wilderness to remedy his oversight. He was now off again to roam and explore. 

With rifle in tow, Little Otter crept secretively along the wooded mountainside, pretending to stalk a bear and then a bobcat. He enjoyed traveling these lands. He wanted to become a master huntsman and fisherman. He wanted to be a warrior and leader, just like his grandfather, and just like the great Tecumseh.

The firearm he carried was of great length, heavy, and a bit awkward to manage for most boys his age, but he had handled this particular weapon for a full year now and was comfortable with its weight and bulky size. Although, when the time came to shoot, he faired a more reliable marksman when there was a sturdy tree to lean on.

Little Otter arrived at the first snare and leaned his rifle against a tree. This style of snare had been used for thousands of years. Its reliability made it favorable among the Shawnee people, and his grandfather showed him how to set the device so that any rabbit, or scampering squirrel, could be claimed without fail. When finished, he covered the snare with grass and leaves. Stepping to reclaim his rifle, Little Otter jerked to attention when he heard the boom of a gun.

A lead ball sank deep into the neck of Lucas and Henry’s packhorse. The animal twisted and jerked at the tether that bound it to Lucas’s sorrel. To the left, the brothers spotted a cloud of gun smoke hovering in a grove of hickory. They sprang from their mounts with rifles in tow.

Behind a fallen tree they lay, waiting for the attacker’s next move. Lucas spied over the log, peering out into the distant forest. Henry was convinced there was only one type of being that would prohibit strangers on this land. The Indians. He remembered the tales of Daniel Boone, who had also explored these mountains. Henry was a great admirer of Boone. He remembered his father telling him about the many encounters Boone had with the Indians several years before. He recalled the story of Boone being adopted into the Shawnee tribe but today was a different time. The one that lurked in the shadowy mountains had no intentions of adopting any white man into any tribe.

Henry swung his rifle across the fallen log. He peered down the cylinder and pointed. With one eyed closed, he said, “Somebody has to teach this son of a bitch a lesson,” and squeezed the trigger. The gun barked and a cloud of smoke rose from the flash pan. He swung behind the log and immediately reloaded.

Lucas readied himself in the same defensive position. Another rifle cracked in the distance, and he dropped behind the log as the projectile dove into the ground in front of him, kicking dirt onto his hat and shoulders. Shortly after, Lucas retaliated with a rifle belch of his own. While he reloaded, Henry drove his ball home with his ramrod and took up where he left off. He extended the barrel and his gun spoke to the mountains yet again. 

Henry reloaded and he and Lucas waited. All was silent. Not a bird chirped. Not a squirrel scampered. Then, just as the day before, a series of galumphing hooves were heard tromping away in the distance. And again, the brothers escaped with their lives.

Clearly shaken, Lucas said, “I’m not sure why this fella keeps tryin to shoot us.”

“If he wanted us dead he’d have already done it back there, instead of shootin the horse. He’s toyin with us. Nothing else. I’m fed up with it.”

For the first time since leaving the farm, fear struck Lucas, a strong pulsating fear of losing his life. A fear of never making it to the western frontier and never seeing his mother and father again.

And then, it came out.

“Maybe we should forget this whole thing and head back home.”

Henry sucked in a deep breath. He and Lucas were a little more than a full day’s ride from the family farm and little brother was already having second thoughts.

“You gonna let this fool buffalo you?” asked Henry. “You gonna let this son of a bitch take away your dreams, just like that? Don’t be a damn coward.”

“I’m not a coward.”

“Then don’t act like one.”

Lucas glanced to the ground, turning inward to his thoughts. A year ago when he’d started to plan this trip, he had never shown more enthusiasm
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