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Chapter 1
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Hugh O’ Brian was a
farmer, but now the closest he got to the soil, and what it
produced, was buying vegetables and fruit from other farmers. When
the potato blight struck in Ireland leaving thousands upon
thousands starving in what was being called The Great Irish Famine
life also dried up for the O’Brian family and rather than see his
family among the starving he boarded them on a boat to the New
World.

That is what everybody
called it, and it definitely was a new world for him but he soon
learned that, in most of the eastern cities, the Irish were treated
worse than dogs…except for Irishtown. The Irish immigrants flowed
into one place, much like the Italians, Chinese and many of the
others ethnic groups who came in search of a new life.

He and his wife
Margaret opened a small market servicing mostly the other
inhabitants of what was called Irishtown. Margaret was as hard
working as he was but she saw that he was not happy being cooped up
in a crowded city barely eking out a living. She was also gravely
concerned that her two boys were getting drawn deeper and deeper
into the local gangs.

It was her doing that
spurred the O’Brian family westward. The advertisement she read was
quite specific, requiring a thousand dollars per family to travel
westward to the Oregon Territory. Thousands of families had already
made the trip and the glowing reports of available fertile land
reached back calling for more to come.

Oregon became the
mecca, the promised land, for immigrants who found little promise
in the already settled lands in the east, and for the people who
suffered the economic downturn in the years leading up to and after
the Civil War.

The dream of free land
in a country without any prejudices, and the thought of a new start
for those brave and strong enough to trek all the way across the
country, was compelling and thousands of people took up that dream,
and the rigors of the trip to follow it.

The lands south of
Oregon had been settled by the Mexicans for many years and the land
to the north had been settled by the British so the lands called
the Oregon Territory were up for grabs. A weak treaty between the
British and American government ceded the disputed lands to the
United States but the Oregon Territory was still being courted by
the Mexican, British and Russian governments all of who held
territory on the western coast. Sending settlers by the thousands
was the American government’s way of claiming and holding the area
thereby fulling the dream of ‘Manifest Destiny’.

The initial wagon
trains were often comprised of a hundred or more wagons, travelling
with large herds of cattle, and it was those people who blazed the
trail for thousands and thousands of others to follow. The reports
that reached back from those thousands were still flowing with the
abundance of rich, fertile soil although the flow of immigrant
travel was dwindling.

The war had been over
for two years and the economy was still reeling from the cost of
getting back on its feet. Hugh O’Brian’s business was also
suffering and in order to provide for his family he was forced to
make more money any way he could.

He started a sideline
business with a numbers game where half of the money went to the
winner of the draw each week. Even in hard times everyone wanted to
try for a grab at the magic ring that would help them at least a
little through those hard times.

His boys Ryan and
Quinn were the ‘runners’ for the operation getting as many people
involved as they could, but the times that they
came home after being in a fight were increasing and it was
concerning Hugh. He knew that his numbers game was attracting lot
of attention and some of it was from the wrong kind of people and
it was putting the boys in a situation where they, being on the
front line, were vulnerable.

It was a dangerous
time for the O’Brian family because others were eyeing his sideline
business and it was a time where if a gang wanted something they
just moved in and took it. Margaret was aware of the dangers and
she was the only one that saw a way out. Hugh had uprooted his
family once and the thought had never occurred to him to do it
again, but Margaret had a plan and began working toward it.

When things got really
bad and it looked like there was going to be serious trouble ahead
for Hugh and the boys she started putting her plan into effect. It
was her doing that convinced Hugh to sell the vegetable business
for what he could get and use the money to travel west where he
could get back to the job of farming that he loved.

He had also seen the
boys changing and becoming harder and more calloused and it didn’t
take Margaret long to convince him. The boys on the other hand were
reluctant to go, but family was stronger than any ties they might
have had in Irishtown, so they all boarded the train together.

The advertisement said
that the wagon train would depart from Independence on the first of
May and all those interested in going would have to be there no
later than the middle of April to get equipped and ready.

The O’Brian family
made it on time and went to the place where they were to gather. It
was a large field north of Independence where Grant Cumberland had
set up his makeshift office. They were fortunate to be there early
for they soon learned that there would only be thirty wagons taken,
a fact that was not mentioned in the advisement.

There were still a few
places left and some of the others who had their own wagons were
already there camping. There were a few immigrant families like the
O’Brian family but the rest were mostly farmers from Iowa, Illinois
and farther east who were looking for more acreage and more fertile
land.

Grant Cumberland had
done this trip a few times and knew exactly what he needed to
comprise a good fluid group that could travel that many miles
without any discourse. He had learned from those previous trips to
screen the people carefully and to make sure they met his
qualifications and that they were adequately supplied.

Grant had learned from
his previous trips, especially one that had a dozen children under
the age of ten, that the concern and care of children took a lot of
energy from both the parents, himself and others on the train, and
he was determined not to do the trip again with small children.

He automatically
turned down any family with children under the age of fifteen, but
Hugh and Margaret were fortunate that their boys were both over
fifteen. At seventeen Ryan was older than his brother Quinn by just
a year and when Hugh told Grant the ages of his boys he remarked
that out in the west they would be considered as men.

The boys were not only
close in age but close as brothers and being so close of age there
was not really a dominant one. They had the usual sibling spats but
on the whole they stuck together which they had learned was the
safest thing on the streets of Irishtown.

Another thing Grant
learned was he could not depend on the people themselves to bring
the necessary supplies. They had little or no knowledge of the
amount of supplies they would need, or the availability of supplies
on the trail itself, so his answer to that was to provide the
necessary supplies himself.

He had the trips now
honed to what he considered perfection and by providing all the
necessary supplies it was actually a bonus for the families
themselves as they could benefit by his bulk purchasing. Those who
had no wagons, or whose wagon were not up to his standards, would
be provided one and in the meantime he provided for vendors from
Independence to be available with the necessary supplies to keep
them until they left.

Hugh obtained a tent,
to keep them until they could get a wagon and, with Grant’s help,
the necessary utensils they would need on the trip. Hugh watched
Grant as he worked tirelessly gathering the supplies and bargaining
with the venders for the best prices and he was impressed at his
thoroughness. If one was to spend the next five or six months
travelling through the wilds of the west it is reassuring that the
leader knew what he is doing.

During the next few
days Grant selected those who were to be included on the wagon
train and Hugh watched and waited as several families that were
turned down moved out of the rallying spot not knowing what to do
or where to go. There were other trains that would take them but
after watching the planning going into the forming of this train
Hugh felt that there were none as thoroughly prepared as Grant
Cumberland’s was. When the selection was made and announced the
O’Brian family was among them and there was celebration all
around.

Hugh liked this man,
and as he helped him with some of his tasks a friendship developed
that led to many evenings around the fire with him and the scout
Biddy Hart. During those evenings he garnered every bit of
information he could about the west and the trip getting there.

Hugh wondered what
would give a man the calling of leading a bunch of greenhorn
immigrants and farmers across the country through all the dangers
that lay waiting. Not wanting to ask him directly he queried Biddy
one night and learned more about the pair of them.

Grant Cumberland had
lost his wife on his first trip west five years before and when he
tried to settle down in Oregon he found that it was not the same
without her. He had no idea what he going to do and in his
loneliness and sorrow he made the trip back to her burial spot
along the trail nearby Fort Laramie.

Grant had lost two
sons early in the war and he was beaten down by the grief of that
loss and the economic situation caused by the war and their answer
was to travel to the new lands in Oregon. At first he blamed
himself for asking his frail wife to make such a long trip that
caused her death, but as he travelled back to be with her, at least
spiritually, he passed hundreds more people travelling the same
trail he took.

It was then that he
witnessed how ill-supplied and organized many of them were and an
idea started forming in his mind. It was at Fort Laramie that he
met Biddy Hart, a throwback of the old mountain men, and a strange
friendship developed. Biddy had just finished a tour as an army
scout and when Grant told him his idea of starting a wagon train
business Biddy was intrigued, and when Grant rode out Biddy was
along beside him.

After listening to the
story Hugh felt that it was also a way that Grant could visit his
wife a couple times a year, once going and once coming. He didn’t
want to ask, but he figured that Grant was in his early forties,
which was a couple of years older than him. Looking at Biddy with
his scraggly hair and bushy beard he could not even guess his age,
but he figured he was considerably older.

When asked about the
trip ahead of them Grant was not one to sugar coat or mislead
anyone and it was his description of the trip that caused a few
drop outs. He figured it was better to weed out the weak ones now
knowing that there were names on the waiting list that were ready
to step into their places.

He expected that there
may be more who changed their mind when they heard the outline of
the rules, and a meeting was called with all the families in
attendance. It was at that meeting that he described the trip in
depth, the distance and travelling time, the perils on the trail
and the fact that there would probably be some deaths along the
way.

Although everyone had
heard about the Indian wars, and of the occasional Indian attacks
on wagon trains, he explained that wagon trains such as his were
more like to experience death by illness, or accident. The five or
six months of travel was especially hard on the women and he
thought of his wife when he mentioned this.

There was also the
possibility of death by accidental mishandling of firearms or
drownings in the rain swollen rivers. He continued on to mention
all the somewhat menial ways death could be caused such as
snakebite, sunstroke and just plain fatigue. When he finished the
threat of Indian attack itself almost seemed menial.

As he listen Hugh
figured it was his final chance to weed out any more of the
weaklings. He explained that the Constitution-like contracts made
by other wagon trains that included provisions for voting, decision
making and all the other legal jargon would not apply on his train.
The fact was that he, as the wagon master, was the boss in charge
exactly like a captain at sea, whose word is law. When he finished
off he made it clear that anyone who wanted to could still drop
out, but if they stayed it was with that understanding.

The rules were simple
each family was responsible for their wagon and supplies and if a
wagon should break down there would be a minimal time spent by the
others to help get it back in condition to get it rolling again,
but after that time was up they could either leave their wagon and
join another family, catch up when they could or wait and join
another wagon train.

Once they had their
wagon, which cost one hundred dollars, each family was responsible
to stock their own outfit which included the purchasing of six to
ten head of oxen. Many of the wagon masters preferred the large
heavy Conestoga wagons, originating in the
Conestoga River Valley of eastern Pennsylvania, but Grant’s choice
of wagon was the smaller, lighter, flat-bed wagons known
as prairie schooners. He explained that they garnered their
name from the white canvas covers that looked like ships sailing on
an ocean of prairie grass.

The smaller wagons
carried over a ton of cargo and passengers and Grant insisted they
use oxen instead of horses or mules because, although they were
slower, they were much sturdier and cheaper… and the Indians, who
had a desire for horses, were less apt to want to steal oxen.

Each family was also
required to purchase the necessary supplies to survive the whole
trip, although there were now trading posts and forts along the way
Grant informed them that the prices were usually outrageous,
compared to what he had gotten by buying bulk, and they could not
depend on them for their supplies. He had made this same trip four
times and had seen the difficulty and high cost of getting the
needed supplies along the route.

He required each
family to have six hundred pounds of flour, one hundred pounds of
beans, four hundred pounds of bacon, sixty pounds of coffee, four
pounds of tea, one hundred pounds of sugar and two hundred pounds
of lard. When Hugh asked him why they needed so much coffee he told
him he would find out when he tasted the alkali water on the
prairies.

The
bacon was carried in large barrels packed in bran so the hot sun
would not melt the fat and usually the thick slabs of smoked bacon
would keep a long time this way. Also, eggs were protected by
packing them in barrels of corn meal and as the eggs were used up,
the meal was used to make cornbread.

All
these goods were supplied by Grant and were included in the
thousand dollar fee. These would just be the basic staples, other
food stuffs such as sacks of rice or dried fruits were up to the
family to purchase separately.

Some
of them had their own cows for milking purposes and Grant explained
how the milk could sometimes be churned into butter by simply
hanging it in pails beneath the jolting and swaying wagons. By the
end of the day fresh butter would be ready and this could be shared
with the others.

While others had a few head of cattle for their own use
additional meat could be provided by wild game they shot along the
way as there were still plenty of buffalo and antelope on the
plains, and the mountains were teeming with deer and
elk.

Grant had explained that the wagon train would now be
considered as one large family and the cooking and sharing of food
would be beneficial for all. It was not a hard concept for Hugh and
his family to accept because that had been the way of life in their
small village in Ireland where neighbors helped
neighbors.

The
placement of all the supplies in the wagons was critical and was
carefully checked by either Grant or Biddy Hart and any
unnecessary articles like furniture, stoves, pianos or heavy farm
tools were unloaded to make sleeping room. The outside of the
wagons were equipped to carry water barrels, spare wheels and
buckets of grease for the axles.

The things that Grant
insisted be unloaded were either sold on the spot to waiting buyers
or arrangements were made to have them transported down the
Missouri river and eventually to New Orleans where they would be
freighted to the West Coast on clipper ships around the Horn of
South America.

The shipping was an
expensive alternative and Hugh and Margaret watched as some of
their new friends reluctantly sold items which in some cases were
family heirlooms. None of them understood Grant’s reasoning behind
this rule even when he tried to explain the piles of the same such
items they would pass rotting in the deserts or mountains along the
trail.

Each
man was issued a new Henry rifle regardless if the already owned a
rifle of not, also a good hunting knife which Grant considered was
essential. His reasoning behind the Henry rifles was that they
delivered a lot of firepower in a hurry as they held seventeen
rounds which could be fired as fast as they could be
levered.

In
the later days of the civil war many of the northern troops
purchased their own Henry rifles which led to the saying that they
could be ‘loaded on Sunday and fired all week’. One of the
downfalls of the Henry was that, although it could fire
continuously, and fire fast, the shorter cartridges used less
powder and therefore they did not have as much range as most other
rifles. They were great at close up battles and not much on long
distance shooting, but what Grant wanted most was the fast
continual firing.

He
explained that the plains Indians had been on the prod lately and
since the army had moved west in force there were many battles with
poor outcomes for each side at times. He didn’t anticipate any
trouble, but he wanted to be ready just in case.

When
Grant finished handing out the Henry’s Hugh noticed him putting the
remaining thirty in a false bottom of his wagon along with several
cases of ammunition. He was not sure what he intended to do with
the guns but he felt certain from what he had learned about him
that it was for honest and peaceful purposes, so he mentioned it
only to his boys, but not to the others.

The earlier large
trains had little trouble with the plains Indians as they were just
passing though and not stopping, but the actions of a brash second
lieutenant changed all that. A cow on one of the passing trains was
killed by a roaming Indian and when the lieutenant went to their
village and demanded that the culprit be produced he opened fire on
a much larger contingent of Indians and he and his entire troop of
thirty men were killed.

The resulting
armistice was tenuous to say the least and the swarming of buffalo
hunters and miners through the territory agitated the Indians which
led to sporadic clashes and battles that made it even more
untenable. Many of the wagon trains made it through without
incident, while others suffered many deaths at the hands of the
hostiles.

Grant believed
explaining all the dangers on the trail would help to prepare the
travellers for what might lay ahead. The large trains in the years
before them presented no threat to the Plains Indians as they were
just travelling through, but the Indians were being pushed harder
and harder and they were now striking back.

Some
of the men had pistols, and rifles of their own as well, but Hugh
and his boys had neither until they each got their Henrys. Grant
also required each wagon to carry one thousand rounds of ammunition
which seemed excessive to Hugh who had very little experience with
firearms of any sort. With practice the boys were quick to learn
and they competed, like they did in everything, for who was the
best shot.

At
the final meeting Grant required that each of them sign an
agreement to complete the whole trip and to acknowledge that what
he told them earlier about being fully in charge was understood. It
was an easy thing for most of them to do but as it often is there
was one who reluctantly signed.

The
Preacher, as they called him, was not backward in telling everyone
he was a man of God and he questioned every order or suggestion
that Grant or Biddy gave. Harland Moffitt was not really a
preacher, in fact he was the farthest thing from it. He had owned a
saloon until his bible thumping grumpy attitude soon ran off most
of his customers, and that was a hard thing to do for saloon
customers.

His
wife was a meek and submissive woman who had little to say about
her husband or his attitude. She had learned early, after speaking
out of turn once, what kind of man he was and the others saw the
fear that rode with her every day.
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On the first day of
May thirty one wagons pulled out of the meadow and headed west.
There were thirty families totaling sixty seven people all sharing
the same dream of a new beginning in a land that had become a dream
of paradise to them.

It was on the day that
Grant Cumberland had said they would leave and they soon learned
that he was a man of punctual timing in everything he did. The
total trip was just a little over two thousand miles and he
estimated they would travel ten to fifteen miles a day giving them
between five and six months of travel.

The first few days
were days of learning the way of the trail, the way oxen behaved in
the yoke and the hooking and unhooking each day. Hugh finally
understood why Grant insisted on oxen…they were steady, not missing
a step hour after hour, but they could not be controlled by reins
which meant walking beside the lead animals was necessary.

The four oxen were
replaced each day giving them a two day rest until their next
shift. At an earlier suggestion from Biddy, Hugh had purchased two
horses and saddles for the boys to ride and Ryan and Quinn were put
in
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