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Prologue

The flight to Portland was five hours, then after that was the long trip to the village of Yoncalla with a total travel time of about eight hours.  I was tired.  The three-hour time difference was catching up with me as I drove the rented Yaris through mountain valleys and passes that made up the Cascades.  The mountains were impressive, covered in yellow tamarack; we certainly had nothing this tall and golden in the east.  The air was hot and dry.  It was a hundred degrees outside and took my breath away, literally.  I had thought Oregon was supposed to be cooler, a lot cooler.

I went to meet my father’s family, a group of people that I never really knew existed until a few years ago.  He had told us he had no family, but then he was never one to tell much of the truth anyway, and then he was gone by the time I was two.

Suffering through the heat was just a small part of this adventure.  The real worry started when I drove through the smoke of several forest fires in my going back and forth between family homes and to the reunion.  This was all kinds of crazy, I thought, as the miles ticked away to my destinations; I had never seen this much smoke in my entire life.  

What prompted this quest was my emotional reaction to a battle sequence in a book written by one of my favorite authors.  I thought for sure the author would mention my three times great grandfather in this scene that she had written, and I desperately wanted her to, but like the talented writer and teacher that she was, she didn’t.  It was then that realized my curiosity about that grandfather got the best of me, which lead me to Oregon looking for a family and a history I did not know.

I arrived at Susan’s home, my second cousin, by late afternoon.  She was an artist, internationally known for some of her water-color paintings.  The paintings were beautiful, haunting in some ways, but I loved them all.  We made an early night of it, because the next day I was going to spend time with Shannon, another second cousin, who was one of the family historians and an author/lecturer on the history of Oregon and its first families.

The next morning Susan took me to the “old house”, our family’s home that was built prior to Oregon’s statehood.  It was a mansion of white clapboard, reminiscent of New England saltbox homes.  Great-great-Grandpa Charlie needed a home that size, since he had fifteen children that grew into adulthood there.  The home was in disrepair in the 1980s, but loving care from the local family made it livable again.  We entered through the back porch and passed Grandma Melinda’s herb garden; Grandma was an herbalist/midwife and the only doctor for a thousand miles in any direction prior to 1860.  

Around the corner, Shannon sat at the dining table with notepad and pencil in hand, wanting to record as much as I could remember about my father and his immediate family; those that were my stories.  I had thought it strange that there was no computer at her fingertips, but then there are folks who really like the feel of pencil and paper in their hands, and I couldn’t object to that.  To this day, I love the smell of a number two Ticonderoga pencil.  

Shannon listened with the intensity of a researcher, writing and asking questions in between as I recited what I knew.  After a time, her visage softened, and she became the kindly professor that she was.  As we were winding down with the flow of information, she suddenly locked those blue-green eyes of hers with mine and said in a commanding whisper, “You will write a book one day”.  I didn’t know what to think of that, except that she thought my sad story was good enough to put to paper—or Microsoft Word—as  the case might be.  But that project would be for another day, another time.

My interview done, and a new sistership made, I walked through the home that was my family’s inheritance.  I touched the treasured items of the souls that had lived there in a time long before mine, breathing life into my imagination.  Daniel’s drum was there, and letters too from children who wrote to Grandpa Daniel, giving their thanks for the sacrifices he made during the Revolutionary War.  Most of Daniel’s things had been destroyed with the first trip down the rapids of the Columbia River nearly 180 years ago.  The drum was the only item left.

I turned a corner and there were several paintings done by Susan, representations of the family’s pioneer life on this farm.  One painting held my attention, and that is where Susan found me at the end of the day when she came to bring me back to her home.  

“This looks like a Christmas party,” I said as she came up behind me.  The painting depicted a rather large gathering of people all wearing clothing from different time periods and dancing to the music of a flute and fiddle.  The scene was lit by a roaring fire in the hearth and the golden glow from it spread warmth through the rest of the room.  The party was complete with a table full of turkey, beef, a variety of vegetables, and fruit pies.  Susan and Shannon were sitting at the corner of the buffet table and involved in a serious conversation.

“It is.  It is a seven - generation painting.  This house was the place to be for all sorts of celebrations in the county at one time, with the parties lasting way into the wee hours.  Here, read the poem written by Grandpa Charlie.  We found the poem buried in one of the trunks,” she said as she pulled the painting from the wall and flipped it over.  Taped on the back side was a set of verses that had been copied from the original document:

“Now my young people think of a plan,

To celebrate Christmas the best way you can.

Get up your jellies, your pies, and good meat

And ask all your kinfolk, to come help you eat;

And all other young folks that you wish to see

Make them perfectly welcome, jolly and free.

And when all are together, you’ll have a good chance

To make Buck get his fiddle and have a good dance

And go on until morning without any fear

Or as long as you please!

Your Daddy don’t care!”  (Grandpa Charlie, circa 1870)

“Not bad for a blacksmith; what a treasure,” I said as I re-read the writing and touched it to make it real.  It was a message retrieved from a bottle long lost in the great sea of time, containing a small bit of wisdom given for future generations, a real treasure indeed.  “So, where’s Grandpa Daniel in the picture?”

“There, just there,” she said as she pointed and smiled.  Daniel was depicted as a boy of about three or four, dressed in a homespun shirt and pulling on his aged granddaughter’s skirts, trying to get her attention as she was holding a serving platter of beef for an older gentleman.  “I’ll be in the kitchen when you’re ready.”  

“All right, I’ll be there in a few.”  I stood there for a few more moments, staring at Daniel.  He was the watershed, the thing that sets in motion all things after it.  I wasn’t sure I could think of him as this young, but he had to be at one time.  

My voice betrayed my thoughts, and I whispered, “Tell me your story, Grandpa.”





  Pennsylvania Harvest

“Daniel!  What are ye doing all the way up here?” Annabelle said as she pulled her golden tresses from her eyes to see him better.  Her hair spilled out of her cap and the entire headdress was about to fall to the ground.  

“Thinking.”  It was a perfect time to be doing just that, with the bustle of the wheat and hay harvests finished.  I stole a few moments to be alone and watched the sun creep slowly down, bringing with it the gloaming in hues of gold and pink to the early twilight sky.  “Ever thought of going to the Ohio Country?”

“Na, too many Indians there wanting to fight us.  Might as well stay here with the sort we know.  Don’t need to purposefully walk into it.  On second thought maybe, if I got married to a big strong man that could handle them.”

“So, what are ye doing up here, Annabelle?  Shouldn’t ye be helping with the feast?”  The little girl was like a puppy.  She followed me everywhere when she was visiting, bringing a smile with her.  I pinched off a stem of the orchard grass missed by the scythe and handed it up to her as she stood beside me.  The air was fragrant with it: a light spicy and fruity aroma, like cinnamon and lemons, that made everything feel clean and fresh.

“Yer sister said to find ye. She needed ye to help with some things, I guess.  Hey, what happened to yer left eye?” she said as she plopped down beside me, sucking on the long piece of orchard grass.  I had made the mistake of turning my head to look at her as she spoke.

“Nothing.  Just ran into a tree limb, that’s all.”

“No tree limb did that.  It’s all swollen and going purple.”

“Are ye calling me a liar, Annabelle?”

“Ye got a handprint on yer face too!  Did the tree limb do that?  Ye need to lie better, Daniel.”

“Hmmph.  Guess I can come up with something else.  I don’t think anyone will notice.”

“I noticed.  Yer sister won’t be happy ‘bout it either.”

“Well, it’ll be dark soon.  No one will see it then.  Really, I am not that badly hurt, save my pride.”

“Boer hit ye again, didn’t he?”

“We gotta go Annabelle, they’ll come looking for us,” I said as I reached out to pull her up.

“Well, if ye don’t tell Aletta by tomorrow, I will.”

“All right.  I’ll mention it to her.  I certainly don’t need yer help, though.”  

We separated at the bottom of the hill; Annabelle to the kitchen and me, unfortunately, towards Master Boer, the factor of the farm.  It was time for me to make my appearance before him.  If I didn’t go see him, he’d make me pay later.  I made my way through the running children and diverted myself past the fire pit to catch the aroma of the roasted pork — it smelled wonderful — then on to where Boer had stationed himself with the beer keg.  

He filled each mug to the brim with our home brew, all the while joking, teasing, and laughing with the men in line.  He was certainly civil with them.  I wasn’t sure he’d be with me.  

“What are you doing here, boy?  You finished with your chores?” he said when he finally looked up at me.  He was a short grizzly haired man with a temper meaner than a wild boar that he resembled.

“Yes sir, I am,” I said without hesitation, looking into his eyes without malice, hoping that I didn’t rouse the beast within.  

“All right then.  Mistress Aletta will be calling for the evening prayer soon.  Go on then, get you some dinner.  I’ll check on your work later.”

“Thank ye, Sir.”  I left the area quickly, not giving him time to change his mind.  

Z Z Z  

The sun had drifted below the horizon, leaving the clouds covered in dark pinks and golds draped in a field of darkening blue.  A slight chill tinged the air. It was fall after all, and soon winter would be here.

“Daniel?” 

I turned to the sound of my sister’s voice as and saw her near the fire pit, talking to one of the men there.  She looked so much like Mama standing in the firelight, and once again the longing to see my mother welled up from the deepness of my heart.  “Ja , coming, sis,” I responded as I gently closed the door to feelings that I could ill afford on this night.

“Help me by rounding up the children and get them in a circle near the fire.  Oh, and get them to wash their hands, please.”

“Ja, sure.”  Washing their hands wasn’t the problem, it was keeping them from throwing water and snapping towels at each other.  “Annabelle!”  I hollered as she walked past us, her arms loaded with trays of warm bread that smelled wonderful.  “I need yer help!” 

“I’ll be there in a minute.”  She unloaded the trays at the tables and made her way to me and the little miscreants.  “Ye do have yer hands full,” she said as she came to stand beside me.  “Watch this: Children!” Well, that got their attention.  They stopped throwing the water in very short order.  “Ladies and gentlemen, if ye want to eat yer dinner and have dessert, ye will wash yer hands without dousing each other with water.  Understand?”

“Yes ‘um Annabelle,” they said as one, all looking at their feet in guilt.

“All right then dry yer hands and go with Daniel to make a circle near the fire, and try not to fall into it.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Show them no fear, Daniel.” Annabelle told me in my ear as she left in a flurry of petticoats to bring more food to the tables.

We arrived at the fire pit, made a decent circle, and complete silence ensued as the adults moved into the circle with the children grasping small and large hands alike.  Jacob Lanterman, Aletta’s brother-in-law, slowly turned his head, acknowledging each of us with a smile and a twinkle in his eye.  He then closed his eyes, lowered his head and we began our prayer, saying as one:  

“The eyes of all wait upon You, O Lord, and You give them their food at the proper time.  You open Your hand and gratify everything that lives with satisfaction. 

“Our father which art in heaven, hallowed be thy Name, Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done as in heaven, so in earth.  Give us day by day our daily bread.  And forgive us our sins: for we also forgive everyone that is indebted to us.  And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil .”

Then, Jacob alone repeated, “Lord God, heavenly Father, bless us and these gifts you have given us, which we enjoy from Your bountiful goodness, through Jesus Christ, our Lord.”

“Amen!” we all said.

The children quickly scrambled to the tables with their mothers in tow, and the men followed them.  I sat beside my sister at the table nearest the kitchen door, so that I might help her bring out more food when it was needed.  Master Boer kept his distance and sat conveniently at another table to mind the beer keg and keep the pitchers full throughout dinner.

The tables were heavily laden with the roast pork, cooked vegetables, mashed potatoes, bread, cheeses, and pitchers of cold milk straight from the springhouse.  I had just poured some milk into my cup when Aletta brought two mugs of beer and handed me one with a grin.  “Ye deserve it, Daniel.”  

“Really, ye think so?”  

“Ye worked as hard as any of the men here today.  But mind ye, there will be no more for ye tonight, little brother.”  She ruffled my hair with her hand and then drew it slowly across my cheek.  “Ye so look like Papa, Danny.  I am sorry that he is missing this.”  

“I miss him too,” I whispered into her ear as I hugged her.  “Thank ye for the beer, sis.”  I turned my focus to my plate and ate like I hadn’t eaten in a year.  The chatter at dinner was as plentiful as the food, but then I heard part of a conversation about the loss at Savannah earlier in the month.  

“Hey, sis, Savannah’s in the colony of Georgia, right?” I whispered so not to disturb the conversation.  

“Ja, it is, and don’t ye go thinking that the Revolution is something glorious with all this talk from them.  It’s not.  Savannah was a disaster.”

“Na, not thinking, just curious, that’s all.”  I left it at that and listened to Master Jacob and Aaron, a local man that had just returned from business in the south.

“Seems General Washington was right. Losing Savannah has left the Brits in complete possession of Georgia.  My guess is South Carolina will be their next foothold.  Damn d’Estaing! Damn his honor! Giving Prevost twenty-four hours to respond to his demand of surrender!”  

“Master Lanterman!  The children if ye please!” Mistress Lanterman exclaimed while covering her youngest’s ears.  Tiny giggles escaped from the rest of Jacob’s children, and it was obvious to the rest of us that by their reaction, the children had seen similar by-play between their parents before.  The rest of us sat a little bewildered at the situation, paused our conversations to watch what would happen next.

To his wife’s discomfort, Jacob stood with his head bowed in a manner of a man looking for the right words.  The children’s giggles stopped as they watched their father, and quiet settled around all the tables.  He slowly raised his head.  His face was remorseful, save a bit of mischief in his eyes when he looked directly at his wife.  The look lasted only for a second, and his wife drew her face into a worried frown.  He then lowered his head a fraction, with his eyes to the ground.  

“Your servant, Madam, always and forever,” he said as he made a very low stiff bow to his wife.  He then un-bent his torso slowly, looking at his wife lovingly first and then each of his children, saying, “Please accept my apology, Dear Wife and children.  I apologize for the vulgarity of my tongue.”  He nodded his head and grinned at Mistress Lanterman and, with a flourish of moving aside invisible coattails, sat down, returning his attention to Aaron.  Mistress Lanterman just sat there and stared at him for a minute in a sort of a state of shock, then cracked a slight smile at Jacob and shook her head.  She then took her leave of him, leading their youngest child into the house.

“Do ye know how many men were lost, Aaron?” 

“From what I heard, somewhere between a thousand and twelve hundred dead and wounded.  All because of d’Estaing’s honor and the two traitors that had alerted the Prevost of the attack.  I heard that the battle didn’t last an hour.  May God rest their souls,” Aaron whispered the last as he contemplated the food on his fork.  “That is more men than General Washington has lost in any other battle,” he said a little louder.

“Then all is lost, ye think?”

“No, the Brits have Georgia, for sure, but I think they have been misled.  The Redcoats believe most of the people in the southern colonies are Loyalists.  They are wrong.  There are stories of the British and the Loyalists committing atrocities against several of the backwoods families.  Men hanged, women ravished, crops and homes burned to the ground.  Those actions are not going unnoticed by our Patriots and those who, until now, have been undecided.

“No, I truly believe all is not lost, Jacob.  General Washington is certainly not ready to give up.  Neither are his generals and even if they wanted to, they cannot.  As ye know, they all have bounties on their heads.”

“General Washington is keeping his bodyguards close, I hope?”

“He’s not keeping them; they are keeping him.  They don’t like it if he is out of their sight for too long,” Aaron said with a chuckle.

“The north has been active with small skirmishes as of late—outside of the Indian activity in the recent months.  Is there any chance of a large battle anytime soon?” Jacob asked as he reached for his tankard.

“I don’t know.  I fully expect those skirmishes to continue during the winter.  The real goal will be to keep the Patriots and their homes safe.  The Loyalists are famous for rooting out the ‘disloyal‘ citizens from their beds in the dead of night in nothing but sleeping clothes and walking them barefoot to the Sugar House, that prison in New York.  Very few live to walk back out its doors, once they are pushed in,” Aaron said as he drained the last drop of beer from his mug and reached for the pitcher, pouring more into it.

“So, ye will be headed back to the New Jersey Line soon, then?”

“Ja.  I’ve signed on for another three years.”

With that, their conversation on the Revolution ended and a new one started, about business in the Pennsylvania, New Jersey area and the signs of the coming weather.  I had heard all I needed to hear and quickly finished the last of my dinner as I asked Aletta if I could be excused from the table. 

“What, ye don’t want thirds?” Aletta asked. 

“Na, I am stuffed.  I’ll stay, help clean up, and pack leftovers for those leaving tomorrow, if ye want.” 

“Are ye catching a fever?” Aletta asked as she mockingly laid a hand on my forehead.  “This is not like ye.”

“I am fine.  Let me help, and then I’ll be off to the barn and bed.”  I had been sleeping in the barn the last week to make room in the house for the Lantermans.

“All right, but let’s wait a few more minutes.  There is to be some music and dancing.  We can work on moving the food after that starts.  Ye sure ye don’t want to play with the other musicians?  Ye’ve not had much chance to practice that fife this week.”

“That would be fun for sure, but really, sis, I am just tired.  It’s been a long day.  I’ll help ye with the food and then head off to bed, unless ye’ll be needing me for something else.”  

“Sure.  In that case, I’ll go ahead and start cleaning up the dirty plates left on the tables, now anyway.  The ladies will be in soon enough to work on washing the dishes.  Ye get the kettles of water to the fire to heat up?”  

“I can do that.” I said with a smile.

Once the water kettles were set for warming, I went back to help carry the scraped dishes to the makeshift table set beside the wash basins that were outside the kitchen door.  “The pigs are going to enjoy their dinner tonight. It has been a while since they’ve seen this many scraps,” I said, passing up Aletta with my stack of dishes.  I turned back to help with hers, which were about to topple over.

“Oh, thank ye, Daniel.  How ‘bout ye take those scraps to them now?” Aletta said with a nod of her head toward the pigs’ food trough.  “Don’t let yer guard down with that boar, ye know how he is.  He’ll take yer hand off with no thought at all.”

“Ye warn me of him every night, sis!”

“Ja, and so far, every night ye come back undamaged.  Take the lantern so ye can see.”

Ahab, our boar, was just a mean animal.  With a personality like his namesake, that wicked old king of Israel.  He would maim or kill anything, given half a chance.  Aletta had asked Master Boer to put him down as his behavior had become more aggressive and erratic of late, but Boer was disinclined to do so.  He claimed that Ahab was good breeding stock, and that he really wasn’t that bad after all.  

When I got back, Aletta had already begun to package some of the leftovers in the empty flour sacks.  “Sis?”

“Hmmm?  How were the pigs?  Did Ahab accost ye?” she asked as she covered a small crock full of some roasted pork and tied burlap cover to the top.

“I’m unmolested,” I said as I snitched a piece of the pork from the platter in front of her.  She turned to look at me, then to see the truth for herself.

“Not molested!  What happened to yer eye?”

“Oh, that’s nothing.”  Apparently, the candlelight was better than I had thought.

“Nothing, nothing!  It’s black and blue!  He did get ye.”

“Sort of.  The fence door didn’t hit me that hard.  Ahab got a bit aggravated and butted his head against it as I was latching it back down.  My face just happened to be in the way.”  I hated lying to her, but if I told her the truth, the plan that I had made for later this evening would fall apart.

“That boar is going to be the death of one of us.  All right, I’ll tell Master Boer in the morning.  He certainly is in no condition to deal with Ahab tonight.  He refills his mug when he refills a guests’,” she said as she went back to packing the meals.

She was exhausted. The dark circles around her eyes were more prominent and her face sallow.  She hadn’t even bothered to corral her dark blonde hair back under her cap, as was her constant habit.  The week had taken its toll on her, and yet she kept a smile on her face for me.  

“Ye so look like Mama, Leta,” I said as I hugged her from her back and laid my chin on the hair that covered her shoulder and smelled of orchard grass, roasted pork, smoke and sugar, the mark of her long day.

“Aww, thank ye, Danny.  I’ve not heard anything so nice in a while,” she whispered as she turned and hugged me back.  We rested there for a few more moments and then she let me go to continue with the wrapping of the leftovers.

“Sis, may I have a plate to take to the barn with me tonight to snack on?” I asked as I helped her with covering another crock with a cloth.

“I knew ye were going to be hungry later.  Sure, get a clean plate and a fork from the cupboard.  Take what ye want.  Wait . . .  before ye do that, please take these leftovers to the springhouse for me.”

“Should I put them on any specific shelf?”

“No, wherever they’ll fit.  I’ll get them tomorrow for the Lantermans’ trip back to New Jersey.  Thank ye, Danny.”

It was just a short walk up a gentle slope to where the house was buried into the side of the hill.  A spring ran under the wooden floor of the house, keeping the house cold enough to store fresh fruits, meats, and vegetables for a time.

I hung the lantern on its hook on the wall and surveyed the interior for the best place to set the packaged food.  There was some space left on a shelf above the burlap bags full of potatoes.  The fall had been good to us; there were multiple sacks of apples, pears, potatoes, carrots, turnips, and beets all from this year’s harvest, occupying just about every inch of space in the house, save the corner that was inhabited by the cheeses and butter that was put up for the winter.  No one living at the farm this year would go hungry, and there was enough for an itinerant visitor.

I pulled out a small flour sack of my own out of my shirt and loaded it with some carrots and a couple of potatoes, and threw in a small round of cheese.  I moved across to the other wall where the fruits were stored, picking out a couple of apples and pears and then smelled the hanging grapes, the last of the season.  

I plopped the first one into my mouth, and heard a popping noise just as I bit through the tight skin.  A sweet and tart flavor sprung loose on my tongue, making my mouth water.  With the first grape gone, I decided to add a small bunch to the flour sack to take with me, since no one would notice anyway.  After I left home tonight, it would be quite a while before I had anything that would taste this good.

I grabbed the lantern, latched the door, and blew out the candle in the lantern, navigating the path to the barn by starlight.  Once there, I’d hide the sack under my blankets and then return to the kitchen to get my plate.  

I would have enough food for a while until I could safely hunt.  If all worked well, Annabelle would tell the family that I was headed west. That short conversation about the Ohio Country would get them looking for me in that direction, while I was really traveling east towards Easton.

Z Z Z   

“That took ye some time,” Aletta said, looking up at me from drying off a rather large tray.

“When I was leaving the spring house, I heard Hiram squawk and thought I’d better find out why,” I said as I set the lantern down and re-lit it for more light.  “Turns out two of Daniel Lanterman’s sons were up to some mischief.  I found them teasing Hiram with an apple, dangling it in front of him so that he followed them out of his stall, and to the outside of the barn.  Hiram didn’t want to go beyond the fence, though.  Don’t blame him, it usually means he has to work.”

“Oh, my!  Hiram’s is a draft horse and weighs nearly two thousand pounds.  They could have been killed if they he got his ire up.  I’ve seen him when he isn’t happy ‘bout something.”

“Ja.  I gave them a talking to and shooed them out, got Hiram settled and let him have two apples for the trouble.  He’s no worse for the wear.  Oh, and I took another blanket from the closet and took it up to the loft.  It was a bit cool last night up there.”

“That’s a blessing that no one was stomped or chomped on.  Just bring all the blankets down in the morning and I’ll shake them out,” she said, wrapping a loaf of bread in a cloth.  I watched where she put it, thinking I might come back for it later.  

“Yer plate is over there, if ye want it,” Aletta said, nodding in the direction of the plate on the sideboard as she dried another tray.  I hesitated, thinking about how I was going to pack all that food in the sack.  

“Ye look so tired. Why don’t ye take the plate and head back to the loft?  Just bring it all back in the morning when ye come to help with breakfast, Danny.  Now shoo!”

“Ye’re the one that needs rest. Make sure ye get to bed soon.” I said with a yawn.  

“Just gonna finish up these last few dishes and then I am ta bed.”

“I love ye, sis,” I said and gave her one last hug.  She pulled a curl behind my ear, kissed my cheek, and physically turned me toward the door.  I left and didn’t look back.





  Runaway

I awoke long before dawn, startled by an owl screeching like a banshee outside of the barn.  It had disturbed the horses just enough that they were shifting their feet and making little woofing noises in their stalls below me.  I heard nothing amiss, once all the animals quieted down and then I listened to see if any of the men that shared the loft with me had awakened.  They hadn’t; a good omen for sure. 

I dressed as quietly as I could, so as not to wake anyone or thing in the loft or barn.  I needed to be unseen and unheard to even have half of a chance of leaving this place.  I climbed quietly down the ladder from the loft and landed softly in the hay.  It was chilly, and the temperature had dropped considerably since going to bed last evening.  Now, it was cold enough that I could see my breath in the light of the gibbous moon and its starry companions as I left the barn.  

This was it, freedom!  No more belittling, whippings, no more fighting with Boer.  I was irrevocably on my own, until I found either Papa, or my brother Ben who was with Spencer’s Additional Regiment somewhere east of the Delaware River, maybe near Morristown.  

I walked stealthily, listening within the silence of the dark for any human noises that could keep me from this adventure.  The chill in the air lessened as I quickened my pace on the packed dirt road that led away from the farm.  Soon I would go off the road using the cover of the forest and a deer path to hide my footsteps from all except an expert tracker.  





  Cornplanter 

It was Cornplanter who had shown me how to hide my tracks.  I said a silent prayer of thanks for him, and chuckled afterword, knowing full well that he would think that very strange.  

Cornplanter was half Seneca and half Dutch by blood, and he never let the Dutch get in the way of his life as a warrior of the Seneca.  He taught me many things over the last few years: bits of his language, hunting with a bow, the best roots to eat in the wilderness.  He was a second father, a teacher, and a friend.  I was nine when I first met him three years ago.  

He had passed through our farmlands on his way back to his home during midsummer.  When I first saw him, he looked every bit like the Indian I imagined from the stories I had heard.  He was dressed in a breechcloth with leggings and moccasins, holding in one hand a rather large dead rabbit dripping blood, and in the other a huge hunting knife he had used to gut it.  

He stood very still and stared at me, trying to judge if I planned to scream or run.  I did neither, but held his eyes and slowly walked towards him, greeting him with open hands and an open mind.  He relaxed his stance, said nothing while cleaning the blood from the knife on the grass in front of him, and motioned me to come closer.  He mimicked eating and rubbed his belly, beckoning me to sit at his fire.  

“Do you speak this language?” he asked me in Dutch as he skewered the rabbit for roasting on fire and stuffed a few vegetables under its coals.

“Ja, a little.”

“You are hungry?”

“A little.”

“For such a tall young man, I would think you would be very hungry.”  Both were true.  I was shoulder height to my Indian friend, and I was very hungry.

“I am a guest at your table.  I don’t want to be ill-mannered to one who is also a guest on our farm.”

“So, I am a guest?”

“Ja, as far as I am concerned.”

“Your sister and the master of the house may think otherwise.”

“They may, but they are not here, and I am.”

He chuckled at that as he rotated the rabbit on the fire. 

“You are alone?” he asked as he stabbed his knife into the vegetables to turn them as well.

“Not quite.  The hired hands are back at the house.”  He looked at me and then stood quickly and scanned all four horizons.  “They won’t come looking for me.  Your safe here.”

“And your father, where is he?” he asked, squatting back on his heels.

“I don’t know.  I’ve not seen him in a few months.  He travels a lot for his employer.”

That evening, while we shared the roasted rabbit, he told a story of his people and then asked me for one of mine.  The exchange of stories continued into the wee hours of the night until I could no longer keep my eyes open.  We slept near the fire and when I woke in the morning, he had already gone.





Into the Wilds

Easton, at the very least, was a two-day walk from my sister’s house.  From there, I’d cross the Delaware by ferry and then pick up the road to Morristown.  Getting through Easton, though, might be a bit tricky; folks watch out for one another and their children, especially a child that has run from home more than once. 

If I made it through the Easton crossing without being noticed, I figured I’d be in Morristown in four days with good weather and eight days if it wasn’t.  Once my food ran out, I would bow hunt in the woods.  I would sleep under the shelter of a large pine tree or in a barn.  It would be better still if I could find a fellow traveler with a wagon, then I could ride most of the way, and sleep in, or under the wagon at night.  If it got much colder, though, there would be no one on the road to ride with.  

I kept my eyes on the deer path for most of the walk, out of fear of tripping on a root or falling in a hole, but with the coming dawn, I stopped for a rest and watched the sun rise through the frosted trees, coloring their edges in shimmering gold.  As the sun rose higher, it turned the sky above from a vast dark expanse into azure, with streaks of purple and crimson.  Red sky in morning, shepherd’s warning, Papa had said when he saw the morning sky like this.  I shook off the foreboding feeling and moved on; I couldn’t let fear get a foothold on my soul.

By noon, the air seemed a little chillier than in the morning, but no matter; I was at a good pace and had changed direction ever so slightly so to be heading directly towards Easton.  I had a small meal then, after finding a boulder relatively clear of lichen to sit on.  My tummy had been growling a little for a while and rumbled in earnest as I pulled out some bread and a little of the pork from last night’s harvest celebration.  

The bread had not dried out and the pork was still very edible.  Both tasted better than last night’s dinner.  Strange how eating outdoors does that.  I ate slowly, savoring each bite, and watched the cloud mottled sky.  It smelled very good here, crisp with the scent of pine mixed in with the musty scent of soil.  

I washed the bread and pork down with water left in my canteen.  I would need to find clean water soon and a place to sleep, before the thick clouds above me decided to release their load of snow or rain, or maybe both. 

A few hours or so after the meal, a wet, heavy snow began to fall, making it clear that I needed to find a place to camp, and soon.  I reached the top of a hill and found the perfect spot under and between the branches of a large pine tree.  It would offer more comfort and safety than sleeping out under the clouded sky.  

Safety, though, was more of a priority.  I had heard the throaty growl of a mountain lion earlier at the boulder, but hadn’t heard him since.  I didn’t need to encourage him to visit, and I figured resting under a pine tree laden with snow would cover my scent.  I crawled in, placing my back against the cold thick trunk of the tree, in between two branches, and thanked it for its protection from the weather and everything two footed or more. 

Slowly, the warmth returned to my hands as I rubbed them together.  As soon as I could move them, I pulled a biscuit from my pack and stuffed it in my mouth, quelling the rumbling in my belly.  They were as good as they were at yesterday’s breakfast.  Aletta did know how to make a good biscuit.  

Taking a quick inventory, I found that the bread was nearly gone, and the pork would be gone shortly.  There were no more grapes, but I still had four apples, eleven biscuits and the small round of cheese from the springhouse.  That might get me through most of tomorrow.  The day after that, I would have to hunt. 

I finished my cold dinner as the light disappeared under my tree, and my last thoughts before sleep turned back to Papa.  He first left us when he was conscripted into the Pennsylvania militia in the late spring, just before I met Cornplanter.  I didn’t want him to go; we had just lost Mama and I was afraid he’d not come back.  However, if he didn’t go, by all rights they could hang him, since he had no money to pay the fine that would keep him from service.

I remembered I had cried silently as he hugged me, then wiped the tears from my eyes and kissed the top of my head.  

“Ye know, son, I have done this before, years ago, during the French and Indian War, and I made it back safe and sound.  I must go.  Freedom never comes free,” he said quietly in my ear as he hugged me one last time.  

He hugged Aletta and Ben then, and smiled.  “I’ll be back as soon as I can.  Ye take care of each other, now,” he said at the last, then he turned to catch up with the rest of the militia as they marched out of Easton.  

I drifted into sleep, resting long and deep through most of the night until the sounds outside of the pine tree woke me in the wee hours.  The blowing wind that lulled me to sleep had stopped, leaving in its wake a muted silence created by the fallen snow, until I heard the first crunch.  

Something large and sure-footed was breaking a thin layer of ice that had formed on top of the snow.  The animal was close enough that I could hear it breathe as I imagined the air around its snout clouded with mist from its breath.  The beast began to sniff and root around the tree, and I froze in place, refusing my body’s desire to run. 

I reached under my blanket for my hunting knife and quietly slid it out of the sheath.  The knife that stayed tucked in my shirt all night was warm and comforting in my hands.  Time was moving much too slowly for me, but patience in the hunt always proved its worth, as both Papa and Cornplanter had reminded me so many times.  So I waited, calming the urge to move, and listened, not making a sound.  

Not quite satisfied, the creature walked with heavy footfalls around the pine, pawing at the icy snow from the tree’s limbs, trying to find a good place to burrow in and under.  The sound of the footfalls was telling.  He was large, maybe as big as me.  That meant I was going to have one chance at survival when the right time came, but it was not yet.

The pawing continued for a few more seconds right in front of me and then he changed tactics by trying to nudge the pine boughs out of his way.  My fear coiled like a snake seeking release and I stilled myself as best I could, planning anticipated movements each of us might make in battle, eventually deciding that I had to strike first.  Suddenly he stopped, turned away from me, as he listened to a triumphant howl coming from the southwest.  He returned the call to his friends and bounded off after the ruckus.  

I took a deep breath, relaxed my back against the tree, said a prayer of thanks and waited an eternity to make sure the animal and his friends stayed gone in that southwest direction.  Finally, I left the tree with the coming dawn and ran stiff legged upwind, in the opposite direction of the beasts, making my trip to Easton and the ferry a little longer.  No matter, I would still get there alive.

Papa had told me stories of wolves and mountain lions when I was younger.  I had heard both very near our farm once when I was very young, maybe one or two years old.  I remember sitting outside on the porch one day when Mama came and pulled me back into the cabin at the sound of the call of a catamount.  Papa left in a rush with his long rifle then.  Not too long after, we heard gunshots, and then we heard it no more.  

Cornplanter drew me pictures of both in the dirt and then howled like each one of them during one of his lessons.  “Wolves and panthers still roam the lands to the north and west, but here, they are very few,” he said, raising his hands to the woods with great sadness in his eyes.  “The whites have hunted and killed most of them.  They say they do it to protect people and their livestock, but they’ve killed too many of these animals and we will all suffer for it.”  

The wolves and the mountain lion weren’t supposed to be here, and I wondered what had pushed them so far south.  Cornplanter and Papa both taught that both animals and birds move with the seasons.  Geese fly to the south in the winter, and elk, deer, and panthers would come down from the cold north of the mountains to find food.  The predators that I encountered must have come from the far north, where the cold of winter made hunting food very difficult.  It must be frigid up there.

I reached a small meadow on the downslope of a hill that sparkled like diamonds in the rising sun.  It was cold, with my breath hanging heavy in the air, but bearable out on the field as I headed back into the woods.  


  All Saints' Day

I sat on a rock at the top of a Pennsylvania mountain, chewing on the last of the biscuits I had taken from my sister’s larder two days ago, and studied the deer path below me.  The climb up could have been much worse, given the melting snow, ice and resulting muck from the warming midday temperatures, but going down the steep, curved muddy trail in front of me was not what I would choose, if I had a choice. 

Thorny bushes that topped the down curve on the left side of the trace would block any fall if I slipped near that side, but I certainly didn’t want to find out.  The right side was rock, with few handholds.  Sliding on the mud, catching a root with my foot tripping, or any other misstep could be deadly.  Papa and Ben would never forgive me for being so foolhardy.  

Then there was that final bend that I could not see beyond, save a few of the thorny bushes.  All I could imagine was a narrow ledge and a fifty-foot drop continuing around the rock corner.  “Nothing for it,” I muttered to myself, and took the first slippery steps on the twisting downward slope and prayed that there was still a rock wall on the right side of the path as I made the turn.  

Within a few minutes of careful footwork, my prayer was answered; I was still bounded by a sturdy corridor of rock and bushes with a mud floor.  Eventually, the path straightened, giving way to dryer ground.  Within half an hour, I was back walking on the spongy leaf mold at the bottom of the trail, feeling much relieved that I would live for another day. 

Closing my eyes, I listened to the deep wood, and I gave thanks for the safe passage down.  The Delaware River was close; I could hear water gently running over and around the rocks near the shallows.  The squirrels here were taking advantage of the warmer weather this early evening, still rooting under fallen leaves for the nuts they had missed earlier in the season.  Surprisingly, the crows were oddly silent—usually they made a racket this time of day.  

Then I opened my eyes to a vast dim place of grey and black trees asleep for winter, with intermittent golden sunlight seeping around tree trunks and limbs.  A cool, moist wind blew in from the river and touched my cheek, bringing with it the scent of a campfire and the sound of muffled male voices.

As I turned into the breeze, I saw the campfire and hunkered down immediately, trying to make myself as small as I could behind a tree trunk, and hoping they hadn’t heard or seen me.  The voices belonged to the men of an Indian war party.  I caught a glimpse of their faces as I squatted to the ground.  They had colored themselves with red and black paint and looked more like demons from hell than men; but then I guess that was the purpose of the paint—to scare their enemies first.

An arrow whizzed past my chest, missing me by an inch, and I fell to the ground.  It was followed by a small axe that struck the tree where my head had been.  “Dang!” I cried as I got my feet under me and ran like a hunted deer as the war whoops sounded behind me.

I tried to focus on what was ahead of me, watching for foot traps, but I looked backwards anyway, and my heart sank.  There were four grown men charging towards me all screaming, with a desire to murder me before I escaped from them.  

I turned back and there was a fifth Indian in front of me, streaked with red and black paint, just like his fellows.  I plowed into him, knocking him to the ground, and put my hunting knife to his throat, daring him to move.  The man did not resist, but calmly spoke “Jo’ä:ka’?”.  The name was mine, a name he gave me.  

“Cornplanter?  Is that you?” I asked in Seneca.  

“Get off! Get off me before you get dead!” he screamed abruptly.

I was too slow, so he threw me off to the side and to the ground.  Cornplanter stepped in front of me and yelled at a warrior who had his tomahawk raised, aiming for my skull.  I didn’t understand what Cornplanter hollered at him; his Seneca was spoken too fast, but whatever it was, the warrior stopped mid swing and lowered the axe.  

Just when I thought it was safe to get up, Cornplanter saw me from the corner of his eye and backhanded me to the ground.  “Stay down, Jo’ä:ka!” he said, much slower than before, and keeping his eyes entirely on the man in front of him.

“There is no honor in taking his scalp, Nyakwai’.  He is but one child in the wilderness.  Have you not had enough of blood and death to last a lifetime?” Cornplanter asked.  

“Gaiänt’wakê, look at him!  He is of age and can die like any man.  You know too the English will pay good money for that head of red hair,” he said, nodding in my direction.

“Yes, and how many have we laid dead already, helping the English?  This boy is no threat to us.  He is Jo’ä:ka’, so named by me.  He has been as a son to me in this land of the Lenape.  I have taught him many of the ways of our people.  I will not have him harmed,” Cornplanter warned the warriors.  He was still crouched in a fighting stance holding a knife in one hand and tomahawk in the other; staring fiercely at each of them.  He would not be disobeyed.  

“Jo’ä:ka’?  Good name, Raccoon,” the warrior Nyakwai’ chuckled, as he walked slowly toward us and stopped in front of Cornplanter.  “I see it in the dark around his green eyes.”  Then the other four looked at each other, nodding one at a time and without a word spoken between them, they backed away from us, re-sleeving all weapons.  

“Jo’ä:ka’ will leave in the morning,” Cornplanter said at the last.  The four shrugged and turned back towards their camp.

[image: divider]


Cornplanter watched them as they sauntered back to their camp, making sure they hadn’t changed their minds to come for us.  “What on earth are you doing out here?”  Cornplanter asked, switching from Seneca to Dutch in the middle of his question.  

“I left my sister’s house.”  

“And where is your father, your brother, Jo’ä:ka’?”

“Papa has not come back from the back country and should have long ago.  Ben is with the New Jersey Brigade, I think.  Thought I’d go look for both.”

“You need to return to your sister’s house.  It is too dangerous for you to be out in this wilderness.”

“I cannot go back, Father.  Boer gave me this black eye; he attacked me with his fists this time.  I hit him back, and I figured that if I stayed with Aletta, he would continue to beat me.  He thinks of me as a beast of burden that needs to be broken.”  Cornplanter turned my head to see the eye better in the light.

“You hit him back hard?”

“I did, and he has the bruises to prove it.”

“Good.”

“What happened that he thought he needed to give you that black eye?”  

“Nothing.  He was frustrated with the harvesting and the people that came to help.  His plans had been changed by the elder Lanterman brother.  I just happened to be the closest thing to him.”  

“Did you tell your sister?”

“No, it wouldn’t have done any good if I had, you know this.  He would make amends and then it would start all over again, only worse.  You’ve seen how he is.  After I hit him back, I felt it best to leave.”

“All right.  There, see that outcropping of rock?  It will shelter us from the cold tonight.  We’ll start our fire there.  Is your sister safe with him?”

“He is fond of her, and he won’t harm her.  Besides, she is not alone.  Abraham Lanterman and the hired hands are there until her husband returns and that should be within the next week.  Now all I need do to is locate Papa and Ben,” I responded as I laid my belongings underneath the rock shelf that Cornplanter had pointed out earlier for our rest.  

“What of them?” I asked, nodding towards the warriors.  “Are they something I should worry about tonight?”

“No, Little Coon.  You are with me.  They will not harm you.  Being chief allows me to follow certain whims within reason.”

“So, now I am whim?”

“In a way,” he said as he chuckled.  

“How so?”

“You know we cherish our children.  My people would
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