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Synopsis: A Special Christmas Eve
Along the Oregon Trail, is a beautiful story about a young woman
traveling west on a wagon train. She looks after the children and
others before she does herself, but always tries to write in her
journal. It’s her way of talking to God. During the trip they all
have to contend with one bad apple, the weather setting in, and the
splitting up of the wagon train because of a child’s injuries and
need for rest.

 


Journal Entry—December 5, 1849—Day 209

 


WE SHOULD HAVE reached the Snake
River by now. Pa says we’re stuck between Fort Bridger and Fort
Boise. We just passed the turnoff for the California trail and I
don’t know why Morris Ford didn’t up and leave.

He’s been talking about striking it
rich since he attached himself to our train. Old Roy teases me that
Morris has his eye on “another treasure,” but I’ve never encouraged
him. Honestly, he makes my skin crawl. I’m glad to have Pa and Mr.
Carrington to keep him at bay.

I’m not sure about this whole trip.
After losing a wagon, an oxen team and Calvin’s sheep dog, the
committee decided to switch back and follow the Snake River Cutoff.
We’ll miss Fort Boise, but the river crossings won’t be so bad...
at least that’s what they tell us.

If we don’t reach the Columbia River
soon, we won’t have a chance to cross it before winter. The sky
offers clues about what’s to come and it doesn’t look good. Getting
stuck at the Three Island Crossing was disastrous. If you ask me,
we are now facing the lesser of two evils.

I understand there’s little water
and grass, what’s left of it, to feed the livestock on this
route.

Oh, how I long for my soft bed in
Missouri! What was Pa thinking? I know he missed Ma and needed a
diversion, but this is insane.... Forgive me, Lord. I shouldn’t
complain. We have miraculously made it this far. Please, keep us in
your ever-loving arms!

 


 


PAULINE CLOSED HER JOURNAL. At least
this time she didn’t have to mop up the tears after bearing her
soul to the worn and dusty pages of the diary she kept. Ma gave it
to her. It started out with soft leather and a velvet
ribbon.

After four months on the trail, the
brittle corners were just barely hiding her long-hand accounts of
nearly every day since they left Independence.

It was time to check on Penny her
little sister, before she turned in herself. Stepping into the tent
the sisters shared, she felt the weariness of the day overwhelm
her. Quickly, Pauline let down her hair and secured the auburn
locks into a thick braid.

She was ready to curl up and
hopefully sleep as soundly as her sister was. Penny had worn
herself out. The trail they followed today was much rougher, but
still the young girl hopped, skipped and jumped over
everything.

Oh, to have her energy. Pauline just
hoped her soar body could sleep on the cold ground. Her turn
driving the wagon today was torture on her bones.

I’m sorry, Lord. I can’t seem to help the
complaining.

Please give me the strength I need
for tomorrow. Amen.

And, she slept.

 


 


THE MORNING, at least, started with
some sun. It warmed the air and the mood. Still, Pa looked haggard
from lack of sleep. Pauline guessed that the men were up late again
discussing the options. Three Island Crossing wasn’t the only delay
they’d experienced. The talk surrounded the growing contention that
someone was sabotaging the wagon train.

Manuel Cruz, the elected trail boss,
wouldn’t allow finger pointing, but many had their suspicions. They
were nearly six weeks behind schedule and everyone was on
edge.

Pauline and Penny prepared breakfast
and served it to their pa and welcomed Mr. Cruz to the fire. It was
their week to host him, each family taking turns to support their
leader who had plenty of other responsibilities and no wife to make
his meals.

Mr. Cruz was a pleasant man. Quiet,
but sure in his words when they were spoken. He did more than his
share of labor and taught the younger men to work hard just by his
example. The whole group enjoyed his company and when it came to
his leadership, he was respected even by the older men.

This respect was well earned.
Without his understanding of the wilderness and his clever use of
tools and supplies, many of the disasters would have done them all
in. Pauline had heard Mr. Cruz had lived “out west” most of his
life.

His skin was dark and his hair black
with a slight curl. Someone mentioned he was of Mexican blood. If
he was, that was probably what gave him an advantage out on the
Oregon Trail and Pauline appreciated it.

Manuel looked up from his oatmeal,
smiled at Pauline and said thanks for the meal. She nodded and took
his tin, replacing it with a fresh cup of coffee. Everyone needed a
second cup this morning, even though supplies were
dwindling.

The families started cleaning up and
moving the oxen toward the wagons. Pauline spotted Maddie talking
to her husband Theo, across the circle and she paused. They seemed
alarmed.

Theo left, walking out beyond the wagons.

Maddie stood there wringing her
hands.

Putting the last of the dishes away,
Pauline instructed Penny to help Pa and then she slipped over to
see what was upsetting her friend.

“Good morning, Maddie. Is everything alright?”

“Umm...” she quavered. “We can’t
seem to find Nathaniel. I told him to go help his brother and Mr.
Andrews, but they just said they haven’t seen him since
breakfast.”

And suddenly, as if taking a sharp
left turn, Maddie grabbed Pauline’s shoulders and raged, “He better
not have run off with that Mr. Ford. I warned him to stay away from
that man!”

“What are you saying?” Pauline
asked. “Has Mr. Ford done something to Nathaniel?”

“I don’t know,” Maddie slowly poured
out as she lowered herself onto a stump. “He is just so full of
mischief and very immature for his age. I can’t see anything good
coming out of that combination and I don’t want Nathaniel to be any
part of it.”

Just then, a shout came from the
direction of the stream beyond the thicket. The several men and
Maddie ran toward the noise, Pauline following close behind. When
she caught a glimpse of the river, she heard Theo’s voice. “Get Dr.
Dugan!”

At that, she turned and rushed back
to camp. Oh, no! What is it now? She didn’t even get a glimpse of
who was hurt. Please, Lord, not Nathaniel.

A few minutes later, Theo and the
doctor nearly collided at the thicket. It was Nathaniel, limp in
his father’s arms. A makeshift table was laid out with a folded
blanket on it for Theo to lay his son.

It was obvious that he was
breathing, but there was blood and the poor boy was shivering
uncontrollably. Dr. Dugan asked for more blankets, clean water and
his kit.

Pauline and Penny ran to fetch
them.

The course of the morning changed
quickly. The women hovered nearby to offer assistance when needed.
The men had gathered around Mr. Cruz to make a plan of action. All
were accounted for except Morris Ford.

Without alarm, Manuel designated
Edwin Andrews, Calvin Benson and Cliff Richards to go looking for
him. The others were to temporarily restore camp so that Nathaniel
could be cared for.

Time would tell when they would be able to travel
again.

 


 


“OH, PAULINE...I can’t bear it,”
Maddie cried. Her handkerchief was soaked and wadded in her hands.
Pauline held her and walked her over to a place by their fire. She
stoked it up and offered her friend a fresh hanky.

Penny came over and said Pa needed
Pauline. The sisters switched places and Maddie leaned on the
younger for support.

Pauline was impressed with her
little sister. She was only ten, but she knew how to be helpful.
She also knew how to lighten the mood. By this time, Dr. Dugan had
told Maddie and Theo that their son would live.

He needed quiet rest and clean
conditions. Moving him within twenty-four hours was out of the
question. Pauline heard Penny say to the young mother, “Don’t worry
now. He’s getting the nap everyone wanted to take,
anyway.”

Dr. Dugan saw Pauline and handed her
his kit. It was her duty to make sure all things were in order for
the next possible emergency. She set to work cleaning up while Pa
took another look at Nathaniel’s eyes.

Watching her father work always gave
Pauline a glimpse into the medical and spiritual world. Pa said
they were closely related. When he looked into a patient’s eyes,
she knew he looked for vital things, like reflexes, recollection,
understanding, emotions, and even faith.

“How do you see faith in the eyes,
Papa?” She had asked when she was Penny’s age.

“Faith shows up in the most peculiar
ways,” he said. “The eyes show it by reflecting trust, not fear.
But sometimes it’s a mixed bag so you need to be careful with your
diagnosis.”

“What do you see, Pa?” she said,
looking at Nathaniel’s finally quiet form. He had stopped shivering
and shaking after his wet clothes were removed and he was wrapped
soundly in wool blankets.

A dose of laudanum had settled him
down as well.

“The medicine masks some of the
symptoms, but his eyes are responsive. Even though he’s resting,
he’s aware. That is a good sign.”

He stood there a moment and then
said, “I need to talk to Mr. Cruz. The men found Morris and tempers
are climbing. I hope to bring some calm to the situation. Can you
watch Nathaniel for me?”

“Of course, Pa.” Pauline replied.
“And I’ll pray.”

Dr. Dugan smiled at his daughter.

So much like her mother and yet so
much her own person.

 


 


PAULINE GLANCED UP from her duties
and spied Benjamin, Nathaniel’s twin brother, peeking around the
corner of their wagon. The boys were around seven years old and
even though they looked alike, they couldn’t be more different. But
there was a link between them, tight like David and Jonathan in the
Old Testament.

Pauline waved him over.

“Has anyone told you how your
brother is doing?” Pauline gently asked.

“No, ma’am,” and his chin faltered just slightly.

She put her arms around his shoulder
and drew him over. “He’s going to be fine.” Feeling his whole self
relax, she went on. “My pa gave him some medicine so that he can
rest. And he’s all cleaned up and warm and dry.” Then she turned
him to face her and gave him a wink.

“He’s going to have a great looking
scar. Real tough stuff, you know.”

Benjamin grinned. He knew his
brother would love that. Then his face grew serious.

“My ma’s going to be so mad.”

“Probably, but for good reason.
Still, she’s mostly concerned. She loves you and your brother very
much. You know parents get mad mostly to get your attention so that
you mind the dangers around you.”

He sighed. “I know...” He paused and
watched his brother for a bit. “When will he wake up?”

“My pa says we’ll wake him up in a
little while and get him to eat something. Do you want to ask Mrs.
Jacobs if she could warm some broth for him?”

Benjamin jumped at the chance to
have something to do and purposefully went looking for the sweet
lady he called Nana Jacobs.

 


 


A LITTLE WHILE LATER, when Mrs.
Jacobs came with the broth, Pauline excused herself for a
much-needed break. She found Penny looking through the provisions,
trying to decide what to serve for lunch.

“Where’s Maddie?” Pauline asked.

“You just missed her,” Penny
replied. “She’s finally calmed down enough that Pa’s letting her go
sit with Nathaniel. He made her stop at the creek to clean up
first. She was all puffy from crying.”

“Well, she is his mother. Where did Pa go?”

Penny covertly looked side-to-side
and moved closer to Pauline. “He’s talking to the men about Mr.
Ford. I think that man’s in big trouble. Did you hear what
happened?”

Before Pauline could reply, the
story tumbled out of Penny faster than a horse could flick his
tail. Apparently, Mr. Ford went with Nathaniel to fetch water from
the stream. They seemed to gravitate toward each other as they both
liked adventure.

Nathaniel was too innocent to
discern the difference between adventure and stupidity. Morris
Ford, barely a man himself at eighteen, didn’t care either
way.

Their time down at the river started
innocently enough until Morris got the idea to throw in a few more
heavy slabs of rock to complete a “bridge” across the sufficiently
flowing stream. While helping Morris toss in the last rock,
Nathaniel slipped and landed hard on his backside next to a deep
pool of water.

Before he knew it, a hidden current
took his extended legs and dragged him further in. The current sent
him into a turn where his head hit a rock and he went under. Morris
panicked and ran away.

Luckily, Nathaniel’s pa was already
looking for him and spotted his head bobbing above water, his body
being carried along with the current.

“You know the rest,” concluded Penny. Penelope was
surprised she wasn’t out of breath.

“I know about the rescue,” big
sister said, “but what about Morris? All I know is they found him
and brought him back.”

“Basically, that’s all I know,”
Penny admitted. “Pa won’t tell me anything. He and the other men
are meeting to decide what’s next. I guess that means what’s next
with what we do as a group and what we do with Mr.
Ford.”

Penelope took some time to think
over all her sister told her. She helped prepare lunch and then
went looking for her father and Mr. Cruz to tell them it was time
to eat.

 


 


LUNCH WAS QUIET, with everyone
entertaining their own thoughts. The sisters were mainly thinking
about how to ask for details. The men were wondering how to tell
them. Mr. Cruz, surprisingly, broke the silence.

“You’re probably wondering about the
turn of events,” he said, getting right to the point. “We will be
staying here one
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