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Preface

For a brief span of time, during the two decades between 1870 and 1890, Wichita was a model community of what has come to be known as the American Wild West. Even before that it had been at the center of early exploration and frontier activity. Wichita had it all: native tribal life; early visitations by Spanish conquistadors; a concourse of fur traders to and from the mountains; the passage of American and Mexican traders between Missouri and New Mexico; military expeditions; buffalo hunters; trail herds and rowdy Texas cowboys; contiguous Indian battles; colorful Indian treaty councils; gun-toting outlaws and stalwart lawmen; Indian-fighting military men; a bevy of notable Indian traders and frontiersmen; and supporting characters that were in themselves reflections of the flamboyant western America that once existed. It was a day that once burned brightly, and will never be again.

Wichita’s history is by no means limited to events within its city limits. In truth, the influence of Wichita and those who resided there extended well beyond the town, and the town was conversely affected by events in the surrounding countryside. Its commerce, its civic progress, the welfare and safety of its citizens, and its evolution as a community were often directly related to and influenced by happenings that occurred on the trail and the itinerant clientele that arrived thereby.

An essential part of Wichita’s early history was its relationship to affairs in nearby Indian Territory where key roles were played by a number of Wichita’s early citizens, such as Greiffenstein, Mead, Mathewson, Chisholm, Payne, Meagher, and many others. The Wichita Eagle regularly reported on events in Indian Territory and continued to do so well after white settlement.

Further, Wichita was economically and culturally connected to the Indian Territory, now Oklahoma, where many eastern tribes had been relocated alongside the Plains tribes. The Territory, policed by only a handful of deputy U.S. marshals, was also a bastion for white renegades who often sought refuge across the Kansas border. During the early years, Territorial army units were largely dependent on Wichita as a supply point and port of entry.

During Wichita’s first twenty years of existence, its Wild West mystique underwent an interesting metamorphosis. As the town began to develop more and more as a commercial center and take on the airs of eastern civilization, the old Wild Westness began to change. The advent of nearby communities, increase of the white population, demise of the Indian threat, extension of rail lines, tillage of the land, arrival of the merchant class with its stores and homes, establishment of law and order, and drift of the frontier element to the west and south all contributed to a gradual demise of Wichita’s Wild West days.

By the end of the 1880s—as white demands for free land were threatening Indian autonomy and frontier rule in the neighboring Indian Territory—Wichita began to lose much of its original Wild West identity. Trail herds were no longer being driven along Douglas Avenue. The men who now walked the streets did not wear spurs or six-guns strapped about their waists. Disputes were no longer settled “in the street” but in the court of law. The sight of a blanketed form on Wichita’s streets became a novelty.

This change was dramatically reflected in 1889 by the organization of Oklahoma Harry Hill’s Wild West show. Though by no means original, this Wichita-based show was a postmortem of Wichita’s Wild West period. It was a fantasized embellishment of the days of stagecoach holdups, Indian battles, and six-gun duels, all aimed at lionizing the dead shot, the expert rider, the western outlaw, and the heroic lawman.

This book leaves it to others to fit Wichita into a particular sociological concept. Both Robert Dystra in Cattle Towns and Craig Miner in Wichita: the Early Years address this complex matter. Rather this work simply traces the rise and fall of the frontier West in a community that was both typical and distinctively American. Much of Wichita’s history could serve as a model for a frontier town of the American West as it evolved from an unruly frontier settlement into a prosperous community of farmers, merchants, and professional folk.

Wichita, Dystra argues statistically, was no wilder nor more lawless than its sister cowtowns of Caldwell, Wellington, Newton, Abilene, Ellsworth, or Dodge City. Yet, to have so many of the representative elements of the Old West present in one place was unique in itself. This, plus Wichita’s location for a time as a principal point of entry to the Indian Territory, gave the city a sharp singularity. Wichita’s historical involvement in the affairs of the Territory sociologically, commercially, and militarily, as well as its demise as a haven for America’s Indian tribes, imprinted the character of the town.

This book seeks to provide readers with some of the colorful events of Wichita’s history and characters, letting them vicariously share, as does the city’s Cowboy Museum, in the experience of her Wild West days. It is my hope that these chapters will lend tribute to those sometimes valiant, sometimes wicked, sometimes hilarious, and often audacious characters who played their part in Wichita’s drama of the western frontier.

I extend thanks to the good folks at the Wichita City Library; Wichita-Sedgwick County Historical Museum; Barker Texas History Center, University of Texas; Western History Collection, University of Oklahoma; University of Central Oklahoma Library; Division of Archives/Manuscripts of the Oklahoma Historical Society; Kansas Historical Society; and, as ever, to my wife, Pat Corbell Hoig, for her gracious help in preparing this manuscript.
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Introduction

Once she had been only a nameless collection of grass huts, her existence unknown to recorded history until those who rode upon animals and wore iron upon their chests first came to bare her presence to the world. Humble though she was, men were lustful of her from the start, thinking she possessed great treasures of gold and silver.

Alas, she had no gold or silver, but she did have great herds of buffalo whose hides brought men with long guns a’visiting. Behind them came others who exchanged her buckskins and beads for calico and gingham, combed the raffish tangles from her hair, adorned her neatly with streets and stores and houses of freshly sawed pine, and gave her a name.

Gradually, day by day, she became more and more the lady, and the men more and more prideful. They saw in her the image of their dreams. She was a princess, they said, this Wichita. A Peerless Princess of the Plains!

Now she stood in shining splendor at the edge of the great ocean of undulating prairie, giving port to the lusty drovers who sailed their armadas of Texas longhorns up the Chisholm Trail, offering respite to the flotsam and jetsam that floated westward with the tide of post–Civil War immigration—men such as Billy the Kid, Wyatt Earp, and Bat Masterson.

From her harbor on the Arkansas River, she sent forth hardy souls to ply the wilderness as explorers, soldiers, Indian traders, buffalo hunters, and others who hearkened to the call of western adventure. Through them she remained bound to the frontier whose receding shadow still swathed the land of the Indian to the south.

At the same time she flirted with grim-eyed border ruffians and occasionally played hostess to stately warrior-chiefs, who in recess of battle came blanketed and with feathers perked above their heads to stroll her boardwalked streets and gape into windowpanes with skeptical curiosity. And all the while she was mistress to the ambitions of farsighted captains of enterprise who planted in her womb their dreams of tomorrow.

A princess, perhaps, but a tough-minded gal; and no prude she. There was mud on her boots and something of a wicked smile on her lips as she tripped the lively fandangos of history. Bright of eye, quick to laugh, she was none the less compassionate and caring when there was need. But when she was in her Sunday dress and sweetly bonneted, who would guess her at other times to be a brawling, hair-pulling hussy?

Indeed, she was of royal lineage, Lady Wichita; not of European or East Coast aristocracy, but the stuff of Chisholm, Mead, and Greiffenstein. Molded of Kansas clay and cradled in the lap of the Indian country, she was pure American West and damn proud of it!
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Chapter One

Legends of Gold

He [the Turk] said also that the lord of that country
took his afternoon nap under a great tree on which hung
a great number of little gold bells. . . . He said also that
everyone had their ordinary dishes made of wrought plate,
and the jugs and bowls were of gold.

— George Parker Winship, The Coronado Expedition, 1964

In the year 1826, long after Coronado’s visit of 1541, a group of twenty well-armed men on horseback, with seven pack horses in tow, came up the Arkansas River from the south. At their lead was Nathaniel Pryor, once a member of the Lewis and Clark expedition and leader of an expedition that fought the Arikaras on the upper Missouri in 1807. Pryor had since established himself as an Indian trader near recently founded Cantonment Gibson in Indian Territory. His party consisted of several Arkansas men along with officers and enlisted men from Gibson. Scouting for them was a young Scot-Cherokee half blood in his early twenties named Jesse Chisholm.1

The men were searching for gold. They had been lured there by stories they had heard of an El Dorado waiting to be found in this region. Only the year before, Pryor had made a trip to New Orleans. While there he met a wealthy merchant who said he had been a member of the Zebulon Pike expedition to New Mexico in 1806. The merchant told an intriguing story.2

He claimed that he had been with that portion of Pike’s party that had been taken captive by the Spaniards of New Mexico and imprisoned at Santa Fe. He had escaped with another man, the two of them retreating northward to the Arkansas River and following its course eastward. When they reached Walnut Creek in present Kansas, the two men encountered signs of a smelting operation having taken place there.

Their curiosity impelled them to investigate further and eventually they discovered gold. They melted a large quantity over a makeshift furnace and ran it into bars. Then, splitting and hollowing out a log, they constructed a canoe and carried their bonanza on downriver to Natchez. It was this gold, the merchant claimed, that had enabled him to embark into commerce and make his large fortune.

While wading a small creek below the Little Arkansas, two of the Pryor party found large quantities of shining particles in the riverbed sand. The particles glistened in the sunlight. The men eagerly filled their handkerchiefs with the sand and took it in to camp. An excited debate regarding the particles ensued among the men.

Only one of them, a soldier named Mixen from North Carolina, had any mineral knowledge whatever. He said he had never seen gold in that form. Others, who held visions of finding gold in lumps as big as hen eggs, did not feel it would be worth the trouble to wash the particles and pack them home. It was decided that if this were gold, it had been washed down from a mother lode upstream.

Hopefully, the party continued its search on north up the stream. Reaching its headwaters, they moved west over to the Arkansas River, which they explored extensively to the vicinity of the Little Arkansas. Their search was fruitless. Finally, after seven long weeks in the field, the men were weary, discouraged, and ready to return home. Killing sixteen elk and curing the meat, the Pryor party turned their horses back down the Arkansas toward Gibson with only some worthless quartz to show for their efforts. Still, some of the men remained convinced that a lost gold mine existed somewhere above on the river. They were determined to return someday to find it.

The legend of gold on the Arkansas had been spawned three centuries earlier when stories of a golden city called Quivira had caused the Spanish conquistadors under Francisco Vasquez de Coronado to explore this region—the first known visit from the outside world. Visions of great wealth described to them by an Indian-slave guide whom they called the Turk had lured them deeper and deeper into a strange land.3

Coronado’s misled army wandered about the Texas Panhandle and stumbled into the maze of Palo Duro Canyon. Finally, with only a party of thirty chosen horsemen and six foot soldiers, four grooms, pack animals, and a remuda of extra horses, Coronado turned northward across the Oklahoma Panhandle to the Arkansas River of western Kansas. Traveling with Coronado was Father Juan de Padilla, whose proclaimed mission was to Christianize the heathen Indians. The Turk, now under bitter suspicion of purposefully misleading them, was placed in chains, and the Spaniards turned to another Indian guide named Sopete.4

On the morning of July 2, 1541, the Spanish entourage came onto a buffalo hunt being conducted by a band of Indians just southwest of present Larned, Kansas. The Indians were greatly alarmed to see men dressed in metal helmets and armored coats that glistened blindingly in the sun. Nor had the Indians ever before seen a horse. With altogether natural fright at such an alien sight, they fled for their lives. But Sopete called to them in their own tongue, and the Indians were persuaded to return and meet the Spaniards in friendship.

This, the first European contact with the native inhabitants of Kansas, was a historic moment. With it the clock of recorded history had begun to tick after eons of silence, marking the start of the modern era for the region of Wichita, Kansas. It was also a step in creating a myth that would not die. For three centuries, men would continue to come to the Arkansas River of southern Kansas in search of the treasure chest of the Quiviras, the supposed El Dorado of North America. Even as late as 1849, men were scouring the sands of the Arkansas for signs of precious metals.5

The Indians met by Coronado led the Spaniards to their villages. For more than a month the visitors remained to explore the region. In New Mexico, the conquistadors had found Indians, the Pueblos, who lived in flat-topped, multistoried houses. Then in their march across the buffalo-covered prairies, they had encountered other Indians, the Apaches, who lived in “small huts” made from long poles that were tied together at the top and were covered with skins. But the natives that they met along the “River of Quivira” were different still.

The Quivira Indians, now presumed by most historians to have been the Wichitas, resided in round-topped grass huts constructed with a covered entry door and a place at the roof’s center through which the smoke from lodge fires could escape. These Indians were remarkably tall to the Spaniards, who measured them at ten palms or well over six feet in height. Seen as they were in July and August, the dark skinned, tattooed Indian men went about virtually naked except for skimpy breechclouts about their waists. Custom permitted their women to go bare breasted, and the Spaniards found them well proportioned with facial features much like Moorish women.

These Indians lived by the hunt and, like other prairie Indians, procured meat (which they ate uncooked), moccasins, and other needs from the buffalo. They also planted and raised corn and melons and baked bread under the ashes of their lodge fires. To this diet the Quivirians added beans, plums, mulberries, and nuts.

Their villages, in which the grass huts had no particular arrangement, were scattered along the river bottoms of the streams feeding into the Arkansas basin. Archeological evidence shows these tributaries to be Cow Creek in the vicinity of Lyons, Kansas, and, to the east, the Little Arkansas, the mouth of which is engulfed today by the most populous city in Kansas.6

To his great disappointment, Coronado and his men found no signs of gold or mineral wealth in the Quivira villages. There was no lord with gold-draped canoes or glistening plates and bowls and jugs. They found only primitive grass hut villages and swarms of dark-skinned, tattooed people. The only merits to report, the Spaniards soon discovered, was a land with rich, black soil and great herds of buffalo that grazed the virgin prairie.

When Coronado summoned the native chief, the headman arrived with some two hundred warriors. All were well armed with bows and arrows and wore headdresses along with their breechclouts. The elderly chief was a huge man, and about his neck dangled the only metal discovered by the Spaniards at Quivira—a copper ornament of unknown origin.

It is believed that Coronado, well aware that his small force stood surrounded by a vast army of native warriors, made no attempt to explore beyond the Quivira villages. Still suspicious of the Turk and fearing he would use his influence against them, the Spaniards strangled him to death and buried his body secretly. Fear of reprisal, along with the lateness of the season and the torrid weather, caused them to turn back for New Mexico in early August. They planted a cross, at the foot of which was a message proclaiming the fact of their visit, and departed.7 Though they carried not one grain of gold with them, the Spaniards had helped perpetuate a myth that would live on and on.

Padilla was so zealous and determined in his wish to Christianize the Indians that he returned to Kansas the following spring. With him were a Portuguese, two Indian lay assistants from the Pueblos, a few servants, and six Quivira Indians who had guided Coronado back to New Mexico. The priest brought with him a horse, some mules, and a flock of sheep along with a few church ornaments.

After spending some time among the Quiviras, Padilla set out to the northeast to visit another tribe known as the “Guas,” thought by some to have been the Kansa (or Kaw) Indians. However, his party encountered hostile Indians who attacked them with bows and arrows. Father Padilla was slain, but the rest of his party escaped. The Pueblo lay assistants returned later and buried the priest. Historians believe Padilla’s grave to be near Herington, Kansas, where a park monument stands in his memory.8

There is no record of the Spanish having visited Kansas again for half a century. In 1593 Francisco de Leyva y Bonilla and Antonio Gutierrez de Humaña led an unauthorized expedition to the north in another quest to reap of the fabled wealth that still haunted the men of Spain.9 This party is thought to have reached the Quivira villages on the Arkansas, then continued northward until they were attacked by Indians who set the prairie on fire around them in all directions. Only one person with the expedition, a Pueblo Indian, escaped. On his return to New Mexico, the man was captured by an Apache band and held in captivity for a year before finally reaching home to tell his story.10

In June 1601, the Spanish governor of New Mexico, Don Juan de Oñate, led a force of seventy well-armed men, attendants, two Franciscan friars, Humaña’s Indian guide, more than seven hundred horses and mules, plus carts and artillery into southern Kansas. In part, Oñate hoped to learn more about the fate of the Leyva-Humaña party. In the main, though, he and the New Mexico Spaniards he recruited for the expedition were driven by resurgent tales that wealths of gold were waiting to be found.

Near the end of its march, most likely in southern Kansas, the Oñate expedition encountered a large body of Indians whom they called Escanjaques.11 These Indians resided in leather tents and lived by the hunt. They told the Spaniards of other villages, enemies to them, to the north and followed the conquistadors to a heavily wooded river believed to be the Arkansas. There Oñate found a large settlement consisting of more than twelve hundred grass huts populated by natives whose bodies were painted with stripes and who planted crops in much the same manner as those Indians met by Coronado. These the Spaniards called Rayados, though they undoubtedly were the Quiviras. Oñate’s official report described the first known human community of the region:

We came to a settlement containing more than twelve hundred houses . . . made of forked wooden poles joined together by sticks and on the outside covered with straw. . . . We stayed a day at this pleasant place, surrounded everywhere by Indian cornfields and gardens. . . . There were many beans and some calabashes, and plum trees between the planted fields. . . . It was thought that it doubtless bordered on the tropics, as the people we saw went about naked, although some used skins.12

When Oñate took some of the Rayados captive in an attempt to learn the fate of the Bonilla party, the rest of the village inhabitants fled. When the Escanjaques began looting and burning the Rayado houses, Oñate ordered his men to stop them. This so angered the Escanjaques that as the Spaniards began their return march they were attacked by an estimated fifteen hundred Escanjaque warriors—“the arrows came down thick.”13 The outnumbered but better armed Spaniards successfully drove the Escanjaques off and made their way safely back to New Mexico. Still, like Coronado, they had failed to find the storied gold they sought.

In 1606 a party of six hundred Quivira Indians made the long journey to Santa Fe to offer their friendship and, even, some of their land to the Spanish in return for help against their enemies.14 What may have resulted from this offer is not known, for the records become silent again concerning the Spanish connection with the Quivira region of Kansas.

There is record, however, of a Spanish visit to far western Kansas some time between 1664 and 1680. Juan de Archuleta was sent with a military force to capture and bring back some Taos Indians who had fled Spanish rule and established a fortified settlement called El Curatelejo.15 This site, near present Scott City, Kansas, was well west of Quivira. Archuleta was told that the land of the Quiviras was on a route from El Curatelejo to the country of the Pawnees to the east.

During a period of nearly a century and a half (1606–1748), no further visits to the Quivira area by the Spanish are recorded. During this time, it is believed, the Wichitas were defeated by the Apaches, who had the enormous advantages of horses and metal weapons that they had procured from the Spaniards. The Wichita villages were attacked and destroyed repeatedly, their women and children being carried off into the rampant slave trade of Spanish New Mexico.16

As a result, the Wichitas deserted the region of southern Kansas and moved down the Arkansas River into present eastern Oklahoma. There they were met by French explorer Bernard de la Harpe in 1719. After the Comanches migrated from the northern Rocky Mountains and drove the Apaches south into Texas and New Mexico, the Wichitas returned to their Quivira homeland.

We are left to wonder what unchronicled visits may have been made by the Spanish from New Mexico, the French from Louisiana, the British from Canada, or the Americans from the east during this century and a half. An intriguing hint of one possible visit is to be found on a 1757 map by Antoine S. Le Page du Pratz, though its accuracy is subject to question. Du Pratz himself added to the legend of gold on the Arkansas by stating: “I found, upon the river of the Arkansas, a rivulet that rolled down with its water, gold dust.”17

Another story told by early Kansas Indian trader James R. Mead (he may well have gotten it from his friend, Jesse Chisholm) indicates that a Spanish party from New Mexico once descended the Arkansas River in boats loaded with gold and silver. The party was supposedly surrounded by Indians one night as it camped at the mouth of the Little Arkansas. After a siege of several days, they were all but one killed. This one survivor buried the gold and silver before he made his escape.18

Other unpredictable visits could easily have occurred during the ensuing time, as an event in 1748 illustrates. In the fall of that year, three French soldiers deserted their post in Arkansas and joined a party of twelve men headed for New Mexico. They followed the winding Arkansas into Kansas, where they came onto two Indian villages. The Indians conducted them to a Comanche encampment, and from there the men eventually made it to Taos and on to Santa Fe.19

During the year following, Felipe de Sandoval, a Spaniard from the same French post on the Arkansas, and two others canoed up the Arkansas on their way to Santa Fe. After fifty days’ travel, they reached what is thought to have been the Wichita settlements at the Little Arkansas. The Indians there, who were much the same as Coronado had described them two centuries earlier, were conducting a brisk trade with the French. A party of Frenchmen had only recently visited them and left gifts, including a French flag that now flew over their village.20

Sandoval reported that these people, who were warring with the Apaches, indulged in cannibalism. He claimed that he had seen them eat two captives. It was a year later, 1750, when a command of Spanish soldiers under Lt. Gen. Bernardo de Bustamente y Tagle pursued a band of Comanches and followed the Arkansas River eastward to a large Indian village.21

Another piece adding to the historical puzzle of Quivira is the story told by James Mead of his once discovering a cave on the Smoky Hill River, forty miles west of Salina, Kansas. On the wall of the cave were numerous hieroglyphics and drawings of animals and figures of men in battle scenes. And in one place Mead found an inscription that read “TVREDO, 1786,” indicating the probability of a Spanish visit to that area then.22

Throughout the eighteenth century, Kansas and much of the Indian-inhabited Central Plains saw a continued struggle between the French and the Spanish over trading dominance with the fur-and-horse-rich tribes. But with the proprietorship of Louisiana Territory transferring from Spain to France and then to the United States in 1804, the Americans entered into the contest.

United States exploration of the vast new territory saw Lewis and Clark traversing the Missouri River to the far Pacific coast during 1804–5. Even as Lewis and Clark were returning in 1806, another exploring expedition under Lt. Zebulon M. Pike departed Missouri and marched across central Kansas to the Great Bend of the Arkansas River. There Pike divided his command, sending Lt. James B. Wilkinson down the Arkansas River southeastward to Little Rock, Arkansas, while he explored present-day Colorado.

Accompanied by five soldiers and two Osage guides, Wilkinson attempted to float down the ice-crusted river in a skin canoe and another hewn from a tree trunk. Unsuccessful in this, he and his small party proceeded on foot across the prairie land of southern Kansas, encountering herds of elk, antelope, deer, and buffalo: “If I saw one, I saw more than nine thousand buffalos during the day’s march,” Wilkinson noted in his log for November 10, 1806.23
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The Little Arkansas country served as a favorite buffalo hunting ground for Osage warriors. George Catlin drawing.

Wilkinson found no Indian villages as his small party passed the mouth of the Little Arkansas. Gone now were the Wichitas, having been driven south by the pressure of the Apaches and the Osages of Missouri who now came there regularly to hunt. While at the Little Arkansas, Wilkinson and his men paused to fell a tree, split it, and hew out two new canoes. As they started on down the river, one of the craft overturned. The party’s meat supply and valuable ammunition were dumped into the stream.

By good fortune, they were met soon after by a party of Osages. The tribesmen insisted on sending out hunters to replenish the lost meat. After a short delay, the explorers moved on; but the water in the Arkansas was so low that they were forced to portage the boats for a distance. As they passed the mouth of the Ninnescah on November 26, a raging blizzard struck, causing the scantly clothed and often wet group great hardship and suffering.

There would be others to follow the Wilkinson exploration of the region. In March 1815 the fur-trading party of A. P. Chouteau, Jules de Mun, and Joseph Philibert passed by the Little Arkansas on their way west to trap and hunt in the Colorado Rockies.24 The next year, soon after his famous battle with the Pawnees at Chouteau’s Island near present Lakin, Kansas, Chouteau returned to the Little Arkansas to erect what was the first log house to exist temporarily at the site of present Wichita.25

By the time the Stephen H. Long detachment traversed the Arkansas in August 1820, the Little Arkansas had been named, so the expedition chronicler noted, by “a few hunters, who have had an opportunity to visit it.”26 Arriving at the mouth of the river on August 14, 1820, the Long expedition found a “fine limpid stream of cool flowing water, meandering through a dense growth of trees and bushes” with “honey locust and buttonwood, though the principal growth was cottonwood, elm and ash.”27

Captain John R. Bell of the expedition reported of the Little Arkansas site: “We discovered an old (Osage) Indian village, or [it] may more likely be an Indian hunting camp for the winter season, as many of the cabins were enclosed and covered with bark.”28 While such was typical of an Osage camp, Bell also noted that watermelons, pumpkins, and corn were seen growing at random in the fields around the cabin. These summertime crops could well have indicated a remaining Wichita presence.

A year later, in October 1821, the Hugh Glenn party of trappers and traders marched up the Arkansas River from Fort Smith, Arkansas—twenty men in all with thirty horses and mules, traps, and supplies. Jacob Fowler, who kept a journal of the trek, noted on October 13 that while they were camped on the bank of the Little Arkansas they were visited by Indians they supposed to be Pawnees from the region of present Nebraska.29

The Arkansas River was now on its way to becoming a standard route for the first westward movement of trappers and Indian traders who worked the beaver-rich streams of the West as well as for buffalo hunters and travelers headed for the Rocky Mountains or California. The Glenn-Fowler party, accompanied by the McKnight-James group who had traveled to New Mexico via the Canadian River earlier, came down the Arkansas in 1822. After separating at the Big Bend, the McKnight-James men continued on to the Little Arkansas and from there followed the Osage hunting trail to the Neosho River.30

The notion of a lost gold mine at the Little Arkansas was by no means forgotten following the Pryor expedition of 1826. In 1847, Arkansas native William Black told of other gold-seeking efforts up the Arkansas River:

So fully impressed with the evidences in that region, Mixen soon after our return made up a small party, and tried it again, though without success. Richard Bean, of Cane Hill [Arkansas], went with him on that occasion, who is not satisfied with his failure, is willing to go again, also, to go with us this summer. Mixen, then, with a party of Cherokees, made another exploration in vain, and I have no doubt, if he is living and learns that we are about to try it again, will join us.

In the summer of 1847, James McNab, Nicholas McNair of the Cherokee Nation, who live about 6 miles from the Grand Saline, [name unclear] Childers, and James Callan, of the Creek Nation, who live on the Verdigris, were out in the prairies, up the Big Bend, and found some gold sands on Walnut Creek, 15 miles above its mouth, and brought some of the dust back in quills, which proved to be pure gold. They went down the creek, and there saw the beaver dam, which identifies the creek. They also went up Walnut Creek to be about 35 miles below the Little Arkansas. I have no doubt but it is the same creek, and down it were washed the sands we saw.31

The hope of discovering gold was most likely in the back of the minds of the forty-eight trappers and hunters led by Robert Bean from Fort Smith to the Rocky Mountains in 1830. This group followed up the Canadian River. After a fight with some Comanches, they turned north to strike the Arkansas below the Big Bend.32

Still further stimulus to the Arkansas River gold fever was supplied by another Arkansas man. He claimed that in 1835 a man who lived near Fort Towson on the Red River had returned with a lump of “pure stuff” from the southern Kansas region.33 James Mead’s statement that Jesse Chisholm led a gold-seeking expedition to the mouth of the Little Arkansas in 1836 may be correct. More likely, however, Mead simply misremembered the date of the 1826 venture.34

Further encouragement was given to the gold myth by a story that an Arkansas man told of hearing from a Spanish gentleman in Havana in 1843. The Cuban said that in 1783 he had been a surgeon with a Spanish party that explored the upper Arkansas and Yellowstone. Somewhere (the story is not clear as to just where) they discovered a large body of silver ore. While boating it downstream, the Spaniards were attacked by Indians. All of the group but the Havanan and eight others were killed.35

Those
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