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INTRODUCTION

The Travels of Jaimie McPheeters is a work I rank right up there with Lonesome Dove. So did the Pulitzer juries, awarding the prize to each in its year of publication.

With that bit of background, I have a simple charge for you: Prepare yourself for a wonderful reading experience.

This is a novel that will entertain you royally. It will also—had I better whisper it?—teach you a lot about the mores, preoccupations, geography—and perils—of America at the time of the Gold Rush. The book is impeccably researched, but never pedantic. When you finish it, if you’re curious to learn more about those who made the great overland trek to El Dorado, Robert Lewis Taylor thoughtfully provided a bibliography.

But Jaimie McPheeters is, first and last, a bang-up story, stirring and funny by turns. It’s presented as a personal memoir; the reflections of a mature man recalling the supreme adventure of his life. This was a logical technique for Taylor to use, since Americans a hundred years ago loved to write accounts of personal experiences—an avocation which regrettably seems lost today.

Although based in part on the journal of a real gold-seeker, Taylor’s novel reminds me in many ways of Dickens. The tale is long; packed with exciting incident; and built around a gallery of memorable characters, the most important being the wryly reflective Jaimie and his father, Dr. Sardius McPheeters (diplomate in Systemic Surgery, University of Edinburgh). Sardius is one of those complex, funny, touching figures who linger in the mind long after you close a book. He’s a loving father but a poor provider; a man brought low by “gaming and tippling.” He is the quintessential American Argonaut, dreamily and desperately opting for a new start; the second chance. As Taylor puts it, Sardius is a believer in “the green pastures, the beacon on the hill.” You’ll long remember him, and his son, and others you’ll meet on this journey from Louisville, Kentucky, to “General Delivery, Upper California.”

Robert Lewis Taylor spent the early part of his writing career as a reporter for the St. Louis Post-Dispatch. Later he was a staff writer for The New Yorker. He authored three other novels, as well as highly successful biographies of Churchill, W. C. Fields, and Carrie Nation, He lives today in Connecticut. I think it’s fair to say that Jaimie is his masterwork.

In 1963, the novel became the basis for a series of one-hour television dramas produced by MGM for the ABC network. Dan O’Herlihy was a superb Sardius, and his son was winningly played by Kurt Russell, then aged twelve. The venerable and dependable bible of show business, Variety, cited the boy actor as “a highly promising personality,” but called the show a “doubtful” entry in the competitive arena of Sunday night broadcasting. This proved prophetic. The last episode aired in March 1964.

A life of only one season is not necessarily a reflection on the quality of the program, though. I remember watching it with our kids every week, and thinking it a pretty good show—though maybe I’ve always been a fan of film projects based on books. You can still catch episodes (in black and white) on cable.

Late in the morning, yesterday, I finished my rereading and closed the novel with a feeling of regret. I had left a long-ago world vividly realized by the author. I had parted from people for whom I’d developed a lot of affection and concern. I sat in the wind and sunshine, bundled under a Cunard robe in a chair on the upper deck of a famous liner making the Great Circle crossing, and I thought of journeys today. How little they require of us, beyond the money to pay for them. Unless there’s a mishap, or you hate the sea, or blanch when there’s nothing between you and the earth but 35,000 feet and the floor of a 747, contemporary journeys hardly call forth the best of a person’s character.

In the world of Jaimie McPheeters and his father, however, there were not so many safety nets, backup systems, and traveler conveniences of the kind we take for granted. Indeed, even though there were plenty of guidebooks describing the route to California, many of them were spurious, written by men who’d never seen the trail. The way West was largely unmapped, hazardous, and often cruelly hostile. Going to California demanded a lot of heart; a lot of intestinal fortitude. It also called for more optimism—more sheer sentimental faith in a dream—than most of us can muster in this cynical world.

Taylor brilliantly captured the innocence and bravery of the people who chased the dream of California gold. You will love meeting them in this novel, and you will love traveling with them, and you will hate to see your journey end.

—John Jakes

Queen Elizabeth 2,
en route Southampton,
August 25, 1991


Chapter I

On the day when I first learned of my father’s journey, I had come back with two companions from a satisfactory afternoon in the weeds near Kay’s Bell Foundry, shooting a slingshot at the new bells, which were lying out in the yard and strung up on rafters. Struck with rocks, they made a beautiful sound, although it seemed to upset Mr. William Kay, the proprietor. His sign, “Maker of Church, Steamboat, Tavern and other Bells,” hung over the doorway of his barnlike shop and had a row of little brass bells swinging beneath, squat and burnished, but these were hard to hit, and if you missed them, you were apt to hit one of the men working inside, and this was what seemed to upset Mr, William Kay most of all. So toward the end of the afternoon he pranced out with a double-barreled shotgun loaded with pepper and blistered Herbert Swann’s seat as he zigzagged to safety through the high grass.

It was late—after suppertime—and I thought it wise to sneak up the kitchen stairs and avoid the genteel tongue-lashing and straightaway-to-bed that my mother favored for tardiness. But my baby sister Mary spied me from her pen in the back yard and set up a noisy clatter. Aunt Kitty, her darky nurse, was with her, scolding. In one leathery hand she held a leafy willow branch with which she was discouraging the early spring bugs. Bugs tormented her almost to distraction: gnats, deer flies, mosquitoes, midges, no-see-ems, things along that line.

This Aunt Kitty was so old she said she had come over from Africa, and she remembered how, as a girl in the slave ship, she had seen the urine run in green rivers over the between-decks planks where the rows of blacks were lashed to long poles. Once a week a man in a mask appeared with hand pump and hose and washed down the floor; otherwise there was no arrangement except two pails which were passed from one person to the next and were soon filled to overflowing.

My sister Mary wanted out of the pen, and Aunt Kitty wanted her in.

“I talking to old mister snake up in the bushes,” she told her through the wire. “Snake say if you didn’t hesh, he fixing to come down and bite. Said he wasn’t aiming to bite me, say he going to bite you, though.”

My sister made a squalling sound and shook the wire in her fists. She now had her eye on my billygoat, Sam, who was tethered to a tree near the woodshed.

Aunt Kitty put her face, all wrinkled like a monkey’s, up close to the mesh and said, “Goat butt, baby go ‘Yah-yah.’ ”

I asked, “Is Clara in the kitchen, Aunty?” Clara was the cook.

“Clara washed up and gone visiting to Miz Whitman’s free Thelma.”

“I was thinking I ought to have something to eat because I’m tired out from being late helping a sick man that got run over by a horse.”

“People miss supper, they generly stays hongry till breakfast.”

“Well,” I said, turning away, “it’s no more than I expected. That’s what I get for trying to be upright and help other people. The more you do, the less other people care whether that person lives or dies.”

As I walked through the twilight toward the kitchen, brooding on life’s injustices, she called out, “Might be I put by a plate of chicken along with grits and combread and salat in the warming oven—for the cat.”

Hurrying, I heard her jeweled African chuckle rise softly above Mary’s pleas to the goat.

I got the food out of the oven and crept upstairs and ate it, sitting on the side of my bed. I enjoyed the cornbread and the grits and the chicken, both the wishbone and thigh, and wrapped up the salad greens in a paper and burned them in the fireplace. Then I lay down on the floor on my stomach and opened the register, which was merely an iron grating fitted into the wood to let the heated air up from below and was connected to nothing at all. Downstairs, in the family sitting room next to the parlor, my father and mother were having a discussion. I could see them, framed in the grating like birds in a pie, my mother sitting prim and stiff in her black taffeta dress with the white collar, and my father now standing over her, now pacing back and forth, with his string tie undone and his face shiny and earnest.

“I tell you, Melissa,” he was saying, “this is the only way. I’ve gone into it painstakingly”—here my mother gave a little ladylike sniff of disbelief—“and I pledge you my solemn promise there’s nothing more to it than picking up arrowheads out by the Indian Mounds—less, if it comes to that After all, Indians were sprinkled around Louisville in limited numbers whereas nature in her blessed bounty has seen fit to strew gold over the Calif—”

“How does one convey oneself to these Elysian fields?” asked my mother in her dry, practical way.

“Why, that’s the joyful part, that’s the very thing I was hoping you’d ask,” cried my father, his expression dissolving into a perfect sunburst of triumph. “This fellow Ware—Joseph E. Ware—has written it all down in a book—I’ve got it right here. Old Captain Billy Givens of the City of Memphis brought it down from St. Louis, where they printed them up, you know, and sold it to me at the most unbelievable bargain—”

“How much?”

“Believe me, Melissa, these books are going like wildfire in St. Louis. The people up there are fighting for them in the streets—I stole this one for twenty-five dollars, and only fifteen of it in cash at that: for the remainder, I lanced a carbuncle on his engineer’s neck and gave them a partly used bottle of Blue Moss.”

She sniffed again, unconvinced.

“Joseph E. Ware’s Immigrant Guide to California” he went on briskly. “It’s all here—every blade of grass, every water hole from the borders of the Nebraskas to the Humboldt Sink and beyond. Or, if you prefer, there’s the Santa Fe Trail, a southerly desert route said to be salubrious for those with nasal stoppages—covered in full in the book—or yet, if you’ve a freakish distaste for oxcarts and donkeys, there’s the water passage via the Isthmus of Panama, a scenic holiday on such luxury vessels of the far Pacific as the New Orleans and the California.

“Now listen to this, on this page 54—by George, this is a wonderful book; it ought to be required reading up at the University—Upon your arrival at Chagres, take your baggage at once to the custom house, where you will experience but little delay. Then hurry out of the village, which is, ah, pestilential [no doubt a figure of speech]. Hire your canoe, which for expedition ought to be of small size. This is called a “piragua,” is about 25 feet long, and navigated by a steersman and two rowers. The cost of boat-hire and men to Cruces ought not to exceed $12, unless, indeed, an increased traffic may have had the effect of raising the prices—’

“Fancy that, now,” he said aside, shaking his head in wonder—“a mere twelve dollars for a canoe ride of fifty miles, and with your own rowers. This fellow Ware is an absolute trump.”

“May I see the book?”

For a moment he looked undecided, then he handed it over, and if he’d had any suspicions that she was going to run it down, he was dead-right. Holding Ware’s precious volume as if it had been plucked out of a garbage bin, she read a few passages aloud, but they were so tedious and uncomplimentary that nobody but a fool would have gone out of his yard, once he’d heard them. “It rains every day,” she noted. Then she added that, “ ‘Bilious, remittent, and congestive fevers, in their most malignant forms, seem to hover over Chagres, ever ready to pounce on the stranger.’ ”

I don’t mind acknowledging that when I opened the register, I was pretty excited, what with this prospect of gold-hunting, but my mother’s remarks put a damper over everything, and made me wonder if my father wasn’t possibly a little peculiar in the head. That was her style.

She was a good deal younger than him, beautiful, too—everyone in Louisville said so—but as far as I was concerned, he seemed like a child beside her, because of his bouncy spirits. Now that I think it over, he was one of the scatterbrainedest fellows that ever lived, and one of the nicest. He was a doctor, in very good standing, medically speaking, but he had a number of habits that appeared to give offense, though I failed to see that it was anybody’s business but his own. For instance, whenever he got some money ahead, he usually went down to the shantyboats and had an enjoyable evening playing cards.

I’ve heard it said my father was a bang-up poker player. But there wasn’t much chance of his winning, not with those cheats. Mostly, they were serious, hard-working professional men—thieves, forgers, cutthroats, small-time river pirates and a backslid preacher or two—as interesting-spoken a group as you would care to meet, but they could no more have gambled honest than they would have been comfortable in church.

Along with Herbert Swann, I’d climbed up many’s the time and looked in the windows, which were punched out and had old raggedy pieces of burlap nailed over the holes. They’d be playing partners against my father, and such a lot of signs, winks, under-the-table kicks, bottom-deck dealing and aces flying out of sleeves you never saw anywhere. But if any hard-faced strangers were present, they would use the “sand tell,” which was a deck marked with sandpaper so as to know the cards from their feel. And if by chance one of these out-of-towners got away with money, being a bigger cheat than what they were, it was considered an obligation to relieve him of it before he got five miles past the city limits. It was done out of civic pride; there wasn’t any meanness in it.

My father beat them once in a while, through outrageous good luck, and then they were very polite and courteous, knowing perfectly well they’d get it back soon, with interest up to date. He recognized that they were cheating, of course, so he gouged them medically. For knife fights, blacked eyes and broken limbs, these shantyboaters, as civil as they might be in other ways, were in a class by themselves. And my father had all their custom. He was the only doctor they ever called. Mostly they’d send their cook, a big black man named Paddlefoot, up to the Marine Hospital with a note that gave the effect of having been labored over. One of these, rent down the middle, lies before me as I prepare this history. “Your esteemed old friend Jim Harbeson [it goes] has had the misfortune to lose the upper portion of his right ear through the medium of a bite at the hands of Ernie Caldwell, and would appreciate your professional opinion as to whether it can be sewed back or glued. He is bleeding freely but is not otherwise in distress since full of whiskey. Respectfully—” and signed by Ben Martin, the principal shantyboater of the district.

On these occasions, it was my father’s way to turn over his appointments to an associate and rattle cheerfully down in his carriage, after which he treated the sufferer with great flourish, and charged triple his usual fee. What’s more, he always collected it; then that night he came back and lost not only the fee but whatever other sum he had on him, along with his watch chain, or a ring, or a stickpin, or shirt, or some gewgaw of the sort. These articles he usually redeemed later. He got drunk, too, but not very often, and only because he didn’t like being a doctor.

When my mother finished reading all the bad things she could find about Chagres, she laid Joseph Ware’s book down with a contemptuous rustle of taffeta and observed that, “It certainly seems explicit.”

“Oh, pshaw,” replied my father. “I hadn’t the least notion of going by that route anyhow, though it would scarcely discommode a man with a degree in Systemic Surgery from the University of Edinburgh to ward off a few mild vapors. These fellows get carried away, all writers do it. Let somebody sneeze and they try to turn the place into a pesthouse. I’d like to bet—”

Taking a grip on the register, I held my breath, for I knew what was coming.

“Yes, to be sure, bet,” said my mother in the iciest kind of tone; then she went on to give out what betting and drinking, only she called it gaming and tippling, had done for our household, and if I had been my father, I would have gone down in the preserve cellar to live for a few days, I would have felt that low.

To upholster her argument, she left the room and came back with “the ledgers,” a pair of big blue books she officiated over with as much pomp and mystery as if they had been the Bank of England. According to her figures, we owed money to nearly everybody in town, and it was all my father’s fault. The minute she paid up in one place, she said, he skipped in and ran us into the hole somewhere else. And what was most bothersome was his new system, very sneaky, of picking up cash and putting it on charge accounts, all unbeknownst to her.

Watching him, I felt so sorry and sympathetic I would have run out and raised the money myself, if I’d known where to look, but I didn’t own anything of value outside of my stuffed water moccasin, and the string of bear’s claws I had bought off a Choctaw trader, and my deersfoot knife, unless you’d care to count Sam, but there weren’t many people would have acquired him, he smelled so.

In one way, the whole situation seemed unfair. Here my mother laid out money by the cartload to the Presbyterian Church, with special donations to something called “Foreign Missions,” which was in a yellow envelope—for the Chinamen, you know—and not one cent of it would do a particle of good to anybody we’d ever be apt to meet, and would likely work a lot of harm, getting the Chinamen stirred up and dissatisfied with their religion and not knowing which way to turn. And only last fall when I dropped in my nickel along with a message saying it was to help pay the transportation of a Chinese preacher over here, to even things up and give us a chance to compare notes, the Reverend Carmody brought it back to my mother and I got a licking, for something they represented to be “impertinence.” But it was nothing more than ordinary common sense except they didn’t have the good judgment to see it.

“Melissa,” said my father when she was done, “it’s even worse than you think. I can’t to save me remember why, but I made a note of hand for five hundred dollars at old Parsons’ bank, and now they want to call it in.”

My mother sat in stunned silence.

“I was down at the Courthouse this morning,” he went on, “and one of my connections there, a man very close to the County Clerk, if you know what I mean—”

“Mr. Axelrod, the County Clerk?” she asked in a low voice that sounded tired out and humiliated.

“I didn’t say so. This connection of mine informed me that a number of creditors were banding together with the intention of obtaining an attachment. Now that illustrates what I have often said to you, Melissa, and, yes, I’ve tried to bring it home to Jaimie, too—that it pays for a man to keep up his friendships. If it hadn’t been for this highly placed connection I mention, I’d never have known what those fellows were up to. As it is, I have consulted legal counsel, and if I should absent myself to go gold-seeking, there is nothing on this green earth they can—what’s that?”

I’d heard it too—one or more men on horseback had reined up at our gate and were dismounting; I could hear the horses switching around in a half-circle the way they do after they’ve shucked off their load.

My mother got up and went to the window. “I imagine it’s Mr. Parsons and a delegation of creditors. Very probably come to give you a last chance to straighten out your affairs. All the decent people in this city have tried time and again to help you turn over a new leaf. Reverend Carmody—”

“Never mind,” cried my father, with a leap toward the kitchen. “If they have papers to serve, they’ll find the bird flown. Tell them I’m upriver tending a woman that’s down with chicken pox. Put them off for just twenty-four hours and they can address me care of General Delivery, Upper California.”

I hung on long enough to see who it was, and sure enough it was old string-bean Parsons, looking uncommonly smug and self-satisfied, together with several others, all having as much fun as if they’d set a pack of hounds onto a cat. They didn’t produce any papers, though; my father had been wrong about that. What they wanted was for my mother to place him in something called “moral chancery,” which was to say, put him on probation like a mischievous child, with no drink, no cards, nothing but hard medical work and a schedule of paying off his debts.

Looked at squarely, this didn’t appear too outrageous, particularly for a skinflint like Parsons, but their injured and gleeful way of telling it made me boil up with resentment for my father, who for kindness and understanding and real humanity was worth a hundred like them, with the Reverend Carmody thrown in for luck. I’d known him to labor all a hot summer day in a dirty run-down shack to ease things for some nice old darky woman who could as quickly have paid him as she could have been elected Governor.

Well, this Parsons mooned on, enjoying the sound of his complaints, and finally he worked himself up into such an aggrieved and sanctimonious state that he made the blunder of thinking my mother was on his side. “I know you won’t take offense, ma’am,” he said, “when I ask you to keep this conference private. My depositors would take it amiss to know that I had extended leniency to a man of Doctor McPheeters’ kind.”

When I saw her face, I didn’t bother to wait for the answer. Mr. Parsons may have been, as people said, a good and crafty banker, but in the present instance he had sadly misjudged his audience. I heard afterward that my mother drew herself up to her full height, and she was by no manner of means short, and blistered this pious delegation with a defense of my father that more or less left them groggy, and ended up by suggesting that on any future visits they use the trade entrance instead of driving up to the gate. Mr. Parsons thereupon showed his true and natural colors by fishing out his papers, which had reposed all along in the pocket of his jacket, the miserable hypocrite, only he hadn’t got anybody to serve them on, my father being absent, being, in fact, crouched just then in a thick patch of cockleburrs that lay behind the house.

I knew he was there, because I saw him when I went back to collect up a hatful, thinking something ought to be done to make Mr. Parsons feel he wasn’t neglected.

“Is that you, Jaimie?” he whispered.

“Yes, father.”

“Have they left yet?”

“They’re trying to.”

“What’s that you’re doing, son?”

“Picking cockleburrs.”

“Whatever for, my boy?”

“For Mr. Parsons and his friends.”

There was a little silence; then I heard him begin to laugh. After a minute or so he took out a handkerchief and wiped his eyes. “Of course, of course,” he said. “I’m proud of you, son. It’s little attentions like these that make people remember you and want to come back. Always bear in mind that nothing’s too good for a guest.” Presently he began to laugh again, and he was still at it when I crawled out, loaded up with some of the nicest burrs in our patch.

When the party rode off, I was behind a tree, pretty much in the dark, though there was light enough to follow the action. Anyhow, what I couldn’t see I could hear well enough. It often works out that way, I’ve noticed: when one set of senses lies down on the job, another reports in and takes over.

By a lucky chance, Mr. Parsons’ stallion seemed to be the one most briskly affected. After backing up several feet, it paused to scrape his right leg against a shaggy-bark hickory, which is the very worst kind of tree for that sort of accident, then it ran fifteen or twenty yards down the side of the road and stopped with its forelegs spraddled out, shooting Mr. Parsons over its head into a gully of moss. Up till then, I had no idea he could be so chatty, and to tell you the truth his remarks gave me a fresh outlook on bankers, and made me appreciate them more than before. Even so, his statements were pale and sickly compared with those of Mr. Whitmore, who was mounted on a roan mare, because he and this mare separated almost immediately, in such a way that Mr. Whitmore was left in an awkward position upside down on our gate. Of the entire delegation, the only one that showed any skill as a rider was Mr. Crawshaw, on a big gelded buckskin, and to his credit he stuck on for several miles down the river road, or as far as the farmhouse of a family named Thornton, which picked him out of a ditch, but when he got home, around dawn, they said his clothes and hair were so caked over with mud and brambles his wife had to use a trowel before she could make a positive identification.

Horses will nearly always behave like that if you place burrs under the saddle. There’s no use trying to reason with them; it’s a prejudice that likely goes back a long way, and could be explained if anybody had the time to sit down and puzzle it out. As for me, I felt that I had helped out all I could for the moment, so I climbed on up the back stairs and went to bed.


Chapter II

Early the next morning my father and mother were at it hammer and tongs, trying to work out what to do. It was my mother’s claim, not complimentary, that he was too addleheaded to look after himself on any kind of journey longer than ten or fifteen miles. “Jaimie would have a better chance of getting to the gold fields than you,” she observed.

“Then let me take him,” cried my father, darting to a curtained east window of the house and peering out with great caution. On the theory that Parsons would probably try to wriggle through the shrubbery, perhaps carrying his papers in his teeth, he had all the shades drawn upstairs and down. Except for the kitchen, where Clara and Aunt Kitty were stationed, for intruders, with an encouragement to use skillets if necessary, the place was as dark as a tomb.

“Why not?” he demanded, having satisfied himself that the azaleas along that side were free of enemy activity. “One year, two with bad luck, and we will return to this astonished city, laden with the treasures of Golconda, respected, envied by all, denied credit by none, including Goldswaithe the tailor—confound his parsimonious hide—he refuses to release my trousers, with or without the new patch—and, in a word, solvent forever.”

Not wishing to overhear what was none of my business, because there are few things lower down than an eavesdropper, I had stretched out on the floor behind the sofa with a book, only a few minutes before. I was reading in it here and there so as to shut out the sound of the voices, but it was an uphill job being a sort of championship long-winded poem by a man named Milton, though if any of the lines ended in rhymes I failed to locate them, about a group of angels that talked all the time and couldn’t make up their minds whether to settle down in heaven or in the other place.

Try as I might, I couldn’t quite drown out the conversation, so when I realized what my father was saying I sprang up in a hurry and told my mother I had to go.

“You’ve got to let me,” I cried. “You’ve said yourself my eyes are as snoopy as a hawk’s at seeing what I shouldn’t, and if it came to finding gold—”

“Jaimie is enrolled for next autumn at the Male High School,” she said crisply, directing her statement at my father.

Well, there you were. I was already educated to the point of absurdity, but no, she had to have more. Here we saw the perfect example in my father, who had been hauled up as a boy in Scotland and put to doctoring over the plainest kind of objections—he had run off twice and burned down part of a schoolhouse another time—and he’d been miserable ever since, because he wanted to be a smuggler, you understand, like everybody else along that coast, and engage in a respectable trade that brought in a steady living. He used to swear, and I believe it, that if a person had normal curiosity all they needed to teach him was how to read and make change. As he said, though, he didn’t much mind knowing Latin and Greek, because he often got tired of cursing out medicine in English.

My mother spoke up to announce that she had talked everything over with Professor Yandell, a know-it-all up at the University who had all the ladies blathering over him at teas. “Jaimie’s studies will include Rhetoric, Belles Lettres, the Classics, and Modern Languages,” she said. “We can decide on the University course later.”

Now I knew I had to go. Not only the Male High School, but another round on top of that. There wasn’t any sense in it. By the time I got out, I’d be too old to do anything except retire, and you didn’t need an education for that.

“Jaimie’s not the type,” said my father. “Maybe you’ve forgotten the unholy ruckus he had with Mental Arithmetic at the Secondary School. You’re trying to turn him into a milksop—you’ll break his spirit.”

Tossing her head with a considerable show of firmness, my mother replied that, if she could help it, I would be fitted to take my place in “the cultural life of Louisville, and share in the city’s advancement.” Well, I thought, if you ask me, they’ve gone too far with this Louisville already. It was overdeveloped and blown up with commerce and business so you could hardly get across the streets any more without being run down by teamsters. Why, they had eight brickyards in Louisville in 1849—I saw it in a bragging pamphlet that was got up by some merchant or other that seemed to have a good deal of time on his hands. There were three pianoforte manufacturies, too, and three breweries, two tallow-rendering houses, an ivory-black maker—for use in refining sugar, you know-eight soap and candle factories; three shipyards; two glue factories; and four pork houses that slaughtered upwards of seventy thousand hogs a year.

And if you were looking for steam machinery, they had twelve foundries that made the best on the river, or so the pamphlet claimed. There were rope factories, flouring mills, oilcloth factories, three potteries; six tobacco stemmeries, a paper mill, and a new gas works that lit 461 street lamps over sixteen miles of main. Not only that, it had a gas holder measuring sixty feet in diameter and twenty-two feet high. People used to ride out Sundays to look at it, but the superintendent said it was a nuisance because he couldn’t keep the children off. In the end, they were obliged to hire a watchman, but he was bullyragged so steady that he sort of went out of his head, so to speak, and they had to place him in a hospital that made a specialty of such cases.

Another thing they had, not mentioned in the pamphlet, was an epidemic of cholera, and it was this that finally convinced my mother and sent me on the journey to California. My father brought it up toward noon; he had just remembered it. It was lucky for us he did, because two cousins of my mother’s New Orleans plantation clan had died of cholera when she was small, and you only had to mention that disease for her to get the nervous jumps.

“Two more deaths reported yesterday,” he went on cheerfully, “and not down on the river this time but right smack in the middle of the Fourth Ward, not a stone’s throw from this house.”

She was shaken, and he recognized the signs, for he observed that, “Hannah’s well out of it—we’ll have to write her to stay on in Cincinnati for a few weeks.”

Hannah was my sister. She was off visiting, as she most always was.

My mother went over to a window and stood looking out awhile, holding the drawn curtain a little way back. “All right,” she said at last. “Jaimie can go, but only until the plague [she never could mention cholera by name] has run its course. Let it be understood that he will return next autumn in time to begin at the Male High School.”

I remember those words very well. She didn’t know any more what she was asking than my father did, and that was about as little as possible. A good many classes have assembled and graduated since that morning, and they did it all without me. Neither can I say I’m sorry; we learned some things you couldn’t find out at the Male High School if you were to go there for two hundred years, which I estimated was about the time it would take me to finish up, if I buckled down and worked at it.

First off, my father dashed upstairs and came back with some little shiny books he’d gathered up on the sly and said they must be his “Journals.” I have them here now—they are of duodecimo size, as they call it, in brown hand-sewn leather, and filled with a lacy kind of handwriting, very tiny, that often traverses a page in two directions, the one set of slants on top of the other at right angles, so as to save space. This crisscrossing of lines was popular with the period, but such pages are vexatious to read, and require the use of a glass.

No matter how much trouble, these Journals are interesting, and filled with excitement. Practically any place you read, something good is about to happen tomorrow. The same is true of his letters, only more so. Nobody ever lived that could touch my father for producing perky and misleading letters, and he himself acknowledged, one day when we were nooning at the foot of Independence Rock, that their tone was somewhat “crouse an’ canty,” which he said was the phrase of a Scottish poet named Burns, who had written a good deal of material about small animals. Here at the foot of one letter—to my sister Hannah—is a grainy smear of gold dust affixed to the page with mucilage. All is now black with age and weather; at only a spot or two do pinprick glints of yellow shine through to bolster up his tale. But I was there, and I chance to recall that this particular dust was washed by an Ohio man, and came to us in exchange for a pair of surgical shears, with which he intended to set up as barber at a Feather River camp. In those weeks, you could have thrashed out our clothes with a flail and not found a grain of dust, for my father had taken to “crevicing,” a system he’d picked up from a friendly oracle with the Wolverines. The rotary motion of pan-washing made his head swim, he said. This crevicing was just the thing: you walked up a dry creek bed with a knife and a spoon and dug nuggets out of gold pockets in the shelves. “It’s as simple as opening a bank,” he went on. “Any fool can do it.”

Well, if this was true, we’d soon be rich, I figured, because no ordinary fool could have got us out there in the first place. But to give my father his due, specially since everybody was always running him down, he was as methodical as clockwork once it was decided we were going. You never saw such a bustle; the whole house was turned upside down. He made a little speech, full of pomp and reassurance, telling my mother how comfortable and well off she would be, and said, “Now you have the income from the old gentleman’s estate—God rest his peculiar New Orleans soul; he let a fortune slip through his fingers when he declined to finance my Convalescent Home for Drunkards—and this house with inclusory chattels will be intact during the period of my separation. To sum up, you and the family are secure.”

Then he sent her on a trip downtown, with his “holograph power of attorney,” which was a piece of note paper with his name signed to it in a looping flourish, with a number of curlicues, to “liquidate” his account at the other bank, only when she got there, there wasn’t anything in the till except an overdraft of eighteen dollars, so she drew out her own money and cashed in two bonds they had put by together, which he had overlooked somehow, and altogether raised nearly four hundred dollars. When she got back, she handed it over with the same kind of look I once saw on the faces of some relatives at a funeral, just before they screwed down the coffin: mournful but resigned to the loss.

The next thing was to “fit out the expedition,” as he called it, because he said we would leave early the following morning, before the usual rising hour of process servers. So he hauled out some lists which he had mostly made up from Ware’s book, and appointed Willie the yard boy to do his buying, with the precaution not to get any two articles from the same store. “We must avoid indications of an evasion,” he said. All afternoon, Willie tramped back and forth, piling up stores in the woodshed, and before he was done, he had bought two soft gum rubber ponchos, a waterproof can of matches, an India rubber spread for putting on the ground under blankets, two knapsacks, some lye soap and candles, a skinning knife, two pistols with ammunition, some outdoor cooking utensils, a belt ax, a sewing kit, and a number of other things, some of which we couldn’t have used in a million years.

By this time, my father was hopping around as full of directions and information as if he had been prospecting for years. He had begun to use the word “we” to mean the old-timers around the California gold fields, including himself.

“What’s the skinning knife for—Indians?” asked my mother, whose tongue had been getting a little more sarcastic as my father swelled with importance.

“Game. We often find that fresh meat puts new heart in the emigrants, especially if provisions are running low.”

“Who’s to shoot it?”

“I’m reckoned a fair shot with both rifle and pistol,” he said a trifle huffily.

He had an old Hawken rifle a trapper had turned over instead of paying for an operation on his groin, which had been caught in a trap while sleeping, and he said we would take this along, but I didn’t much care for the idea when I found out I’d have to carry it. Herbert Swann and I had sneaked this rifle out in the woods one day and shot it off. It was so long we had to rest it in the crotch of a sapling, and it weighed about a ton and a half, give or take a couple of pounds. When we pulled the trigger, it kicked us both back into a slough, and the ball zipped through some sycamore leaves and out into a little clearing we had failed to notice and knocked two slats out of a tobacco shed that was several hundred yards away and should have been out of range, but wasn’t.

My father couldn’t carry the rifle because he had his hands full. Besides his knapsack, which was stuffed to the top with Willie’s things and some articles from the house, like blankets, clean linen, razor, and such, he was taking his surgical bag.

This appeared to put my mother out more than anything up to date.

“Whatever for?” she said. “You can practice medicine right here in Louisville.”

“I’m a doctor,” he replied with dignity. “I owe it to the Oath of Hippocrates to be prepared for any emergency.”

The way it turned out, he was right, as he often was at the most unlikely times. Toward dusk our gear was assembled, and with the fading of the warm spring sun the spirits in our household sank a notch, too. I went out in the back yard to say goodbye to Sam, because they were going to take him to a farmer to keep, as soon as we were safely gone. It was cooler this evening, and Aunt Kitty had brought Mary in from the pen the minute the sunshine left. So I untied Sam and put him in the pen instead, and gave him two lumps of sugar, along with a chew of tobacco, which he enjoyed as much as some people do, though he was obliged to swallow the juice, being without any means to spit. I had tried to teach him many’s the time, but somehow he never got the hang of it, and my father remarked that I might as well throw it up as a bad job, because a goat’s instincts, together with his machinery, were all for moving edibles in exactly the opposite direction.

Going back to the house, I heard Aunt Kitty call, “You, boy,” and I stopped to see what she wanted, under the big crooked oak where I had my treehouse.

“You fixin to go journeying, ain’t that so?”

I replied that we were off to California to seek gold but that she mustn’t say so to anybody before we had left, not even to Man, who was her son that my mother had freed and worked across town in a foundry.

“I talkin’ to you, you hear me?”

“Yes, ma’am. I hear you.”

“I gazed in the boiling pot—see some real bad things.”

She had this black iron pot, with bleached catfish and chicken bones in the bottom, and she could tell the future from the way the bones jumped around and arranged themselves.

“We’ll get rich in California,” I said. “I’ll buy you a nice present to bring back.”

In the corners of her wrinkled-up eyes two large tears formed and rolled down slowly, then dried up for want of support.

“You lookin’ at Aunt Kitty for the very last time on this yearth.”

If I had felt unsettled before, I was miserable now, and I swallowed hard to keep from crying and throwing my arms around her skinny waist, as I had done dozens of times in crises.

“Day you study to come back, I be in the ground, long gone to my good home.”

I snuffled, half angrily, and said it wasn’t so, and then she held out her hand with something shiny in the palm. It was a buckeye, polished like old mahogany, with several marks burned in blackly by a poker or other iron tool. In the top there was fastened an eyelet and screw, and through this, for wearing round the neck, passed a fine-mesh chain.

“Conjure man give me this charm, say you to keep it close by, and shine it to your cheek if need be.”

I knew what a buckeye was, of course, but I didn’t realize they were useful for charms. Aunt Kitty had cures for nearly anything you could name, and when I was bad cut by a sickle, she stopped the bleeding with cobwebs and soot. When my father came home, he said it would have stopped anyhow, but I reckoned that was just professional jealousy.

“It’s pretty,” I said. “What’s it do, Aunty?”

“Time to find out when sperets come.”

“But how do I know they’re coming? When do they come?”

“Sperets work they mischief in the dreadful night.”

“Well,” I said, “I’m usually asleep in the night. I don’t hardly wake up at all in the nighttime.”

“Conjure man say this charm good for bears and such; you rub it, come a bear—hear?”

“All right, Aunty, and if it doesn’t take hold, I’ll just go ahead and use the rifle.”

“I’ll use a broom on you, give me any more sass.”

She was the thinnest-skinned darky there ever was about charms; you couldn’t say boo about one of her remedies, even, but I happened to know they didn’t always work; the strength went out of them now and then. Only the year before, the conjure man had brought in the Jackson County madstone, from way over in Illinois, for a white peddler that had been dog-bit, and the man went ahead and died just the same, howling and snapping at water, with the stone strapped directly over the bite, exactly as prescribed.

When I got back to the house, everything was ready except that my father was trying to jam two big medical volumes—Andrew Fyfe’s Anatomy and Lizars’ Surgery—into his knapsack, with my mother standing alongside, wearing an expression of scorn.

“It’s the silliest thing I ever heard of—walking all the way to California carrying two heavy books.”

“You never can tell, Melissa,” he said, using his knees with great vigor. “Some poor sufferer of the not too distant future, prostrate on the alkali plains, may owe his deliverance to these very selfsame volumes.”

“The more I think it over,” she went on, “the more I’m convinced that I’ve agreed to a fool’s errand. I have a feeling I’ll live to regret this night.”

There was such an earnest ring to her voice that I sent a curious glance her way, and I’m glad I did. She fitted into the room, you might say; the one seemed to go with the other, they were that upright and graceful. Maybe because of this last look, I find the room easy to remember: the black iron fireplace with its fancy marble mantel, the faded Persian rug—a family heirloom from New Orleans—the horsehair sofa and chairs, each with its starchy-white antimacassar, which last were supposed to keep off the Macassar oil that people had taken to putting on their hair, and the cheerful old wallpaper of steamboat and cotton-bale design.

Just when I was getting into a nice sentimentally frame of mind, almost wishing we weren’t leaving, she said, “Sardius, before you go to bed, Jaimie is to have the caning he was promised yesterday morning, before all this came up. He was smoking catalpa beans again, out by the woodhouse.”

Wouldn’t that show you? Her husband and son were preparing to enter the wilderness, probably to be devoured by wolves or red Indians, and she must insist on the regular rules of the house. Well, in itself the caning amounted to very little, as usual. My father viewed the smoking of catalpa beans as both harmless and dull. I had dried out a considerable parcel from last summer and stored them in a handy place in the cellar, comfortably removed from the rats, which seemed to favor them. According to custom, we climbed the stairs in silence, to all appearances mournful and low, and I went on into my room. From beneath a mattress in his, my father extracted his latest copy of The Turf Register, then brought it in, tightly rolled, and fetched the bed several noisy whacks, whilst I voiced a few piteous howls, meanwhile proceeding with the removal of my clothes.

The sheets were cold, the wind howled round the eaves. I went to sleep and dreamed a mixed-up sort of dream about bears and buckeyes, and cockleburrs and Mr. Parsons, and at one point, far out on the prairie, my father had Fyfe’s Anatomy open beside a sick Indian that was stretched on the ground, looking indignant, and he was saying, “There’s no need to argue—you’ll have to give up catalpa beans.” I tossed and turned, sleeping very shallow and restless, and it seemed like no time at all before my father was coming down the hallway with a lantern and shaking me by the shoulder. It wasn’t just a dream, then. Dawn was an hour away, of a clear, cool, sweet-smelling morning, and we were off to California.


Chapter III

Cape Girardeau, Missouri
May 27, 1849

Dear Melissa:

I take up my pen for this first letter home with a very heavy heart. The temptation is strong to consider the events in chronology, but the suspense of waiting for bad news would be too cruel. I must face up like a man, though a foolish and misdirected one, it appears, and tell you that Jaimie is gone, presumably lost off the boat and drowned during the night before we arrived at this sleepy little river-bottom town.

No amount of upbraiding and reproach, of reminding me how right you were (and always have been) can make me feel worse than I feel. For the rest of my life I must bear the stigma of knowing that I have, in effect, caused the death of our boy. Had I listened to you, and borne my responsibilities, this terrible thing would never have happened. I beg you to tell Hannah as gently as possible, and be no more bitter than you must. At this moment, all I can think of to say to you is that I’m sorry, sorry, sorry.

Now, your first shock over, I shall try to describe what happened in such detail as will make it all clear. As you know, Willie delivered us in the rig to Portland; dawn was breaking as we arrived. The boat I’d booked stateroom passage on, the Courier—a packet for St. Louis—was lying in the canal, though far from ready to go, despite the advertised sailing time of 8 A.M. It was nearer 11 when our cargo was aboard and the plank taken in. You may imagine what a fever of anxiety I generated during this delay; we alternated between disposing our luggage in the astonishingly small cabin assigned us (a mere closet, with wooden bunks one above the other, next to the ladies’ quarters in the stern) and pacing the upper deck, myself watching the communicating roads, as the morning wore on.

When at last the whistle blew and the huge stern wheel began to turn (disconcertingly near us), we thrashed out into the broad Ohio, greatly swollen by the Spring rains, to the shrill squealing of pigs, the alarmed lowing of cattle, and not a few drunken hurrahs, these varied articulations rising from the lower deck, where not only the poorer passengers but an assortment of livestock were quartered.

Under the circumstances in which I write, I realize your impatient lack of interest in the trip, as such, so I hasten to the unhappy time which has saddened and impoverished us both. But first I must relate an incident that may or may not have affected Jaimie to some reckless adventure in the night, some ill-advised nocturnal ramble to soothe his mind, for he witnessed a sight frightful to the most seasoned adult and doubly so to a lad barely in his teens.

The entertainments of this vessel fell into two divisions, separated by the daylight hours and those of darkness. In the first instance, time was passed by the upper-deck gentry in firing off pistols at objects afloat in the river, with wagers of prodigious size riding upon each round. At night, poker games even more ferocious commanded their attention. Faithful to my new vows, I abstained from both pleasures. Amongst this convivial group was a Mr. Streeter, portly, ruddy-faced, amiable, grievously fond of spirits. The fact is, I might say without doing him injustice, that this worthy quite evidently began his refreshment immediately upon arising, for he appeared at breakfast in the most exuberant humor, and with his face bearing the warm glow of a particularly fiery sunset. He had, we were soon informed, by none other than himself (for he was a powerful talker), sold a substantial business in the textile line, in Pittsburgh, consequent upon the death of his wife, and was now en route (as we were) to the frontier, there to find opportunities for prospecting.

Pitiful to relate, this unfortunate was not destined to go very far. On the evening of the third night, he was attracted to the boisterous merriment of the saloon, and was there cursed by as whimsical a fall of cards as it has ever been my lot to see, and I believe I might (ahem!) pose as an experienced observer. Well, with each worsening of his luck, he absented himself for a hand or two, in order to consult John Barleycorn, thus, I assume, deadening his pain. Upon coming back, he would produce a leathern pouch of capacious size, from which dribbled a steady stream of gold coins onto the green baize and into the willing hands of his co-travelers. At length, after a monstrous failure, at a point when the table held no less than a thousand dollars, our Mr. Streeter, now far gone in drink, muttered thickly and excused himself, as it developed, for the very last time.

It may have been ten minutes later that we heard a terrible cry, a shriek from the innermost recesses of Hell, it seemed, and felt a soft, padded thumping that appeared, suddenly, to stop all way on the boat. There followed a rushing of humanity, crewmen and passengers, and then the chilling shout, “He’s tumbled into the blades!” Poor, wretched man! In his dulled and heedless state, he had made his way toward his cabin and stumbled over the taffrail and into the churning wheel. With the engines cut and the Courier sliding down in ghostly silence, broadside to the stream, two roustabouts ran out onto the fanways and removed Streeter’s broken body from the dripping paddles. You would scarcely believe it, but he was yet alive, his legs in multiple fractures, the skin and hair removed from one side of his head, an elbow protrudingly nakedly, and his insides in Heaven knows what condition of rupture.

For all this, I had some slight notion he could be revived. Perhaps the protective effects of the spirits lengthened his life. You may imagine that I was promptly impressed into service. Indeed, the Captain—Captain Macready by name, a sturdy Scot himself, with friends in common with my cousins near Linlithgow—entreated me so piteously to succor the victim that I saw tears glisten in his eyes.

We contrived a makeshift hospital in the wheelhouse, for reasons that you shall see. In my mind, the immediate necessity, aside from staunching the appalling flow of blood from his head, was to set the elbow and legs before the sedative benumbment of whiskey and shock wore off. We were twenty-two men passengers, apart from the crew, and strong, yet we could devise no effective means of pulling out those legs in such a way as to persuade the bones back into alignment. Accordingly, working as fast as possible, I rigged cables to the wheel, in a similiar fashion to the ancient instrument of torture, and, with members of our company holding the victim firmly by the shoulders, extended the right leg to something like an advantageous position; alas, midway through this operation our patient awoke with a bloodcurdling scream, struggled himself momentarily to a sitting position, then fell back—stone-dead.

Captain Macready had him taken ashore at Cairo, a collection of drab dwellings at the confluence of the Ohio and the Father of Waters, with provisions for the remains to be shipped back to Pittsburgh on the next boat out. He was packed in sawdust in an icehouse there, and this was all that mortal man could do in his behalf. Miserable creature, how much better if he had stayed to perpetuate that thriving business of which he boasted so proudly!

This, Melissa, brings me to the time of our personal sorrow, the disappearance of Jaimie, and it is a sore trial for my hand to form the words. The hour was nearly midnight when Streeter went to his reward in the wheelhouse of the Courier, with Jaimie among the horrified onlookers peering through the glass. The accident had occurred at nine, as he and I were preparing to leave for bed. When finally we got into our bunks, we were, I am sure, distressed and wakeful. I fell into a sleep disturbed by visions of that grotesque shape in the paddle wheel (some of Streeter’s clothes were even torn from his body, such was the violence of the blades) and I awoke early, at the first streaks of sunrise. I sensed rather than noticed that Jaimie was not in his bunk. Springing down, I verified that this was the case, and with agitated heart, flung on some clothes and searched the deck, thinking to surprise him in an early morning stroll. He was nowhere to be seen. Frantically, now, I rushed through the ship—into the saloon, the engine room—room by courtesy only; it was all but exposed to the elements—through the lower deck, and at last to the Captain’s cabin. We combed the ship; he was gone.

By now, what with one shocking mishap piled upon another, Captain Macready was in a condition bordering on collapse. His eyes were bilious and his face the color of paste. Disregarding his schedule, already badly upset, he turned about and we searched both the Illinois and the Missouri banks, as well as several channels formed by islands, for a distance of twenty miles back. It was absolutely hopeless, as all hands knew; and I shall ever honor Macready and tender increasing homage to the country that gave him birth, for the costly pretense he made for my feelings. Even at the best, a thirteen-year-old plunged without warning into that icy sea of mud (it runs at the rate of six miles an hour) would have little hope of survival at this early season of the year. And with the Mississippi now at flood—miles wide in most places—his chance of making shore would be impossibly reduced.

However, the Captain put in at two landings—one consisting of three ramshackle two-storeys and going by the preposterous name of Thebes, and another called Grand Tower, from a huge projection of rock that rises in mid-river, where we left word (and I money) against the chance of the boy’s being heard from. And then, Melissa, in my resolve to leave no stone unturned, I debarked at this hamlet of Cape Girardeau. For six days I have ranged both riverbanks by horseback. I have ferried back and forth four times. I believe I can say with veracity that no resident within some hundreds of yards of this ugly brown torrent has gone without notice of my quest. If Jaimie is alive, he will be found; that is my solemn promise. But it would be selfish and unfeeling to arouse false hopes. The boy is dead, and I alone am guilty. Conscience-torn, reduced by fatigue, I yet see nothing to be gained by turning back from my journey. And so, my dear wife, having made this calamitous start, I now resume my way toward California, with a grieving heart, and with the hope that, in God, you will find some means of forgiving,

Your devoted husband,
SARDIUS MCPHEETERS (M.D.)

Reading that letter over, now at this later date, I feel a lump come to my throat. It isn’t a bad thing to be wanted, and I only wish I could have showed up for the funeral services that my mother held afterward. The Reverend Carmody, they say, was at his very oily best, and he went praising and glorifying along perfectly straight-faced and sincere, as if I’d located the Holy Grail. Judging from the remarks he’d made about Herbert Swann and me in Sunday school, which were mostly on the opposite tack, the funeral must have placed him under a pretty brisk strain.

Another possibility was that he got me mixed up with somebody else. There were two church funerals that week, one for me, who was absent, and another where they had a resident corpse, with all the trimmings, a new boy in town that had a good record and was what they called a Model of Deportment, but he was knocked down by a beer wagon while he was holding an umbrella for two old ladies crossing the street, so he wasn’t much better off than if he’d been the town nuisance, as far as I can see.

Aside from that, the sermon for me was purely wind wasted. At the moment when Carmody was mooing about Jehovah’s Blessed Cherubs and Infants Now at Peace, I was thrashing through the Missouri backwoods as loaded up with troubles as old Job, the sheep farmer they kept picking on in the Bible, which was one of his favorite characters. The way I fell off that boat was this: I was lying there in the bunk, downcast and moody, and philosophizing over Mr. Streeter’s bad fortune, and wondering what had become of his gold. Nobody had mentioned it at the rescue, and I happened to remember that he had that bag on him when he left. So I said to myself, there’s the remainders of a couple of garments stuck in the back corners of those fanways—I saw them when they took him out—and what if the gold’s in them? Furthermore, in the morning they’ll notice those clothes, so why wouldn’t it be a good idea to haul them out now and save everybody the trouble? In addition to which, if the money is there, somebody will only collar it Or when they settle the estate the lawyers will gobble it up, because many’s the time I’ve heard my father say that a lawyer is nothing but a burglar with a license to steal.

Right away, it made me feel good to know that I might prevent a burglary, so I slid down quietly from the bunk, and pulled on my shirt and mohair trousers, because it was cool out there now, and tiptoed around to the stern. The moon was up, and the boat was full of sharp shadows that made me jump, they favored humans so. In the soft light, the river looked big and still and silvery, not muddy and dipping with high-water whirlpools, the way it was in the daytime. Off on the Missouri side I could see a smudge of bluff bank, but on the Illinois side, where there was nothing but low bottom land, all under water, I couldn’t make anything out at all.

Hanging on carefully, but excited too, I slipped back along the narrow board runway beside the big wheel and felt down in the corner. Sure enough, soggy and torn, a piece of Mr. Streeter’s jacket was wedged there. I pulled it out an inch at a time, to keep it from falling in the river. It was the left-hand half, as you’d face him, and had two pockets, one outside and one in, and in this inside pocket I found his leather pouch. After the poker games, it didn’t feel so very heavy, but it gave a nice jingle when I shook it, so I stuffed it into my shirt and turned to go.

And right there is where I had my bad luck. The river was on such a rampage, and had torn so many things loose along its banks, that trees and logs and boxes and barrels and dead pigs and even houses were spinning downstream almost anywhere you looked. One night the captain had tied up to a cottonwood at the foot of a bar; other times in the dark he stayed out of the channel, seeking the cleaner water, removed from the trash line.

But now there was a grinding bump and shudder, while I had both hands loose stowing the gold, and I toppled off that runway like a tenpin. I lit on my back, outboard of the wheel, thanks to goodness, but popped back up in its wake, too choked up with muddy water to make a sound. The river was deathly cold and looked as black as night; even so, I saw a darker shape, and it was this same tree that had caused all the trouble, riding low in the water, with leafy branches sticking up, only now it was about to do me a service. For I couldn’t have swum fifty yards in that ice water without support. Already my feet and legs were numb clear through, and my clothes weighed me down like sand.

The spot where I fell in was just north of Tower Rock, I’ve found out since. This was the worst place on the river between St. Louis and Memphis, a big upthrust block of stone dividing the river, surrounded everywhere by whirlpools that sloped down as much as six feet, big enough to upset a skiff, and a current almost like rapids in a hilly stream.

Well, the first thing I knew, the tree I was hugging—I was too weak to haul myself up—bobbed and ducked, twirling half around, then scraped its way over some rock and we were ashore, so to speak. Panting and shivering, I crawled past a pebbly shelf and into some prickly grass. It was bitter-cold; I’ve never felt such a cold, before or after, even in the western mountains.

Said I to myself, I’ll freeze to death if something isn’t done, so I got up and began stamping and squeezing out the water and hallooing for help, not knowing it was an island. But it was; I made sure of that soon after, stumbling my way up a little path to the top, where some scraggly pines grew, from where I could look all around, seeing nothing but water in the moonlight. Some clouds sifted in front of the moon, now, the way they usually mass up before
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