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Synopsis: Five Sisters & the Oregon
Trail is about a family, devastated by loss, that joins the long
trek to a new home on the West Coast, and which establishes a few
new relationships along the way.

 


 


“Gonna be trouble with that
one.”

Mercy laughed merrily and tucked her
arm firmly through that of the curmudgeon at her side.

“You always say that, Uncle
Gus.”

“And I’m mostly right,
aren’t I?”

“Not ‘mostly,’ no,” she
said. “Just sometimes.”

Her eyes followed his to where they
rested on her youngest sister, Lydia.

“Lydia’s just learning what
it’s like for a boy to notice she’s a girl, that’s all,” Mercy
assured him. “She’s young, but she’s not foolish, and as with all
of us, the years spent surrounded by military men have given her
the wisdom to handle herself.”

“Humph.”

Mercy laughed again. Lydia, at fifteen,
had been content to bury herself in her books and the wild
creatures she was forever rescuing, leaving all the male attention
to her older sisters. But tonight, for the first time, some of the
young men in the group were noticing her, and Mercy felt a rush of
affection for her normally shy, introverted little
sister.

Someone had brought out a fiddle,
another a banjo, and still others a washboard and spoons. The faint
sounds of a harmonica added to the mix, and everyone seemed to be
having a grand time. The sun was setting over the camp on this
their last night before starting on the long journey on the Oregon
Trail. Months would pass before they reached their destination, and
everyone was well aware they would not do so without some heartache
along the way, but for tonight, at least, hopes were high. Mercy
sighed, briefly distracted from the cheerful gathering by a sadness
that was never very far from her heart. The Harrington family had
already had their own share of heartache in recent weeks, and she
really couldn’t imagine something worse.

Mercy’s eyes scanned the crowd gathered
around the central fire, some dancing to the lively music, some
talking, and others—like Uncle Gus and herself—just taking in the
party atmosphere. The oldest of five girls, Mercy was now
responsible for her younger siblings, and in spite of her teasing,
she cherished Gus’ support. “Uncle” Gus had been her father’s loyal
sergeant in the army, and when Colonel Harrington had decided to
step down from his command in the face of the rising tensions
nation-wide between slave-holders and abolitionists, he had invited
Sergeant Martin to join him and his family. Mercy’s mother had
always happily followed her husband from posting to posting, which
had given all five of their children wanderlust, so the idea of
packing up their lives and heading west to start a new life in the
Oregon Territory had been seen by the entire family as nothing more
than another grand adventure.

No one could have foreseen the tragedy
that had robbed the family of both mother and father. Colonel
Phillip T. Harrington and his wife, Mrs. Gladys Wickham Harrington,
had been killed in a freak carriage accident less than a week
before their planned departure, leaving the five Harrington
daughters both orphaned and devastated. They really had had no
choice but to go on with their plans to go west, however. The house
and everything in it had already been sold, the wagons taking them
to Oregon already purchased and packed. So, here they were, on the
verge of their greatest family adventure to date, without their
parents but protected fiercely by Sergeant Major Augustus Martin,
who intended to see them all safely to Oregon and help build and
run the family store her father and mother had dreamed
of.

A happy shout from the far side of the
fire brought Mercy’s attention back to the present spectacle, and
in another moment, she spotted the twins, Abigail and Anna, who in
spite of their relationship could not have been more different in
either appearance or personality. Abigail, the eldest by only
twenty minutes, was blond and willowy, and at seventeen knew just
how to get a young man’s attention. Like most of her sisters, she
suffered from wanderlust, but unlike Mercy, she wanted to share
that adventure with a husband, and was glad to be traveling to
Oregon where the women were few, and a strong woman could have her
pick of the best of them. Anna, on the other hand, dreamed of
putting down roots. While she had never shied from the adventures
they had shared together as a family, Mercy knew the smaller,
dark-haired Anna dreamed of someday making a life on a farm with a
good, hardworking man and a hoard of children.

Mercy’s eyes scanned the crowd once
more, worry furrowing her brow, until she finally spotted her
fourth sister. At nineteen, Judith was the closest in age to Mercy.
With only sixteen months between them, they actually had a lot more
in common than the twins did. Judith was, at this moment, in
earnest conversation with not one but three men sitting near one of
the smaller fires. Mercy smiled to see her sister so engaged and
wondered if there was any man here tonight who would appreciate
Judith’s intelligent mind and quick wit enough to want her as his
wife. Judith needed a man like their father, a man who wanted a
companion as much as a helpmate, and Mercy suspected it would take
a very special man to take Judith on in marriage.

“You know, I’m thinkin’ this
trip is gonna be a good thing for a lot of reasons,” Gus said,
bringing Mercy’s attention back to her companion. “The girls all
have a lot of experience being around men, like you said, but when
we got to Chicago, there were a lot of dandies sniffin’ around. I
was afraid one of ’em—Abby mostly—might fall for one of those city
boys, who’re really good at bein’ on their best behavior when
courtin’ a young lady. But out here, you gals are gonna get to see
these fellas in a whole new light. However polite they’re bein’
tonight, once we get on the trail, we’ll all get to see the ‘real’
men behind the courtin’, and I’m thinkin’ that’s a fine
thing.”

Mercy considered his words and nodded.
“The hardships we face are bound to bring out both the best and the
worst in all of us,” she said. “And you’re right: that will
certainly give the girls a chance to make a really informed
decision about whom to marry.”

“How come you never include
yourself with your sisters when talkin’ about gettin’ married?” Gus
asked, eyeing her closely.

Mercy returned his steady gaze. “I
don’t plan to marry, Uncle Gus. You know that. I want to be a
shopkeeper not a mother.”

“You could be both, you
know.”

Mercy shook her head. “I can’t imagine
either being married or having children,” she said softly. “I’ll do
right by my sisters, and gladly—and not just because I know that’s
what father and mother would ask of me—but after that…I don’t know.
I have too much of my mother in me, I suppose, and I can’t ever
imagine meeting a man enough like my father to put up with
me.”

Gus grunted. “Wait too long, girl, and
you’ll end up all alone in the end.”

Mercy smiled at this surprising show of
affection by the taciturn ex-sergeant. “Oh, I don’t know, Uncle
Gus. You seem to be doing all right.”

The older man glanced up, and Mercy was
almost positive she saw him blush in the dim light of the
campfires.

“How’d you get to be so
smart, missy?” he asked in a gruff voice.

“I’m sure I got it from both
Mother and Father,” she said with a smile.

“Humph.”

Mercy laughed and hugged his arm
tightly, thanking God for bringing this kind though crusty man into
their lives just when they needed him. She knew Gus had saved her
father’s life on more than one occasion in battle, because her
father had told them so, but the sergeant was made uncomfortable by
gratitude, preferring to pretend they were all doing him a favor by
giving him a new life outside of the army, before he was too old to
continue in uniform. Mercy had no idea of how old he was, though
she suspected he was nearing fifty. He was still strong and agile,
though, his not-too-tall, lean body able to out-work some of the
much younger men in camp, and she was glad to know he would be
driving the wagon that contained what would become their general
store.

Mercy and Judith would share the
driving of the family wagon, which carried all their food and other
supplies. Used to traveling lightly from one army post to the next,
they had brought few personal belongings, though they had packed as
many books as they could fit in, including the large family Bible,
since they were all avid readers, just as their parents had been.
Mercy expected the shortage of reading materials would be one of
the trials of their new life, though she hadn’t heard nearly as
many complaints from her younger sisters as she had from some of
their fellow travelers about items they had been forced to leave
behind, so Mercy was confident they would adjust.

“’Evening,
folks.”

Mercy and Uncle Gus glanced over to see
Mr. Campbell, the wagon master.

“Nice evening for a
party.”

Mercy smiled. “That it is, Mr.
Campbell.” She was pleased to see his usually stern face relaxed
this evening.

“It’s good to have the
music,” he said, as though responding to her unspoken thoughts. “Of
all the bits of civilization people are forced to leave behind when
they travel the Oregon Trail, those who can bring a little music
with them, seem to do better than those who don’t.”

Gus grunted. “It was that way in the
army, too,” he said. “A Jew’s harp, or even a piece of tissue over
a comb in the hands of a talented man, could make all the
difference in the world when it came to morale.”

“I expect so,” Mr. Campbell
said, nodding thoughtfully.

“So, do you think we’re
ready, Mr. Campbell?” Mercy asked.

He actually grinned at her. “As ready
as we’ll ever be, Miss Harrington. And the sooner we get on the
trail, the sooner we’ll get to where we’re going.”

She smiled in return. “My father used
to say the very same thing, Mr. Campbell. It became our family
motto.”

Mr. Campbell sobered all at once. “I’m
really sorry about what happened to your folks, Miss Harrington,”
he said, and Mercy knew he had had second thought about having the
girls travel with the wagon train after hearing about their
parents’ deaths.

“Thank you, Mr. Campbell.
And I very much appreciate you allowing us to travel with
you.”

He shrugged. “To be honest, I’m not
sure I would have, if you hadn’t had Sergeant Martin with you, but
now that I’ve seen all of you in camp, I can see I shouldn’t have
worried.”

Mercy smiled brightly. “Thank you,
sir.”

“Don’t thank me, Miss
Harrington. Your parents obviously brought you up to be smart,
bold, independent young ladies. Frankly, I don’t think the young
men out here are going to know what hit them.” There was an odd mix
of censure and admiration in his voice, and Mercy laughed in
appreciation of his dilemma.

“Sounds good to me,” Gus
said. “It’ll make it that much easier for me to keep my eye on
’em.”

Campbell chuckled. Tipping his hat
toward Mercy, he moved on.

Mercy and Gus continued to watch the
crowd, enjoying the music as well as the anticipation of tomorrow’s
departure. After a time, Mercy saw a movement off to the right,
just outside the circle of firelight.

“Uncle Gus, who is that?”
she asked, nodding toward the loan figure.

Gus squinted into the growing darkness.
“His name’s Price, I think.”

“I don’t remember meeting a
family named Price,” Mercy said.

Gus shook his head. “He’s not
travelling with his family. Not anymore.”

Mercy stared at him in question. “What
do you mean, ‘not anymore?’”

Gus sighed. “I heard he lost his wife
and three little girls in a river crossing a way back.”

“Dear God in heaven,” Mercy
prayed. “That poor man.”

“Not much worse than what
you girls suffered,” Gus reminded her.

Mercy shook her head. “But we at least
still have each other, Uncle Gus. And you. Poor Mr. Price is all
alone, now. We must do our best to reach out to him, don’t you
think?”

“Now, I wouldn’t be jumpin’
on that cause any too quick, missy,” Gus said. “A man loses
everything he has, and he’s libel to be pretty fierce in the face
of even kindness. I heard Mr. Campbell wasn’t too happy about him
comin’ along, since Price won’t be settlin’ in Oregon—says he plans
to push on to California to look for gold.”

“If Mr. Campbell didn’t want
Mr. Price to come, what made him change his mind?” Mercy
asked.

“He learned Price is a crack
shot with a rifle and prefers a midnight watch.”

Mercy smiled. “Prudence over
expediency?”

Gus snorted softly.
“Somethin’ like that. You just watch yourself, hear? I’m pledged to
look out for all you girls, and that means you, too, missy.”

“I’ll be careful, Uncle Gus.
I promise.”

 


It turned out to be easy to avoid
provoking Mr. Price, for the man made a point of avoiding people.
He hunted with the men, helped with the stock, even drove a wagon
on occasion when needed, but he never shared anyone’s campfire,
even though Mercy knew he had been invited by several of the wagon
train’s thirty families to join them in a meal.

Mr. Price didn’t have a wagon himself.
Mercy learned from Mrs. Wingle—who had known the Prices before and
had been traveling with them—that it was, indeed, a river crossing
gone wrong that had robbed Mr. Price of his family. The water had
been unusually high, and some huge logs had appeared suddenly,
barreling down on the Price wagon before anyone could react. Mrs.
Wingle told her of the frantic search of the downstream waters,
where they had managed to recover the bodies of Mrs. Price and the
three little girls. Their wagon had been completely destroyed,
leaving
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