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Dedication
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To the fourth generation Chesapeake waterman, with a face of leather and hands of calluses and scars, who rises an hour before the sun to the absolute promise of a grueling day and only a slim hope of a fair catch; to the young teacher who, while lovingly clutching her soldier husband’s pillow, drifts to sleep knowing that in morning’s light a ponytailed voice will once again ask where Daddy is; to a graying, stoop-shouldered shop owner who hides within the cruel knowledge that if the bank fails to renew his capital loan the family’s home will be lost; to the mother of two who stands rigid at the curb in frigid cold in anticipation of an hour-long bus ride to an office building where, for minimum wage, she will scrub clean public toilets for eight hard hours . . . and to all of those other wonderful Americans.
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Foreword
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Tom Blair is an American original.

Aren’t we all, you might ask.

True; no nation in the long history of mankind has such a unique citizen DNA. With the exception of the Native Americans, we all arrived here from elsewhere. (My paternal Brokaws were Huguenots from Holland, my maternal Conleys, Irish from County Mayo—working class on both sides.)

Tom Blair, the author, was born to an English mother two weeks after his American soldier father was killed during the invasion of Normandy. Two years later a ship glided past the Statue of Liberty with Tom’s hopeful mom holding him. Only opportunity stood at the docks to greet them. The same opportunity that greeted those who landed at Jamestown and Plymouth over three hundred years before.

Tom grew up to embody the American Dream, becoming a successful entrepreneur, overseeing public companies, and raising a family that acknowledged their greatest gift—that they were Americans, and that America is the Greatest Country the world has ever seen.

But America only became the Greatest Country after two hundred and fifty years of sacrifices by past generations of Americans. viiiSacrifices beyond the comprehension of those of us with running water and a convenience store within a ten-minute drive. In Letters to America, the author demonstrates that most challenges individual Americans are facing today shrink in stature when contrasted with those of the generations before us.

The book is at once an imaginative, sobering, and instructive message to contemporary Americans, the inheritors of all the work, invention, values, and personal and financial interests of those who cleared the way for today’s generations.

Tom Blair never met his father, but he knows how to honor his service, and all those generations that sacrificed to give us today’s America. In turn, we should honor Citizen Blair by absorbing the lessons—the truths—of Letters to America.

Tom Brokaw

June 2015




ix

Author’s Preface 2026
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We are quickly approaching what many consider to be the 250th anniversary of America. It has been 250 years since that day when a cluster of brave individuals, our Founding Fathers, signed the Declaration of Independence.

A counterpoint, if I may.

The beginning of America could be considered to be 1607, the date that Jamestown colonists waded ashore to a virgin land that would become Virginia. In spite of horrific challenges . . . the lack of food and hunger so severe that families buried their dead in secret so others would not rob the graves for a source of protein. . . these brave colonists did not return to England when provided the opportunity. They persisted, they survived, and in time they thrived. They were the first non-native Americans, and their land was America.

Regardless of which generation of Americans is acknowledged as the first Americans, each of America’s early generations risked much and struggled mightily. This book tells the stories of such Americans. Each chapter stands alone; a single chapter is the recounting of the life of one American. These chapters together do xnot dwell on one individual or event; rather they link together to become a diary of America that spans 250 years.

Tom Blair

Author

Letters to America
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Introduction from the Past
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Dear fellow Americans,

Before you ponder the letters that follow, we wish to lay upon you an indisputable truism. Beginning with that most remarkable year of 1776, generation after generation of Americans have struggled and sacrificed to create a most magnificent America. You, today’s Americans, do not have the right to squander this glorious gift from past generations.

Permit us to continue.

Some of us have been observing you for a few years; others for more than two centuries. Most often we watch with utmost fascination and unfettered amazement. And, while we are foremost proud of you, and think proudly of ourselves as one of you, of late we have become heavy with worry.

Today your, our, America stands on two legs, a leg of self-reliance and a leg of compassion for those in need. Over the decades America has shifted its weight, first favoring one leg, then the other. Today’s America leans heavily on the leg of compassion . . . mending hurts. While compassion, the noble intent of bending to help the fallen, is a mark of a country’s greatness, buried within America’s boundless compassion are the seeds to sow a future generation that will expectantly look to government to fulfill their xiineeds. In doing such—in expecting the government to caress their very existence—future generations will forfeit the greatest birthright of Americans: the unbridled right to succeed by exercising their passions, their skills, their hopes . . . to make their mark. And, know well that the path to success for most human endeavors is sacrifice. A sacrifice—training, studying, risking, working, saving—that renders achievement, once attained, one of the greatest of human experiences.

For those first generations of Americans most families ate only what they killed or grew. An empty belly was an uncompromising motivator for clearing fields and planting crops, pausing only to track deer or build a fish dam. Hunger was not an abstract notion for those citizens of early America; it was a lifelong partner. The absolute need to toil for next week’s bread, next season’s crop, next year’s slaughtering, created not so much an American work ethic as a survival ethic.

Do some of you kind citizens still have fire? Yes, certainly, but not the burning-hot fire of those travelers on the Mayflower, or of those pioneers walking in the dust next to their covered wagons so as not to tire the oxen. Today’s America shelters its citizens from the rigors and cruelties that its early generations suffered. No longer does one fear starvation, typhoid fever, a whipping by the master, or twelve-hour-a-day, six-day-a-week, mind-numbing, backbreaking work in a textile mill or a blazing-hot foundry. Sharp-fanged fears of yesteryear have been displaced by a basket of less dire concerns: shrinking retirement funds, stagnant wages, the threat of higher taxes and bloated bureaucracies, coupled with the questionable ability of elected officials to govern, to lead, to speak in realities, and to make the hard choices.

We have concluded that the most compelling wake up call to Americans is not a letter drafted to you from one well-known and revered individual from a long-past generation; likely you wouldn’t know how to tally “eleven score and nineteen years ago our forefathers.” Rather, we have compiled a dozen or so letters from the xiiinondescript among us. None of these individuals accomplished anything of which history made note. Their lives were like thousands of others, and as the country grew, millions of others of their same generation. While their lives were ordinary, we hope that as you read these letters you come to realize that what may have been ordinary in the life of a long-dead American may appear most extraordinary as viewed from today. Our hope is that by reading these letters to you from the past you come to better acknowledge and appreciate the legacy that is America; and in doing so you will accept, individually and collectively, the need to make those difficult decisions that will endow future generations of Americans with no less of a great country than was bestowed upon you.

From afar,

Your fellow citizens
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Junie 1840s
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The early American Colonies required an army of laborers to clear and till the virgin lands. To fill this need European bond servants paid for their passage across the Atlantic and served as indentured labor. But as the Colonies pushed out their boundaries, more laborers were needed. Then in the dark holds of a Dutch sailing ship the beginning of a solution to the labor shortage . . . African slaves.

By the end of the American Revolution slavery had proven unprofitable in the North, and even in the South slavery was becoming less 2useful to farmers as the prices paid for their most valuable crop, tobacco, dropped to record lows. Then a seismic shift in the South’s economy: in 1793 Eli Whitney invented the cotton gin, making it possible for textile mills to use a species of cotton easily grown in the South.

Cotton replaced tobacco as the South’s main cash commodity and this new crop quickly became gloriously profitable. Although most Southerners owned no slaves, by the early 1800s slaves comprised over 30 percent of the population of many Southern states. These slaves were clustered around plantations owned by the “Master.” A Master who saw his plantation as a business; hence the absolute need for his slaves to marry and bear children . . . future field laborers for the Master. The treatment of slaves ranged from mild and paternalistic to the most cruel and sadistic. Husbands, wives, and children were frequently sold away from one another and punishment by whipping was not considered extreme.

This was Junie’s world, a world where she was one of over two and a half million slaves in the United States.

No one in my family had ever been sold. ’course, that’s not right. If you were black and bent over from pulling cotton or washing clothes, some poor soul in your family had got sold after being beaten and starved on a slave ship coming from Africa. A ship jammed tight, as tight as kernels on the cob, with two-legged animals for sale to plantation owners with their polished boots and ironed jackets. But I couldn’t, I didn’t, hold no meanness toward Marse Edward for something his granddaddy did a bunch of years before I was born.

For me it was my mama’s mama who was bound over from Africa. Till I had my grief she never spoke of Africa. Never answered no questions about Africa. Always just looked away. All I knew about slaves being sold was what I heard from the field hands and then what I saw one day when I was walking down a street in Natchez with Miss Pauline. That’s when we happened by the big flat rock. A shiny black girl no older than me was standing with 3hardly any clothes. She was hunched over in shame. Men looking, poking, and shouting out prices and insults. One turned and walked away, complaining that her hips weren’t good for breeding. Miss Pauline, bless her soul, tried to be nice. She was sorry I had to see that, she said. But I remember I was actually glad, glad to my soul that it would never happen to me or my family. Or that’s what I believed until my grief time. The time I learned about Binta.

I was born on Belle Normandie, half a day’s walk above Natchez. Born into the same plantation as my mama before me, except that she was born when Marse Edward’s father had the plantation. Marse Edward’s father was old Marse Jack. Everybody said he was the most kindly cotton grower in Mississippi. Never beat his slaves for no good purpose. Never sold his slaves, never tore the families apart, never pulled crying children from their mothers or sold the men away from their women.

Marse Edward was his father’s pinecone. Not once did I hear him yell an upset yell. Did hear him shout out happy yells when the jugs and harvesting were both through. Guess I should tell you their yes sir and no sir name. It was Claiborne. To their face they were yes sir or no sir Marse Claiborne. When we was in the smokehouse or somewhere they couldn’t hear, they was Marse Jack and Marse Edward. Same with Belle Normandie, when it was just us slaves talking it was the Big House.

I was born at Belle Normandie in 1814, near the end of June, so Mama named me June. But most everyone called me Junie. For my husband Sunshine I was June Bug. ’Course that was when we was alone. I’ll tell you more about Sunshine in a bit.

Belle Normandie was the most beautiful house a person could imagine. Like a big white square wedding cake with verandas all the way around both floors. The first floor had six wood columns gleaming from corner to corner. I used to count them as a young ’un, running quickly lest anyone would notice me. On the veranda around the second floor, set back like a cake’s top layer, were four of those same columns from one corner to the next. Glossy black 4shutters along every window. Black till Marse Edward married Miss Pauline. She said blue was a happy color, so’s they got painted a sky blue. Two tall chimneys jutted high out of the roof like they were trying to grab a cloud. The whole of the house, except the windows, doors, and Miss Pauline’s shutters, was brick painted white. Painted every year so it was whiter than Marse Edward’s Sunday shirts. All around the lawns were the big trees—sycamore, tulip, holly, and the giant sweetgum out in back. Altogether a green tablecloth that the wedding cake sat on.

Born into that place, I became a house slave. ’Course that’s not what the Claibornes called us. They said we were house servants, not house slaves. I think it made them feel better when they told us to empty out their chamber pots.

And let me tell you right away that being a house servant, no matter what dirty work you did, was Gabriel’s heaven for any field slave. With gnarled hands and dead-man stares, field slaves quickly folded over from a life of pulling, digging, hauling, and working harder days than any mule. And the Mississippi sun baked their heads till even the strongest fainted dead away. No cool drink brought them back. A cursing overseer with a frayed baton and mean temper—mean ’cause he was a white man sweating in a field of ignorant blacks—brought the lazy, foaming-at-the-mouth slave back from his sleep to do the Marse’s work. But no more talk about that.

Miss Louisa was the sugar in Marse Edward’s tea. She was why I became a house servant. Well, it was actually her learning and my learning that got me inside work. She was the only child born to Marse Edward and Miss Belle, born the same year as me. There being no other children, I was her playmate. When she and I got to be five or six she started carrying her little reading books she got from Miss Belle. My favorite was the brown one with drawings. In a while I learned its name, The New England Primer.

I couldn’t keep my eyes away from Miss Louisa’s books. When she was napping, or maybe having her midday meal with Miss 5Belle, I’d look at her books and turn the pages ever so carefully. Pretty soon I could put the words to the pictures. Still remember them, pictures of cats, dogs, eagles, lions, moons, something for every letter. Pretty soon the words to sentences. Miss Belle would help little Louisa with reading, and I listened like I wasn’t listening. Sometimes Miss Louisa wouldn’t know a word. I’d want to speak up, but I didn’t.

You all can judge this to have been a foolish thing, but sometimes at night I would dream that Miss Louisa and I were sisters. The dream seemed so natural. More than a few times I used lye soap and bristle brush to scrub the back of my hands. I know this is silliness, but I thought somehow the blackness might scrub off. I knew inside I was the same as Miss Louisa. I just wanted to see if I could be just like her. Another reason for me wanting to be her was Miss Belle and Marse Edward. Miss Louisa had parents, I didn’t.

What I’m going to tell you sounds real sad. But it wasn’t sad. Well, it was sad, but not to me, ’cause I never knew them. My mother and father both died when I was too little to remember. Father, Big Bo they told me he was called, was a field slave. After one fall harvest the field slaves spent the winter clearing the woods down by Branson’s Creek, ’cause cotton was starting to be real important. Nobody knew quite how, but one of the chains on a wagon hauling logs to the mill snapped. Big Bo and another slave got pushed dead flat into the Mississippi red clay. Two days later my mama gave birth to my sister. But it wasn’t her time to be born. She was born ’cause of the grief that squeezed my mama. They both went to be with Big Bo in heaven. So that’s why I was raised by my mama’s mama. But you see, I really didn’t grieve for anybody I didn’t know. But for certain I thought about them. I always thought about them on my birthday. Truth be, I didn’t think much. Thought more about whether maybe Miss Louisa would have a tea party for me on my birthday.

Now Grannie Catfish, she was my mama’s mama. She wasn’t like any other of my people. My grannie, she didn’t ever frown or 6smile. She wasn’t vinegar or syrup. That’s how she got her name. People said she was like a fish. A fish has a mouth and eyes, but it doesn’t ever show how it’s feeling, less maybe it’s frying on the skillet. So that’s how Grannie got named after a fish. ’Course, I never called her Grannie Catfish. She was just Grannie to me.

When I was maybe eleven or twelve Miss Belle died of the wet cough. For most of a year the days at Belle Normandie felt like dark molasses, full of crying, black armbands, slow shuffles, and soft voices, like if we made a noise even more sorrow would fall on us. Slowly things got right again. That’s when a teacher started coming for Miss Louisa every week. She lived in Natchez but stayed at the Marse’s house two nights a week so she had three days of teaching. Her name was Miss McBride, made me think of a wedding. She spoke strange. Later I learned it was an accent.

Miss McBride acted like I was just the same as Miss Louisa. Sat us both down on chairs with pens and papers for our lessons. Marse Edward said something to her once about teaching us both. She told him that Miss Louisa learned better when she saw how smart she was next to me. ’Course I’m not for certain that’s what Miss McBride thought. I’m pretty certain I was just as smart. But it didn’t matter what anybody thought ’cause I got to learn everything Miss Louisa got to learn. And some I learned better.

By the time Miss McBride started coming to the Big House, Miss Louisa and I could read and write more than fair. So she started teaching arithmetic. I learned the figures right away. I learned the addition and subtraction. But, got to tell you, even though Miss Louisa could multiply and divide while humming, I could never make the sense of it.

We studied our history. I felt poorly when I learned the British burned down the president’s house the year I was born. We read about Washington and Jefferson and Adams. That’s when I made up my mind how I’d name my boys if God gave me any. Nothing said about slaves and how we got here. We studied two things I never heard of before, science and geography. Science seemed to be 7a lot of fancy words about nothing. If a piece of ice from the icehouse melts you got water. If you put the water in a pan over a fire it boils and you got steam. The dumbest field slave knew that. But science made it a solid, a liquid, and a gas, and somehow it was more important.

But what I learned the best—learned the best cause it let me lay in my cot and travel—was geography. Before Miss McBride I didn’t know what geography was. Didn’t know the difference between continents, countries, islands, cities, seas, lakes, and rivers. We learned. Well, I learned. Once Miss Louisa found Mississippi on a map she figured she knew all the important geography. But I kept looking at the maps and asking questions, like why isn’t England a continent if Australia is one? They’re either both continents or both islands, I figured. But mostly I looked at Africa. Looked at the rivers, the names of the countries and lands. I imagined where my grannie lived. I shouldn’t have, but I did, I snuck the geography book back to my cot with me. It was Daniel Adams’s Geography: Or, A Description of the World. Memorized everything between the covers. And that’s what brought my grief years later.

’Course when I spent time in the Big House with Miss McBride and Miss Louisa, I learned more than just what was in the books. I learned their ways, the white folks’ ways. Two forks, not one, a bath every day, clothes washed before any dirt showed, and words covered with sugar so you could pretend they weren’t bitter mean. If the lye and bristle brush would have worked, I could have lived real easy in the Big House.

By the time we turned fourteen our education stopped. No more Miss McBride, no more learning. But that was the way it should have been. Miss Louisa was spending more time at her mirror, and I was spending more time helping Grannie. Maybe helping’s not the right way to say it. I was doing most of her work ’cause of her sickness. She had a bad pain in her head for a spell, then her left side didn’t move right. She dragged her foot when she walked and held one arm against her side. Said she could still work, 8and she could. Just took two days to do one day’s work. That’s why I became the full-time house servant for Marse Edward.

Borrowing from Louisa’s education, that was the big part of my learning. The other part was Treefrog. He was an old gray-in-the-hair field slave who knew just about every song anybody could think of. And he had himself a cherrywood mandolin, so’s he could dress his songs in music. But that wasn’t what made him different from all the rest of us. He had lived where none of us had been. Treefrog had been free, though nobody seemed to know the whole truth of it. Word was he ran away from some place in Virginia and lived in Canada a fair time as a free man. The story was that the bounty hunters followed close behind and he got tired of hiding, but he didn’t want to give up. Treefrog was smart, real smart, knew that bounty hunters would be looking up north of Virginia for him, so he snuck around Virginia and went south. So far south he started hearing good things about Belle Normandie and old Marse Jack. So’s Treefrog got himself a kindhearted master, and Marse Jack got a slave for free.

I told you I learned from Treefrog. It wasn’t his songs I learned, or anything like the learning from Miss McBride. Treefrog knew people. He knew how they thought. Told me I needed to think how people thought. I needed to figure out where they was standing before I tried to hold their hands, so to speak. Told me that if I made sure the people got what they wanted, I could get what I wanted. ’Cause most people just want to feel good about themselves. Treefrog told me something else. Told me always to keep my head bowed down. Never show what you know, ’cause there may be a white man with a whip who knows less, but the whip, and using the whip, lets him show you that he knows more.

Now let me tell you about the best thing in my life. It started in the kitchen. The whole time I was growing up, our cook, the cook for the Claibornes, was Aunt Nina. No one knew for sure how she got her name. When I was little I thought maybe she had eight older brothers and sisters. By the time the top half of my 9dress was pushing out Aunt Nina was getting wobbly in the feet and in the head. One night she served Marse Edward and his guests a roasted turkey that was still wearing a few feathers and had all its insides. Another time she baked Miss Louisa’s party cake with salt stead of sugar. That was Nina’s last not making it right time. Marse Edward went off to Jackson. A week later he was back with Sunshine. ’Course I didn’t know he was back with my husband.

At first we all thought it strange-like that Marse Edward would buy a man cook. We giggled that maybe he was one of those butterfly men who didn’t do the things men do. I heard of them, but I didn’t know what to look for so I could tell. But all the strangeness went away with Sunshine’s cooking. He put more sauces, more sweet and sours, more hots and colds, and more spices and herbs on a plate than Aunt Nina could even name. He baked, fried, roasted, boiled, barbequed, and poached up more flavors than a body could imagine. Didn’t almost need to wash the plates when Marse Edward and Miss Louisa were done ’cause they were close to licked clean.

Learned why that cook-man’s name was Sunshine. Cause he was like a big round ball of sunshine on a beautiful Sunday. He made you feel warm, a happy warm. Biggest smile you ever saw. Big white teeth and opened mouth, even bigger lips turned up like a saucer. But the smile was just a window. His insides were always smiling and his happiness spilled out on others around him, just like brown sugar maple sauce ladled on slices of baked ham.

It was the first summer after Sunshine came to the Claibornes that the cakes showed up on my pillow. At first I thought Grannie took them from the kitchen for me. ’Course that didn’t make sense. She never really gave me anything that was more than was right. And Grannie thought right came in a real small package. But I never could imagine that a body other than Grannie would be near my cot. Then one night, after I turned down Miss Louisa’s comforter and sheets, I came back to see a slice of lemon cake on my 10pillow. A slice sprinkled with sugar, like dewdrops on a leaf. I knew Grannie was still limping in the Big House. Then I knew.

Sunshine and I were married in the fall, partway through September. Marse Edward and Miss Louisa gave us all of Sunday off, but that wasn’t the best present they gave us. Marse Edward let Sunshine use some of his lumber so’s he could build a room on the back of the kitchen house, a room just for Sunshine and me. Of course it wasn’t just for us a year later. Our boy was born the next summer. I had a hard time. Almost bit clean through the new mama hickory branch. Thought for a spell that maybe I was going to join my mama and little sister.

You might think it somehow not right that I named my son after our president. But let me explain. You know, a slave didn’t own a thing. We worked in the Marse’s fields, cleaned the Marse’s house, ate his food, and wore clothes made from the cloth he gave us. We didn’t even own our time. Not except Sunday mornings. The rest of our time was filled tight with the Marse’s chores, not ours. Other than teaching him to read and write, a name was the only thing I could give my boy. That’s why I gave him the best I could think of, I gave him the president’s name. Told him that when God gave him children, he should give them the best names he could. And the best education he could.

Marse Edward thought it funny I gave my son a president’s name. Said it didn’t matter what I named my baby, that just ’cause I named him Andrew he wouldn’t be going to Washington to run the country. I lowered my head a little as I always did when speaking to Marse Edward, said for certain he was right. But as he walked toward the library I thought to myself, thought that we weren’t ever going to have no president, whether they be white or black, with a name like Sunshine or Treefrog.

The year after Sunshine and I were married there were two more weddings at Belle Normandie. Now these weren’t no jumping-the-broom weddings in the dry barn. These were weddings where fifty of the finest carriages in Mississippi, filled with gentlemen and 11beautiful ladies, arrived in a line that like to never end. First married was Miss Louisa. Just about every week for almost two years a young gentleman called. Not the same gentleman, different gentlemen, some from over a hundred miles away. But it was Mister Scott from Pascagoula who stole her away. His father owned a bank in Jackson, and his mother’s father owned land from Mobile to Mississippi. At least that’s what folks said. For certain was that his uncle was governor of Mississippi.

Two months after Miss Louisa’s wedding, Marse Edward married Miss Pauline in a wedding even grander. Miss Pauline was a young widow lady who had moved to Natchez. She had the most beautiful curly hair one could imagine. And her face was creamy white, with cheeks that always seemed to be a little red. And Marse Edward did the most wonderful thing for me. The day before his wedding he told me he was gifting me to Miss Pauline as her maid. He was buying a new house servant, and I would only care for Miss Pauline. That afternoon Miss Pauline came to me giddy happy. She hugged me, fussed over me, and said I was her best wedding gift.

After Marse Edward and Miss Pauline were married, life for me and Sunshine and our boy just seemed to go from one good day to another. Never thought anyone could be kinder than Marse Edward’s first wife, but Miss Pauline was no less sweet and gentle. I think maybe Miss Pauline was so nice to me ’cause Marse Edward was so happy. ’Course gentlemen aren’t happy, wouldn’t really be seemly, but he kept talking about the land he was buying in Mobile and how the cotton gin was a gift from the Almighty.

Miss Pauline loved the reading. Just about every month a new book would arrive from Atlanta or Richmond. Once one came all the way from Boston. I remembered what Treefrog told me. I didn’t let on, but one day Miss Pauline told me to bring her Miss Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, and I plucked it out of a stack of ten or so books. She asked could I read, and I told her how I used to read Miss Louisa’s books while laying on my cot. Bless her sweet soul, Miss Pauline told me I could borrow any book that I wanted. 12Her words were sugar on my ears. Not so much for me, but for Andrew. He was at the learning age. And the best was that way over to one side on the top shelf in Marse Edward’s library were all the books from when Miss Louisa and I were taught by Miss McBride. Andrew could learn from the same books as me.

Now to tell you about the black cloud in my life. ’Course, every poor soul on God’s earth has a black cloud in their life. Treefrog told me it’s not the problems in life that can break us, it’s how we hold the problem that makes it a loud problem or a whisper problem. My black cloud was Marse Allan, Marse Edward’s younger brother. It was hard to believe both drinks were poured from the same pitcher. Marse Edward was like his father, never wanted to hurt no one. Even if you were a slave, he would sometimes say thank you. All Marse Allan knew is what he wanted, and he wanted everything the fastest way he could get it. And he seemed to be happier if whatever he got cost somebody else something. His place, right next to Belle Normandie, was called Les Moines. It was a French word that came from French monks who traveled up the river in the old days. If you said it right, it sounded like coins.

Marse Allan’s plantation was even bigger than Belle Normandie, and seemed always to be getting bigger. Les Moines was a cold-looking big house to my way of thinking. Dark brick and four high stone columns rising up from a porch that needed painting. No green lawns, just rows and rows of cotton. But it wasn’t the house that was the talk of all of us, it was the way his slaves were treated. His overseer, Stark was his name, had a whip for an arm. And the whip was only part of his meanness. Word was he would sell off any slave that had a woman he fancied.

Whenever Marse Allan visited Belle Normandie we kept our eyes low and straight. He’d walk around looking like he smelled a two-day-old dead skunk and was nasty loud in telling Marse Edward what he was doing wrong. One of the wrongs was Marse Edward didn’t keep the cinches tight on his slaves. Said he didn’t 13make money with his slaves. Told Marse Edward that he should buy them cheap, breed them, and rent them to the railroads to lay track. Marse Edward always sorta nodded like he agreed, but he never changed what he did, never changed how he treated his slaves.

The worst thing about Marse Allan’s visits wasn’t what he told Marse Edward, it was what he saw and tasted. It wasn’t long before I heard tell that Marse Allan said for certain that someday Sunshine would be cooking at Les Moines. Marse Allan had to have the best of everything. Even better if he took it from his brother.

Something else about Marse Allan, he didn’t have a wife. Word was that he had woman friends that came and went with all sorts of foolishness, but no wife. Sunshine told me that he heard that Marse Allan proposed to Miss Pauline when she was new to Mississippi, but she said no. I thought maybe this was true. Marse Allan wasn’t at Miss Pauline’s and Marse Edward’s wedding. Maybe if he’d had a wife, a wife who made him a father, maybe then he wouldn’t have wanted everything other folks had.

But with me and Miss Pauline, life just seemed one nice thing to the next. One day, and I know the year was 1837 on account of what happened next, we even rode on a steam locomotive from Natchez up to Jackson. Back then they had three tracks all started, one going out to Jackson, one up to Port Gibson, then one coming up from New Orleans. It was a short ride, but it was like nothing else I’d ever done. Miss Pauline, she rode a rail train before, when she visited England with her daddy. It was the first time for me, and for sure I could hardly believe Junie was riding in a train. Not as fast as Miss Pauline’s coach and four grays, maybe, but fast enough. There we sat, the window open and air rushing through with the smell of burning wood and a whistle screaming that made everyone for miles know we was coming. The best part was sitting so high up and looking out at the people watching us speed by and knowing they wanted to be riding the train. It was the only day in my life when white folks wished they were where I was.

14
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It was right after we rode the train that the world went wrong side up. It was like they took the glass out the windows and we had a cold wind blowing right through the Big House. Marse Edward and Miss Pauline started to talk low so no one could hear. But I could hear. I heard talk about panic, panic this, panic that. I didn’t know what the panic was about, ’cause I only saw worry. After a time they gave the panic a name, they called it the Panic of ’37. That’s ’cause the year was 1837 when things turned bad. Should have called it the Panic of ’37, ’38, and ’39.

I never really understood the problem, why things were so bad. Treefrog said it was ’cause people bought land with money that wasn’t theirs, and ’cause it wasn’t their money they paid more than they should’ve. They was using bank’s money, not their money. When the big banks up North stopped giving out money there wasn’t no grease on the wagon wheels. Things just stopped. Stopped real bad.

What didn’t stop was that Marse Edward owed money to the banks. More days than leaves on a honeysuckle bush Marse Edward was all shut up in his library with this man or that, from this or that place. One of those gentlemen was Mister Robinson, I remember ’cause his accent was the same as Miss McBride’s. He was s’posed to build a textile mill in Natchez for Marse Edward, but they had such loud words that it didn’t matter the library doors were closed tight. Miss Pauline was all smiles as if nothing at all was the matter. But I knew the matter was really bad or she wouldn’t be pretending so hard.

Since he was four or five Andrew had been helping Sunshine in the kitchen, peeling, stirring, washing. As bad went to worse than bad that first year of grief, Marse Edward sold his best field slaves, and Andrew was put out to help tend crops. Happy for us he was still living with us in the kitchen at night. Then one night he told me what the field slaves were saying. Said that Marse 15Edward was fixing to sell more slaves so he could keep Belle Normandie. I knew this couldn’t be true. Weren’t that many to sell. But Sunshine said Marse Edward wouldn’t sell Belle Normandie so he could keep us slaves, but for certain he would sell slaves and his right arm to keep the Big House.

It was my learning with Miss Louisa that brought the worst grief. That’s not quite right, it’s not even right at all. It was that I didn’t listen to Treefrog, that’s what tore my heart with the worst grief a person could have. I forgot Treefrog’s warning that I shouldn’t tell others what I knew, ’cause they didn’t want to know that I knew anything that they didn’t. But I spoke up, one word just jumped from my mouth. It was at a dinner that Marse Edward and Miss Pauline had for some important people from Natchez. Marse Allan was there. If only he hadn’t’ve been there, but he was there.

That night, the night of the special dinner, Sunshine stirred up the best smelling and tasting chicken and mushroom soup a body could imagine. Next was a roasted loin of beef marinated with ginger juice. It was sliced thin-thin and laid comfortable next to collard greens with a touch of lemon and new potatoes rubbed with salt and pepper. Lit bright with all thirty candles burning in the chandelier, the dining room was crowded with important men, food smells, and talk. Wearing my special-guests lace apron, I was dashing from person to person serving and pouring. I shouldn’t have, but I couldn’t help it, I listened to the conversation.

At first I didn’t understand a thing. Most about speculation and banks failing. Then some loud talk about politics. But then conversation I knew. Talk about the world, places in the world, and how the clipper ships were speeding bales of cotton between countries. Between puffs on their cigars the important men spoke of port cities, and I could see them on the map that I had studied with Miss McBride and Miss Louisa years before. Places I had just shown Andrew in the geography book in the Marse’s library. Then they spoke of some islands off the east coast of Africa that a clipper 16ship had foundered against. No one seemed to be sure of the name of the islands. Then Marse Allan spoke up and said Maldives. Lord knows why, but in a very low voice, ’cause I knew they weren’t the Maldives, I said Seychelles. Lord help me. I turned as quick as I could and fled to the hall with a tray of clanking plates. Behind me one of the men from Natchez called out laughing, “God damned, she’s right. Allan, why don’t you find out what else the slave can teach you?”

I was so right about the Seychelles, but I was so wrong. It wasn’t just me that was punished, my family was punished. And Marse Edward was punished. ’Cause Marse Allan, as if he had a whip in his hand, took his way with us. Took his time before he cracked it. It was almost a year later. By then Marse Edward had sold or traded just about everything he had at Belle Normandie and still he owed money. His brother, not a brother but a cold-hearted man, wouldn’t lend him money. Told him he would give him the money for the banks if he sold him what he wanted. He wanted half Belle Normandie’s best-growing land and Sunshine. Marse Allan always had to have the best of everything, and everybody knew Sunshine was the best cook in the state.

For a handful of days Marse Edward didn’t look at me straight on, never asked me to do anything for him. In time he had to tell me. It was a rainy morning that Marse Edward fetched me into his library and told me that he had sold Sunshine to his brother. Looked as though he was fit to be sick. As he spoke he stared down at the dark red carpet that was worn bare near the door and behind his desk. Told me that if Andrew and I wanted to go with Sunshine, we could. Said that his brother didn’t need no house slaves and we would both be put in the fields. He was quiet for a while, then looked me in the eye and said that since Andrew was too young to do a man’s work, Marse Allan’s overseer would for sure sell him straight away. Told me that if I wanted I could stay at Belle Normandie with Andrew and we could do the cooking. But then he told me something that made my bones shiver. Marse 17Edward said he knew for a fact that Marse Allan would never give Sunshine a pass to visit Belle Normandie. Neither would he ever let me visit Les Moines.

So this was my grief time. Ripped apart was my heart. Sunshine was my sunshine. Andrew was both of our sunshines. Which would I choose? Which grief? Sunshine and I talked low so Andrew didn’t hear. I cried a lot, low so Sunshine wouldn’t hear. Sunshine figured that he could get Marse Allan to let him use Andrew in the kitchen. He was going to tell him that without Andrew’s help he couldn’t cook up the good meals. ’Course with me working in Marse Allan’s fields, there wouldn’t be no more education for Andrew. So the three of us staying together and going to Les Moines meant that Andrew wouldn’t be getting no more learning. But that wasn’t the worst of it. I knew that Marse Allan’s meanness would make him sell Andrew to hurt me. He wouldn’t let our boy stay with Sunshine and me, no matter what Sunshine told him.

My insides were torn up and twisted like wrung washrags. No sleeping, no eating, no eating that stayed down. I even thought maybe we should run away, make for the North. Better that we be running together than living apart. Treefrog got me thinking right. Told me that running was hard enough for a young buck who could sleep under the brush during the day and in the darkest night walk straight and fast while stealing whatever he could to eat. Said no way a man and a woman with a boy could outrun the hounds and bounty hunters. ’Course he was right. So I asked Treefrog what I should do. He told me something that made no sense. Told me I should talk to Grannie Catfish. Said that she wouldn’t tell me what to do, but afterward I would know what to do.
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The sun had just set behind the sycamores when I walked down the curved dirt path to Grannie’s cabin, a cabin she shared with another grayhair. Grannie was on her rocker, the one Sunshine made her 18when Andrew came screaming into the world as her great-grandson. The cabin was pretty much dark, only soft light glowing from red and orange embers in the hearth, no lamps lit. In the far corner a mound on a cot. Only Grannie was awake. She was pushing against the packed dirt floor with her good foot, her shadow rocking across the wall.

I sat on her cot and started to speak, started to tell her of my grief. She spoke two words: “I knows.” I was quiet. Grannie was quiet for a spell. Then she spoke, told me about Africa. Told me about men with beards and whips and guns. Men who came to her village and took all the young men and women. Told me about being chained together and walking through the jungle. The chain was as long as the line of slaves, every few feet a shackle around a person’s ankle. Men with whips kept the line moving. One of them carried an ax. If a slave fell and couldn’t be brought right, they didn’t take no time to unlock the shackle. One swing of the ax and the slave was left behind.

After days of death they came to a boat in a wide river. Shackled together they were pushed down into its darkness. No water, no food, just a burning heat, screaming, and fear. After three days everyone taken above. Sun blinding after days in the darkness. When able to see, only ocean, no land. Buckets of water thrown on them to wash off the filth. Some young girls unlocked from their shackles and taken away by laughing men. Some women held babies to their breast, one of the men walked among them grabbing the babies and tossing them into the sea. Screams of a hurt worse than a body could stand, mothers struggling to join their babies, ankle and leg bones broken as steel shackles held them back. With broken bones they were no longer a slave of worth. A swing of the ax and they joined their babies.

Then she told me of Binta. He was my mama’s brother. Never did I know that my mother had a brother. Binta was at the breast of my grannie and was tossed into the sea with the others. But my grannie did not struggle. Even though death would have been eas19iest for her, she didn’t struggle against the shackles. ’Cause she carried another. My mother was within her. For my mother’s sake the grief of losing Binta was carried by Grannie for weeks in the filth and vomit of the ship. A grief carried by Grannie without a word spoken till her words to me. A grief no slave, no person, no living thing should ever hold within.

When Grannie finished talking she closed her eyes, but her rocking didn’t stop. So then I knew. I knew I could do no less. I needed to carry the grief of losing my Sunshine by staying at Belle Normandie for Andrew. This I did.

Junie
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Luke 1850s
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Except for the Native Americans, the immigrant story is the American story. The majority of European immigrants in the first two centuries of migration to what became the United States settled the land stretching from the Atlantic seaboard to the Mississippi River. Next, from the 1830s onward, wagon trains of settlers pushed west from the Mississippi River to the Pacific Coast. These Americans, these pioneers, abandoned their farms and shops in Iowa, Pennsylvania, Illinois, and other states for a hope. The same 22hope that pushed their great-grandparents to abandon their lives in England, Ireland, France, Germany, and Italy to risk perilous sea voyages to the New World . . . the promise of a better life.

This second wave of immigrants colonized the lands between the Mississippi and the Pacific, except for the scattered Californian seaports settled by the Spanish two hundred years earlier. During the long journey west from the Mississippi the wagon trains traveled for months along the Oregon Trail and its offshoots—the California Trail, the Bozeman Trail, and the Mormon Trail—to reach their destinations.

The journey west was spectacularly challenging and often fatal. But the promise of the new territories and new rewards swayed many to the challenge; such is Luke’s story.

Ma didn’t want to go. didn’t want to leave her friends. Didn’t want to leave her father. Didn’t want to leave her church. And no way she wanted to leave her vegetable garden.

Pa said we were going. So’s we went. West we went. Sold our Iowa farm. Sold the plow horse. Sold the cows and chickens. Gave most all the furniture away. Ma kept her hope chest. Pa didn’t put no money in the bank. Pa used some to buy four oxen and a wagon. What was left got hid in the bottom of Ma’s hope chest. Money hid to buy land in California.

There was four of us. There was me and an older sister and Ma and Pa. My sister, Mary, was a girl. I mean a real girl. She liked dresses and cookin’ and washin’. A lot of girls I knew weren’t like real girls. They was like soft boys. Worked and rode like a boy, they did. But not my sister. That’s why I think she was right with going west. Where our farm was there wasn’t many boys that could turn into men so’s my sister could marry ’em. Think she thought maybe there’d be more where we was going.

Headed to Missouri River first. Took us two weeks. Weren’t hard weeks. Only two streams that slowed us down. Weren’t deep or wide. ’Course one of our pea-brained oxen broke a leg. Got it stuck in some rocks along the second stream. Pa shot him dead, 23and the army bought the carcass for three dollars. Said the oxen meat could feed Indians. Pa bought another oxen. Mad that it cost twice what the others cost. Learned real fast further west the more the cost.

Next I thought maybe we’d have to shoot Mary. She was lookin’ pretty much like a woman by the time Pa sold the farm. At the farm we had the outhouse. Maybe only fifty steps from the back door. On the trail to Missouri there weren’t no outhouses. There were plenty of clumps of trees at first. So’s everybody was alone when they were squatting. But then the open fields. Mary stopped going off. Always with the wagon. After a few days she didn’t look right. Didn’t act right. Stopped eating. Ma knew what was wrong. We had two bottles of medicine. Had them as long as I could remember. One was big for big cures. One was small for small cures. They fixed just about anything but a broken arm or a gouged-out eye. Ma gave Mary two spoonfuls from the little bottle. From sunup till sundown Pa had to keep stoppin’ the wagon while Mary went runnin’ off to the horizon. Pa got so mad he told Ma never again give anyone the little bottle cure.

When we reached the Missouri River wagon trains were being formed up. Some headed to Oregon. Some to California. Gold or cheap farmland is what the people going to California wanted. Maybe twenty wagons already gathered. Gathered in a California wagon train. Pa talked to the men. Most from Iowa and Illinois. Told we needed fifty wagons before we headed west. Pa said it was ’cause the leader of the train was greedy. Said he was collecting twenty-five dollars a wagon to take them west. Pa said couldn’t imagine. Couldn’t imagine someone getting over a thousand dollars for four months’ work.

Camped outside of Council Bluffs waiting for our wagon train to gather. It took more than two weeks before fifty families joined up. Most leather hands. A few cotton hands. Most every wagon had a ma and pa and a basket of children. Took a tally of the boys in the train. Two close to my age. Arch and Matthew. Both fine 24fellas. Matthew’s pa kept him close to their wagon, so’s he couldn’t explore with Arch and me. Mary tallied the older boys. More than half a dozen her age or older. Happy she was.

Train had its leader. He was a Captain. He wasn’t a real Captain. But since he was in charge he was called Captain. His name was Wrighter. But we didn’t call him Wrighter. We called him Captain. Made me feel good though. Made me feel good his name was Wrighter and not Wronger.

Once everyone joined up the men had a meeting. Pa wouldn’t let me sit in. But I did. Sorta did. Got my whittling knife out and set down leaning against a tree on the downwind side of the meeting. Not too far away to hear. I sat a-whittling on a stick and listening with my ears. Captain started with the most important. Said for sure only he set the rules. And that was the first rule. If someone didn’t want to follow the rules that was fine by him. But they needed to leave straight up and go their own way. Captain said he’d been twice to California and twice back to the United States. He knew what to do and what not to do. Said that some trains took the Sabbath off. Told us only days we’d take off was when there was grass and water for the animals. Said we could take extra Sabbaths off when we got to California if we wanted to get right with the Lord. Captain said Indians wouldn’t attack. Said they would steal. Each night there would be guards posted. Two men a night. He would pick who was standing guard. Told us cholera, starving, freezing, and going mad in the Salt Desert is what could kill us. God would decide the cholera. If we did what he told us we wouldn’t starve, freeze, or go mad.

Captain said there were four parts to our journey. Some big, some small. Some not so hard, and one that could kill you. Said the first part was the longest. Traveling along the Platte River for five hundred miles past Fort Laramie shouldn’t be any worry. Second part was going over the Rockies along the Sweetwater River. Shouldn’t be no trouble less it snowed heavy last winter. Snow melting making the water rush over its banks. Talked slow the 25Captain did about the Salt Desert. Shortest part of the journey. Worst part. Said he’d seen oxen and men go crazy from burning heat. So hot bacon would fry on a skillet without no fire. Last part was following the Truckee River through the Sierra Mountains. Said he knew everyone heard of settlers being snowed in and starving. Not all starved he said. Some ate the ones that did starve. We wouldn’t be getting snowed in, no way. If we didn’t get to the Sierras before October we would halt till spring.

Some other things about the women. Said no cussing around the wives and daughters. Said that if a fellow needed to squat he had to be behind a tree or far off. Said the men should tell their women to go off to the right side of the train when they had to be alone. Men should walk a ways out to the left.

Then the Captain asked a question. Strange I thought. Asked which men didn’t drink. Which men thought whiskey was the devil’s nectar. Three hands went up. Asked if any of the three was only with a wife and no one else. One hand stayed up. Captain said he’d give him ten dollars of his fee back if he’d carry the whiskey in his wagon. For sure, the fellow said. Then the Captain made a rumble. Told everyone to take any whiskey they had and give it to this fellow. The fellow grinning that he got ten dollars.

That night Pa told Ma about the meeting. Left out some things. Put something in. Didn’t tell Ma or Mary about the freezing and starving. Didn’t say anything about the Salt Desert. Did tell Ma the Captain said men should get a good supper ’cause all the hard work and such. Told her about the whiskey. Said he wished he’d said he didn’t drink the devil’s cider. Wished he’d got the ten dollars.

Before heading across the Missouri River the Captain looked over every wagon. Cut out a dozen sickly oxen. Made some families get rid of belongings. Only thing Captain wanted in the wagons was stores, tools, and clothes. Told families to sell their potbelly stoves and the like for whatever they could get in Council Bluffs. Said no matter how little they got it would be more than when 26they threw it out in the middle of the Salt Desert. Thrown out ’cause their cracked-tongue oxen couldn’t pull another mile. Got right mad when he found whiskey bottles in two wagons. Found them after they’d all been given over.

Everything took from Iowa was piled on our wagon floor. Couldn’t see the floor for the axes, plow heads, clothes, blankets, dried beef, sacks of grain, and Ma’s hope chest. No place to lay or even sit. Right away we knew our wagon wasn’t no good. Other wagons were better. They had two floors. Bottom one held the family’s stores and tools. Maybe two feet above the first floor a second floor with a bunch of trapdoors on rope hinges. So’s you could always get whatever you was storing below. The good thing was the second floor was clear. A place for a sickly person to ride in the day. A place big enough for a family to lay their bedding at night when the wind was blowing the rain sideways.

When Ma saw a two-floored wagon she asked Pa right quick. Asked why we didn’t have two floors. Pa barked and she didn’t say nothing more. But Pa knew we didn’t have the best wagon. Somewhere he got a piece of board and cut and nailed a cupboard together. Hung it on a side right behind the wagon seat. Ma had a place for her pans and such.

Kanesville is where the Captain led us to cross the Missouri. A couple of crossings there. The Captain took us to the lower ferry at a place called Traders Point. Cost five dollars for a wagon to be pulled across on a flat boat. The cattle and horses went for free. They swam. Pa wanted to try to float our wagon across. Wanted to save five dollars. Captain told him he was a fool to try. Said if he did make it across he wasn’t going any further in the Captain’s train.

It took us two days of waiting before Pa had to hand over five dollars. Close to a hundred wagons from other trains waiting for their turn to cross on a flat boat. Waiting in front of us. Captain had us camped some miles away where the cattle had plenty of grass. Afternoon of the second day me and Arch hiked a fair way 27down to the riverbank. Wanted to watch the goings-on. A family’s wagon and its oxen would be driven on this flat boat. Maybe three times longer than a wagon it was. Strung across the river was a rope big around as Pa’s arm. All the way across it went. Further than you could recognize a man you knew standing on the other side. When this flat boat got loaded men pulled and poled it across the Missouri. ’Course the river was running mighty fast. So in the middle the rope stretched out toward the downstream side. Arch and me watched maybe four go across and back. Slow they went. Took better part of an hour for a flat to get pulled over and back. There was three of them flat boats. So’s they could pull and pole three wagons an hour. The sun was starting down so Arch and I headed back. Just then a bunch of commotion. People hollering. The last flat to load up had a wagon and eight oxen. Didn’t have just four. About midstream the oxen get spooked and move right to the front of the flat. So heavy they are the front of the flat dips into the water. But that’s not what drowned the family. The wheel lock on the wagon wasn’t set. So’s this wagon goes rolling right into the oxen. All go a-tumbling into the running river. Some heads for a while. Then nothing. Only thing not drowned was the wagon.

Arch and I back to our train as fast as we could run. Panting heavy we tell the Captain what we saw. Bent way over he did, so’s he was looking us in the eyes. Said we shouldn’t be telling this story till after our train was across the Missouri. ’Course I told Pa that night. He said he wouldn’t talk about what happened. In the morning everybody saying how awful it was the family drowning and all.

Took us most of two days to get all the wagons across the Missouri. Got across we did with no hurts or bothers. River wasn’t running as strong as when Arch and I saw the poor family go under. Didn’t stop Ma from holding her Bible the whole time she was on the flat boat.

Camped one night right on the west side of the Missouri River. Then started off to the Platte River. Captain said six or seven hun28dred miles we’d travel on its banks. Stories was that the cholera was bad on the south side. Said whole families dying. So’s we crossed to the north side and headed west.

First few days just getting it right. What to do and who should do it. All of us learned the most important thing. Always do what the Captain said to do. A couple of men didn’t want to. Didn’t want to listen to the Captain. Told them straightaway the Captain did. Told them his way or out of the train. Told them that they should write a letter to their families back home before they split off. Said the letter would be the last they’d ever hear from them. No wagon left. No more talk about leaving. ’Cept Mister Akins. That wasn’t till past the Sierras.

Maybe a quarter of a mile long we were. A quarter of a mile of oxen pullin’ wagons with most of us walkin’ beside. Front of the line wasn’t the same as the back. Front was better. When things were dry less dust in the front. After a spell of no rain everyone in back turned brown from walkin’ and breathin’ in brown dust. If it was raining the trail turned to mud. Each wagon pushed the ruts deeper. Wagon axles started draggin’. Back end of the train had to move off the trail. Had to make a new trail. Had to cut trees and fill in gullies to keep up. Another thing, even if there wasn’t dust or mud, the back wagons were pulling through the droppings of more than two hundred oxen. Back of the train wasn’t no good. That’s why the Captain kept changin’ us up. Moved us around so’s you weren’t always in everyone’s mess.

Learned a lesson two families did. Every night we’d stake the wagons down. Hard work pounding stakes. Back-aching work in dried rock-hard ground. But gotta do it. Winds come up strong. A sideways wind blows a wagon over. Right over with a crash. Maybe breaks a couple of wheels. For sure a big mess. Real calm it was. Didn’t look like no problem so two fellas didn’t drive their stakes. Went to sleep. Wind didn’t sleep. In the morning there they was. No broken wheels but pots and clothes all over. Men pushed them right side up. Captain said never again.

29
Captain did something smart. Always setting a goal that wasn’t so far off. Not far off like California. That way we’d be showing ourselves the Captain was right. Right in telling us we’d make it to California. After crossing the Missouri told us about the Loup River. Maybe five days off if it didn’t rain. Rolling toward the Loup wasn’t much trouble. If I’d known what was ahead of us I’d a said the first days were easy. But at the time they weren’t easy. Weren’t because we all was used to eating and sleeping under a roof. Just like the Captain said on the fifth day there was the Loup. Flowed down from the north it did. Flowed right to the Platte. Crossed at a shallow ford. After the Loup the Captain always had two men guarding the cattle at night. Indians would steal them, that’s what Captain said would happen.

More times than not a big fire was built at the end of the camp. ’Course if the grass was dry and there was a wind nobody built a fire. But the big fire was where the men met after supper. Pa let me come sometimes. Told me to keep my mouth still. Only thing I could move was my ears.

Most talk around the big fire was what was right and what was wrong. Captain kept the yellin’ down. Always talk of whose oxen were slowin’ us down. Arguments about maybe we should’ve used horses not oxen. Always talk about where we could find water. And always more complainin’ about how’s some wagons never shot a deer or a bird, or caught a fish. Talk about why we shared our food with ’em. But the Captain always said the same thing. We was all going to end up the same place. If we wanted to make California, we needed to make sure everyone got there.

Campfire talk
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